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Context 

Panama has maintained a relatively stable environment for civil society over the past 
decade, especially in the regulatory framework, although challenges remain, such as 
the low level of associativity and financing difficulties that weaken the sector. Recent 
advances stand out, such as the leadership of youth organisations in civic protests 
against mining and the recognition of groups that work on social issues. The business 
sector maintains a strong influence on government decisions, without facing 
restrictions that affect its activities. 

In the first quarter of 2025, Panama has faced a climate of tension and citizen 
discontent in the face of three issues of great political and social repercussion: the 
approval of the amendment to the Law that reforms the Social Security Fund on 17 
March 2025, the possible reopening of the Panama Copper mine, and the plans for 
the construction of a reservoir in the Indio River basin which seeks to guarantee the 
availability of water in the interoceanic waterway, but which would affect more than 
2,000 people, who must be relocated. To this panorama has just been added an 
element of general tension: new agreements signed by the country with the United 
States to increase the presence of its armed forces in Panama. 

This government agenda has led to the resurgence in 2025 of a social movement that 
includes trade unions, teachers and environmental organisations, which have initiated 
protests throughout the country in recent months, with a mixed response from the 
State, but with a tendency to repression. These same sectors were protagonists of the 
mobilisations that took place in 2022 and 2023. 

Although the current president of the Republic has only been in government for 10 
months, his speech has been catalogued by the media and opinion leaders as a 
confrontational and authoritarian discourse that increases social tension.  

1. Respect for and protection of fundamental freedoms

The freedoms of expression, association and assembly have constitutional status and 
there are no regulations that contradict these constitutional rights or the international 
human rights conventions ratified by Panama and which are part of the constitutional 
block.  

The government of Panama joined the Declaration of Chapultepec and the Declaration 
of Salta II on freedom of expression and the press.  Panama is recognised as a country 
with low restrictions on the exercise of freedom of the press and freedom of 
expression. There have been no recent recorded situations of harassment or direct 
legal or physical persecution against journalists, media outlets or digital platforms. 

https://www.instagram.com/saldelasredespa/
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/cl7x74vp7vro
https://www.mef.gob.pa/2025/03/modificacion-a-la-ley-organica-de-la-caja-de-seguro-social-asegura-prestaciones-de-salud-y-futuro-de-las-pensiones/
https://elcapitalfinanciero.com/mulino-asegura-que-reapertura-de-la-mina-cobre-panama-es-una-necesidad-para-el-pais-y-no-un-capricho/
https://www.prensa.com/economia/la-directiva-del-canal-aprobo-los-fondos-para-construir-el-embalse-de-rio-indio/
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/cx26qp0y468o
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/nacional/protestas-en-panama-un-viernes-de-marchas-y-cierres-por-la-reforma-del-seguro-social-BK11284423
https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/rising-cost-living-sparks-month-protests-panama-y07u/
https://www.france24.com/es/am%C3%A9rica-latina/20231128-la-desconfianza-el-combustible-del-estallido-social-en-panam%C3%A1
https://www.ecotvpanama.com/politica/mulino-y-su-tropezado-discurso-politico-escucha-el-presidente-sus-asesores-n6029780
https://www.prensa.com/sociedad/panama-se-adhiere-a-la-declaracion-de-chapultepec/
https://media.sipiapa.org/adjuntos/185/documentos/001/789/0001789442.pdf
https://www.sipiapa.org/notas/1216767-declaracion-salta-ii
https://www.sipiapa.org/notas/1216767-declaracion-salta-ii
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However, during the election campaign in 2024, there was physical aggression against 
journalists by followers of a political candidate.   
 
However, the biggest problem in journalism in Panama continues to be the judicial 
harassment of media outlets and journalists who criticise government policies or cover 
issues related to local or transnational corruption. This is usually perpetrated 
https://www.sipiapa.org/2025-reunion-medio-ano/panama-n1300114by political actors who 
abuse the rules of crimes against honour, filing civil pecuniary lawsuits and seizure of 
property. Self-censorship is increasing, as is the importance of government advertising 
contracts for online media, limiting their independence, as RSF's 2025 report confirms.  
 
With regard to freedom of association and civic space, the CIVICUS monitor classifies 
Panama as a country with narrow civic space, with repression against environmental 
protests such as in 2023, judicial harassment of journalists and media, persistent legal 
discrimination against people of sexual diversity, intimidating discourse against 
activists and journalists, among other elements. In addition, the report "Global State 
of Democracy, 2024" by International IDEA ranked Panama 62nd out of 172 countries 
in terms of civil rights, with a rating of 0.56 out of 1.0.  
 
Freedom of expression has also been affected. Since April 2025, a nationwide strike  

was started by a construction workers' union and public school teachers against the 

reform of the Social Security Fund and the possible reopening of the Panama Copper 

mine. In addition, protesters disagree with plans to displace over 2,000 people, and 

with new agreements to expand the U.S. military presence in the country. As the strike 

continued, there have been reported clashes between demonstrators and riot police, 

with some arrests and the use of tear gas to disperse crowds.  

 

Between April 2024 and April 2025, organisations focused on the issues of 
transparency, institutionality and human rights have been able to carry out their 
activities without facing direct questioning or harassment. Likewise, no legal reforms 
have been proposed that affect freedom of association, demonstration and 
expression. However, the situation is different for organisations dedicated to the 
defence of the environment, especially those that have expressed their opposition to 
the mining contract. In addition, some activists have been denounced by the mining 
company. In November 2023, during the protests against the contract, there were 
more than 1,500 cases of arrests and people injured due to abuses in the use of tear 
gas, according to a Report on Human Rights Violations during the Mining Protests 
prepared by Panamanian and international organisations.  To date, there has been no 
follow-up or compensation for the injured. 
 

 

2. Legal framework favourable to the work of civil society 

 
Panama has regulations applicable to civil society organisations, contained in several 
legal instruments. The main rule is the Executive Decree No. 62 of March 30, 2017 
that regulates non-profit associations and foundations and that contains a list of 

https://www.prensa.com/politica/simpatizantes-de-maribel-gordon-y-sindicalistas-agreden-a-periodistas-que-cubrian-el-debate/
https://www.prensa.com/politica/simpatizantes-de-maribel-gordon-y-sindicalistas-agreden-a-periodistas-que-cubrian-el-debate/
https://www.sipiapa.org/2025-reunion-medio-ano/panama-n1300114
https://rsf.org/en/country/panama
https://civicusmonitor.contentfiles.net/media/documents/ES.FactSheet2024.pdf
https://monitor.civicus.org/about/how-it-works/ratings/
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/country/panama
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/country/panama
https://www.brasildefato.com.br/2025/04/30/indefinite-national-strike-continues-in-panama-defying-arrests-and-repression/
https://www.plenglish.com/news/2025/05/13/panama-21-days-of-indefinite-strike-amid-repression-and-talks/
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/protestas-sacuden-panama-marchas-enfrentamientos-y-amenazas-marcan-el-lunes-BF12173992
https://miningwatch.ca/sites/default/files/resumenejecutivo_panama_esp.pdf
https://www.uaf.gob.pa/tmp/file/153/DECRETO--EJECUTIVO-62-DE-30-DE-MARZO-2017.pdf.pdf
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requirements to be met in order to create a non-profit organisation. In Panama it is 
easier to establish a corporation than a non-profit organisation.  
 
The legislation governing civil society organisations requires an application for legal 
status through a lawyer. The cost of lawyers, notaries and registration in the Public 
Registry are onerous for small organisations. In addition, the procedure for obtaining 
legal status is centralised in Panama City. These obstacles restrict their capacity for 
action and advocacy, and Panama is a very formalistic country that does not legally 
recognise social movements or initiatives.  

Since 2003, due to the recommendations of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), 
non-profit organisations in Panama have been required to keep an accounting record 
of financial operations, transactions or donations that justify their origin or nature. This 
is  Law 50 of July 2, 2003, which adds rules on the prevention of terrorism to the Penal 
Code. All civil society organisations must place in their statutes this obligation to keep 
records that justify the origin and nature of the funds.  

Article 20 of Decree 62 of March 2017 establishes that funds from self-management 
or from any other source may be subject to inspection, verification and monitoring by 
the Ministry of Government.  This discretionary power is found in the executive decree, 
but no Panamanian organisation has been subjected to these inspections to date. 

The only adverse institutional action against a non-governmental organisation in 
Panama was directed against the country's largest labour union. The National Bank, 
the largest state-owned banking institution, closed the union's account in 2024 
without clear justification after protests over social security reforms. This precedent 
should concern civil society organisations. The Ombudsman urged banks to respect 
the presumption of innocence and avoid discretionary actions without evidence. 

In the last six years, no reforms to the regulations governing non-profit organisations 
in Panama have been discussed, nor have any reforms been presented or discussed 
by civil society organisations.  

3. Accessible and sustainable resources  

The National Office for the Administration of State Subsidies attached to the Ministry 
of Social Development is responsible for granting State subsidies, especially aimed at 
organisations with welfare purposes. Most non-governmental organisations do not 
have access to State subsidies and there is no accountability for the criteria for the 
allocation of State subsidies. There is no subsidy or support from the State for human 
rights, transparency, democracy and State reform organisations.  
 
Organisations can receive resources from international cooperation, private donations 
and self-management. In the case of resources from international cooperation, there 
are no restrictions or special legislation in this regard. Donations to non-profit 
organisations will be deductible from income tax, once authorised by the General 
Directorate of Revenue of the Ministry of Economy and Finance.  
 

https://t8s6m4e4.delivery.rocketcdn.me/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/articulo_95_ESP.pdf
https://www.organojudicial.gob.pa/uploads/wp_repo/uploads/2016/11/Ley-50-de-2003.pdf
https://www.gacetaoficial.gob.pa/pdfTemp/28249_A/GacetaNo_28249a_20170331.pdf
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/nacional/cierran-las-cuentas-de-suntracs-en-el-banco-nacional-FG10700173
https://www.defensoria.gob.pa/defensoria-evidencia-vulneracion-de-derechos-al-suntracs-por-cierre-de-cuentas/
https://www.mides.gob.pa/ptmc/programa-subsidios-estatales/
https://dgi.mef.gob.pa/Preguntas/OnG
https://dgi.mef.gob.pa/Preguntas/OnG
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However, non-governmental organisations in Panama have difficulty obtaining 
financing from international cooperation because it is considered a country with high 
macroeconomic indicators and therefore is not a priority for cooperation agencies.  
The limited sources of funding and the difficulty of organisations to meet the minimum 
requirements for the administration of resources by donors becomes an obstacle to 
the work and strengthening of civil society. A large number of organisations do not 
have legal status and this reduces their capacity to represent and defend rights.  
 

4. State openness and responsiveness 

In general, Panama has regulations that promote transparency, citizen participation, 

and formal mechanisms for citizen consultation, although since July 2024, the 

current government has shown no interest in listening to feedback and opinions from 

all sectors of civil society. On  August 6, 2024, at the request of President José Raúl 

Mulino, the National Concertation for Development met  "in order to prepare the way 

for citizen participation in the face of the country's challenges in this five-year 

period." However, since that date the National Concertation for Development has not 

met again.  

Another aspect that reflects the government’s level of openness and its interaction 
with civil society was the process of selecting prosecutors of the Nation and the 
Administration. In October 2024, the government chose both prosecutors without 
public consultation or the participation of civil society, thus ignoring the agreements of 
the State Commission for Justice. The Commission was created in 2005 to define the 
agenda for judicial reform with the participation of civil society and the definition of a 
mechanism for the pre-selection of magistrates and prosecutors. This space for 
dialogue between civil society, government and the justice sector has not been 
convened in the last year. 
  
However, there are other spaces for dialogue between civil society and State 
institutions on specific issues, one of them being the construction of a Roadmap for 
the Implementation of the Escazú Agreement. 
 

5. Political culture and public discourses on civil society  

The current President of the Republic has criticised environmental groups and has 
had a discourse of disqualification towards citizens who protest against mining 
operations in Panama - calling them "five cats", an expression that dismisses their 
number and their incidence. In February 2025, after the protests in Panama City, the 
president accused the National Union of Workers in the Construction Industry and 
Allied Workers (SUNTRACS), the largest union with the greatest capacity to mobilise 
in the country, of being a trade union group of "mafiosi and terrorists”.  Beyond these 
two incidents, so far there have been no comments by government officials against 
civil society.  

https://datos.bancomundial.org/pais/panama
https://datos.bancomundial.org/pais/panama
https://www.antai.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Ley-6-de-22-enero-2002.pdf
https://www.presidencia.gob.pa/publicacion/concertacion-nacional-definira-su-nuevo-secretario-ejecutivo-a-peticion-del-presidente-mulino
https://www.concertacion.org.pa/
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/nacional/luis-carlos-gomez-y-gretel-villalaz-al-frente-de-las-procuradurias-AA8741244
https://www.libertadciudadana.org/proyecto/ojoalpuesto/
https://www.oas.org/juridico/spanish/mesicic2_pan_anexo_25_sp.pdf
https://www.procuraduria-admon.gob.pa/category/comision-de-estado-por-la-justicia/
https://www.antai.gob.pa/antai-participa-en-la-construccion-de-la-hoja-de-ruta-para-la-implementacion-del-acuerdo-de-escazu/
https://www.antai.gob.pa/antai-participa-en-la-construccion-de-la-hoja-de-ruta-para-la-implementacion-del-acuerdo-de-escazu/
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/mulino-decidido-a-revisar-tema-minero-y-tacha-de-5-gatos-a-quienes-protestan-FF11277750
https://www.panamaamerica.com.pa/sociedad/se-intensifican-los-enfrentamientos-entre-obreros-del-suntracs-y-antimotines-1246256
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/panama/nacional/de-mafiosos-y-terroristas-describe-mulino-al-suntracs-MO10694008
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6. Access to a secure digital environment  

The country has a  high internet access rate. According to a study conducted by OPTIC 
in 2023, the access rate is 73.9% of the population.  
Legislation on cybercrime protection is very incipient in Panama. Although the 
Budapest Convention was approved according to Law 79 of October 22, 2013, the 
commitment to adopt legislative measures to criminalise cybercrime, and to adopt 
procedural measures in order to facilitate the criminal investigation of cybercrime, has 
not been fulfilled.   
There is a National Cybersecurity Strategy in which entities from the public sector, 
private sector and civil society must participate, where cybercrime and cybersecurity 
must be discussed and a national culture of cybersecurity must be promoted. In 
addition to this, in Panama there is the Internet Governance Forum (lGF) which is a 
space for dialogue on issues related to the development of the internet.  
 
Digital freedom plays a key role because the preferred news sources for the population 
of Panama in 2024/25 are digital platforms (social media and video services), following 
global trends. In January 2025, Panama had 2.85 million identities of social media 
users, which is equivalent to 62.7% of the population.  There is an important factor of 
potential disinformation on social networks by multiple actors, communicating without 
apparent exercise of methods of verification of the facts. The use of social networks is 
one of the main methods used for attacks and dirty campaigns against political and 
civil society actors and at this time there is no legislation that guarantees a safe digital 
environment.  
 

Challenges and opportunities  

In the coming months, protests by environmental, union and teacher groups - against 
the reforms to social security, mining activity and the construction of the water 
reservoir for the Panama Canal - are expected to continue. The tension between the 
protesters and government could relegate other priorities on the human rights and 
transparency agenda to the background and could also aggravate the polarisation that 
is affecting all of Panamanian society.  
 
In addition, the signing of new agreements on 11 April  2025 between the Panamanian 
government and the United States, which allow the presence of U.S. armed forces in 
Panama, has generated strong social tensions. Many citizens consider that this 
measure violates national sovereignty, betraying decades of struggle by the 
Panamanian people for their independence and self-determination. 
 
The regulations governing civil society are very ambiguous and allow arbitrariness at 
any time. This continues to be a danger to civil society. 
 
For the first time in Panama's political history, more than 20 legislators have been 
elected by free nomination, without being aligned with the traditional political parties. 
This opens up a unique opportunity for civil society to influence the legislative agenda.  

https://observatoriotic.utp.ac.pa/indicadores-digitales-de-panama-2023/
https://www.gacetaoficial.gob.pa/pdfTemp/29434_A/88864.pdf
https://igfpanama.pa/
https://datareportal.com/digital-in-panama?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://datareportal.com/digital-in-panama?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2025-panama
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/cx26qp0y468o
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