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INTRODUCTION  

 

The following report serves as a vehicle to promote a clear understanding of Panama 

and the main aspects regarding the situation of persons with intellectual disabilities in 

the country. To establish a clear framework, this report will focus on presenting data 

pertaining the country, its demographics, social and economical indicators, as well as a 

brief analysis of the situation of people with intellectual disabilities.  

 

It is worth while mentioning that in the last years Panama has taken interest on 

developing policies aimed to providing better services, programs and infrastructures 

for person with disabilities utilizing as guidance the structures presented by 

conventions, declarations and signed agreements that are focused on the human rights 

framework.  

 

While we are far from implementing and translating into action the numerous policies 

and strategies aimed to providing resources, support and community programs for 

persons with disability, it is safe to say that Panama has been taking baby steps towards 

the execution and completion of government plans related to disability. One of the 

main breakthroughs and contributions of the government was the execution of the 

“PENDIS”, the first National Disability Survey presented in 2006, the data collected 

allowed to establish the regions in which persons with disability are located, their main 

socioeconomic, demographic, educational, labor, social and epidemiology 

characteristics. This study helped develop plans and programs to meet the needs of 

people with disabilities and their families. It presented a guide that provides better 

inputs for political and administrative decision making regarding people with 

disabilities, their families and the civil organizations.  

 

The following pages present a brief profile of the country taking in consideration 

specific indicators, as well as the efforts of Panama in regards to the topic of disability.  

 

 

 

 



  

A. GENERAL INFORMATION

(1) Name of Country 

Republic of Panama 

(2) Area (sq. km) 

The Republic of Panama 

and 2,210 km² of surface waters, reaching 78,200 km² of total terri

(3) Life expectancy at birth 

� Total: 77.96 years 

� Male: 75.18 years  

� Female: 80.86 years 

(4) Infant mortality rate 

� Total: 11.32 deaths/1,000 live births

� Male: 12.09 deaths/1,000 live births

� Female: 10.52 deaths/1,000 live births

(5) Maternal mortality rate 

 59 deaths/1,000 live births 

(6) Literacy rate 

Total: 94%  

LITERACY RATES 

Source: UNESCO 

 

(7) Population 

a) Broken down by age group

 Age structure 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 

 is a large isthmus strip with a total area of 75,517

and 2,210 km² of surface waters, reaching 78,200 km² of total terri

 

 

11.32 deaths/1,000 live births 

12.09 deaths/1,000 live births  

10.52 deaths/1,000 live births 

 

eaths/1,000 live births  

LITERACY RATES - 15 YEARS AND OLDER 

 

Source: UNESCO  

Broken down by age group 

strip with a total area of 75,517 km², 

and 2,210 km² of surface waters, reaching 78,200 km² of total territory.  
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• 0-14 years: 28.1% (male 504,035/female 483,567)  

• 15-24 years: 17.4% (male 312,022/female 299,903)  

• 25-54 years: 39.9% (male 708,660/female 691,835)  

• 55-64 years: 7.2% (male 123,913/female 127,081)  

• 65 years and over: 7.4% (male 119,866/female139,163) 

 Source: CIA Factbook   

b) Broken down by Province 

ESTIMATIONS OF POPULATION BY PROVINCE                  

AND INDIGENEOUS TERRITORY  

As of July 2011 

Province and 

Indigenous Territory 

Population 

Total Male Female 

REPUBLIC 3,723,821 1,871,749 1,852,072 

 BOCAS DEL TORO 138,976 71,490 67,486 

COCLÉ 247,411 126,588 120,823 

COLÓN 259,341 131,769 127,572 

CHIRIQUÍ 438,999 221,574 217,425 

DARIÉN 51,733 28,289 23,444 

HERRERA 116,828 58,809 58,019 

LOS SANTOS 94,316 47,700 46,616 

PANAMÁ 1,907,435 947,910 959,525 

VERAGUAS 240,532 125,412 115,120 

COMARCA KUNA YALA 39,200 18,959 20,241 

COMARCA EMBERÁ 10,923 5,818 5105 

COMARCA NGÄBE BUGLÉ 178,127 87,431 90,696 

                   Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censo 
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c) Broken down by Income  

 

Q1  Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 

2.5% 6.6% 12.1% 20.8% 58.0% 

       Source: World Bank  

Population divided into quintiles according to their gross income. Each quintile 

represents 20%, or one fifth of the population. Q1 represents the population below 

poverty lines while Q5 refers to the wealthiest population.  

 

(8) Education System (Number of schools and students in each district) 

 

NUMBER OF SCHOOLS AND ENROLLMENT  

DIVIDED BY LEVELS OF EDUCATION 

YEAR 2011 

Levels of Education Schools Enrollment 

TOTAL 7,081 1,001,378 

   
Pre-School 2,738 91,495 

Elementary 3,288 439,698 

Secondary 953 285,846 

   

Tertiary Education 51 139,066 

• College 28 133,497 

• Higher Education 

Institutes 

23 5,569 

    Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censo 

**At present times information of students by educational region or provinces is not available.  
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(9) Health System (Number of hospitals in each district) 

 

HEALTH INFRASTRUCTURE BROKEN DOWN BY PROVINCES AND INDIGENOUS 

TERRITORY 

YEAR 2011 

Province and Indigenous 

Territory 

Health Infrastructure 

Total Hospitals 

Health 

Centers 

and 

Policlinics 

Health          

Sub-Centers 

TOTAL 860 62 271 527 

        

Bocas del Toro 42 5 14 23 

Coclé 80 3 24 53 

Colón 75 4 18 53 

Chiriquí 112 8 50 54 

Darién 41 3 6 32 

Herrera 44 5 22 17 

Los Santos 41 4 17 20 

Panamá 204 24 82 98 

Veraguas 90 4 22 64 

Comarca Kuna Yala  20 2 6 12 

Comarca Emberá 17 - - 17 

Comarca Ngäbe Buglé 94 - 10 84 

              Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censo 
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(10) Major Industry (Number of people working for each industry) 

Panama´s economic environment and the constant promotion of national and 

international projects bring to life an ongoing financial investment of local and foreign 

companies. All of this combined with the subscription of numerous international free 

trade agreements and the constant investigations for potential commercial 

opportunities, positions Panama as a very attractive country to engage in business and 

commercial transactions.  

 

Panama´s privileged geographical position, its thriving service economy, the economic, 

political and social stability, the dollarized economy, the international financial center, 

a free trade zone and a world class logistics platform makes Panama the ideal site for 

doing business in the region. All of these factors contribute to the country’s steady 

annual growth. With a 9% GDP, the average annual growth rate has doubled over the 

past decade, as a result of a steady rise in both the public and private sector. 

 

The economy is based primarily on a well-developed service sector that encompasses 

services such as the Panama Canal, the Financial Center, the Colón Free Trade Zone, 

ports, flagship registry, medical and health, as well as other businesses. This sector 

accounts for 79.4% of the country´s GDP. Following the service sector we have the 

country´s industries that cover 16.8% of the GDP with main activities such as 

construction, brewing, cement, construction materials and sugar milling among others. 

Covering the last 3.8% of the country´s GDP is the agricultural sector encompassing 

farming activities and fishing.  

 

Taking in consideration the characteristics of the three main sectors it is calculated 

that the labor force is mainly distributed among the service sector, accounting for 

64.4% of the total labor force, followed by a participation of 18.6% in the industry 
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sector and 17% in the agriculture sector.  

 

(11)  Employment rate 

According to the CIA World Factbook about 30% of the population in Panama lives in 

poverty; however, from 2006 to 2012 poverty was considerably reduced by a 10%, while 

unemployment dropped drastically from 12% to 4.4%. In view of these and according to 

estimations we can conclude that the current employment rate is 95.6%.  

 

B. INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 

(1)  Laws concerned with persons with Intellectual Disabilities 

Panama counts with an extensive legal normative that was specially developed as a 

result of the creation of one of the first laws pertaining the right of having equal 

opportunities among the person with disabilities. The Act N°42 created on august 27, 

1999 established the foundation for the development of future laws and policies. 

Followed by the creation of the Act N°42, Panama adopted the legislative framework, 

Act N°25, presented by the United Nations which reflects international standards to be 

kept in regards to the topic of disability. According to United Nations the purpose of 

the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was to “promote, protect and 

ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by 

all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.”  

 

Panama´s adherence to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities gave 

birth to the passing of the Law N°23 which created the National Disability Secretariat, 

developed with the sole purpose of managing and implementing policies of social 

inclusion for people with disabilities and their families, promoting a change of attitude, 

respect for human rights and equal opportunities. 
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(2)  Financial Assistance for persons with Intellectual Disabilities 

The government provides financial assistance through the use of economic subsidies 

given by specific agencies.  

• SENADIS - National Disability Secretariat 

� Fami-Empresa:   Socio-Economic inclusion Project that provides subsidies to 

those who, by the nature of the disability, cannot take part in specific work 

tasks for monetary remuneration.   

� Economic Subsidies: A contribution project focused on the improvement of 

quality of life. Providing persons with disabilities living in poverty, a monthly 

allowance to cover expenses.  

� FODIS: economical and technical aid for persons with a condition of disability 

living in poverty or extreme poverty.  

• MIDES - Ministry of Social Development 

� Opportunity Network: targeted to providing economic support to families in 

extreme poverty and presenting a disability condition.  

� 100/70: monthly subsidy to the elderly population, including the ones 

presenting a disability.  

• IFARHU - Institute for Training and Development of Human Resources 

� Scholarship programs 

 

(3)  Services including CBR available for persons with Intellectual Disabilities 

 

Medical Services 

Ophthalmology 

Pediatrics 

Physiatry 

Phoniatrics 

Orthopedics 

Neurology 

Optometry 

Dentistry 
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Otolaryngology 

Technical Services 

 

Early Stimulation 

Hearing aid molds 

Speech therapy 

Social Work 

Psychology 

Rehabilitation 

Occupational Therapy 

Physical Therapy 

Educational Services 

 

Educational Inclusion 

Special Education 

Vocational Schools 

Educational Resources Center 

CBR 
Regional CBR programs with cooperation 

of international agencies 

OTHERS 
Family Counseling and Guidance 

Legal Services 

 

C. OUTLINE OF YOUR ORGANIZATION 

(1) Background, vision, strategy 

CASPAN (Centro Ann Sullivan Panama) was created as an initiative of the Honorable Mrs. 

Marta Linares de Martinelli, First Lady of the Republic of Panama, and it is the replica 

of Centro Ann Sullivan del Peru (CASP) which is an educational organization, created in 

1979 to serve the community of people with different abilities (such as autism, down 

syndrome, cerebral palsy, cognitive disabilities) and their families. 

 

The center was established with the sole purpose of providing education, resources and 

quality support services to the population with autism and server disability. CASPAN 

provides a comprehensive education system that includes programs to support the 

students in every stage of their lives based on the following premises:  

• Inclusion of people with different abilities in all social environments (home, 

school, work and community) and prepare them to be independent, productive 

and happy. 
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• Education of the families to be the best parents / teachers. 

• Training professionals with the CASP philosophy and its teaching method: the 

Functional-Natural Curriculum. 

 

The unique vision of CASPAN relies on the idea of implementing a comprehensive 

approach to educate people with different abilities for full societal inclusion. The 

vision of CASPAN extends to developing family and community programs, as we belief 

they are the key to accomplished a full societal inclusion.  

 

Our strategy is based on an individualized approach and the full participation of the 

family. All of our educational programs are focused on teaching what is functional and 

natural to an individual. Part of the success of this methodology relies on the support of 

the families in the implementation of the educational programs. While traditional 

models of education depend mostly on what is taught during classroom hours, the 

model used by CASPAN relies heavily on the idea of having a continuous and ongoing 

education. Part of the strategy involving the family is based on a 30/70 approach, 30% 

of the effort is the responsibility of CASPAN while the remaining 70% should come from 

the family.  

 

(2)  Major programs, covered areas, covered population, number of beneficiaries 

� Covered Areas 

• Panama City: central, east and west areas 

• Regional: Chiriquí, Herrera, Veraguas and Darien 

� Covered Population  

Population with conditions of disability such as autism, Down syndrome, severe 

cognitive impairments and others within the ranges of 0 to 17 years old.  

 



  

Inclusion 

Early Childhood 
Education

Education from 
0-17

� Number of beneficiaries 

• Direct: 258 

• Indirect: 300 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2) Position and Duty 

Consultant for the areas of Training, Research, Innovation and Resources. R

of the following actions:  

• Development of processes and systems for training actions

• Development and implementation of annual training plan
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PROGRAMS

Family

Home Training 

Family School

Family School

(Regionals)

Sibling Gathering 

Intensive Schools 

Training 

Elluminate (web-
conferences)

Research and 
Resources 

Weekly Updates 

Consulting  
(CASP Peru)

Volunteer

Community

Number of beneficiaries  

Consultant for the areas of Training, Research, Innovation and Resources. R

Development of processes and systems for training actions 

Development and implementation of annual training plan 

Volunteer

Medical 

Family 

Community

Consultant for the areas of Training, Research, Innovation and Resources. Responsible 
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• Diagnosis of training needs (employees and families)  

• Elaboration of metrics and indicators for training actions 

• Planning and execution of Elluminate Conferences 

• Planning and execution of family and community training programs 

• Development of project profiles and improvement of current profiles 

• General support and coordination of projects developed by CASPAN  

 

D. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM  

To my understanding different organizations and foundations across the country carry 

out community programs as part of their regular agendas. Besides Panama’s attempt to 

implement a strategy based on Community Based Rehabilitation on rural areas, as a 

country, the topic of community development is in urgent of further development.  

 

E. SITUATION OF PERSONS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 

(1)  Diagnosis (professional responsible for diagnosis) 

• Learning and clinical psychologists 

• Psychiatrists 

• Learning difficulties specialist – applies for rural areas 

 

(2)  Education (Special Education and/or Integrated Education) 

The passing of the Act No. 34 of July 6, 1995 started an educational revolution in 

Panama by amending the previous educational law and stating that the education of 

children with special needs need to be coordinated with the Ministry of Education 

through the National Agency for Special Adequacy (IPHE). As a result of this, Panama 

initiated the steps to transform the educational system for people with disabilities 

moving from a segregated model to an inclusive one.  
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(3)  Vocational training and Job Opportunity 

Children with disabilities participate in vocational training through different school 

programs taking in consideration their interests and abilities. One of the biggest 

vocational schools in the country is the one managed by the IPHE (Panamanian Institute 

for Special Adequacy) with an enrollment of 1029 students, their purpose is to provide 

services that will insure transition of the student into a the adult life. In addition to 

vocational skill development, it is important to mention that the country has been 

working on the development of social and recreational skills in the population with 

disabilities as part of the country´s national strategy for the social inclusion of persons 

with disabilities.  

 

In terms of job opportunities, we are still behind in regards of the implementation of 

job equality offices across the country, despite all training efforts through specialize 

centers and vocational schools, the majority of adults with disabilities are unable to 

find lucrative employment. Some of the factors that can be influencing their inclusion 

in the workforce are poor education, accessibility and discrimination. 

Governmental agencies and some organizations from the private sector provide job 

opportunities for persons with disability; however, it has become a norm to see persons 

with disabilities performing minimum wage positions.  

 

(4)  Support Organizations 

a) Governmental Agencies 

• Ministerio de Educación  

• Ministerio de Salud 

• Ministerio de Trabajo y Desarrollo Social 

• Ministerio de Desarrollo Social 

• Secretaria Nacional de Discapacidad  
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• Despacho de la Primera Dama 

• Instituto Panameño de Habilitación Especial  

b) Number of NGOs concerned with Persons with Intellectual Disabilities 

Just to mention a few:  

• Organización de Estados Iberoamericanos 

• Instituto para el Desarrollo y la Innovación Educativa 

• Fundación Enséñame a Vivir 

• Fundación Tomatis 

• Fundación Soy Capaz 

• Federación Nacional de Personas con Discapacidad  

• Fundación Pro-Integración  

• Olimpiadas Especiales Panamá  

• Fundación Laboral de Jóvenes y Adultos con Discapacidad 

• Down Panamá 

• Asociación Nacional de Personas con Discapacidad 

 

F. ISSUES TO SOLVE TO CONDUCT EFFECTIVE SUPPORTS FOR 

PERSONS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 

  

It can be concluded that the main issues to tackle in order to conduct effective 

supports for persons with intellectual disabilities are:  

 

• Education 

� Access to education 

� Outreach programs for rural and inaccessible areas 

� Development of personalized educational programs  

� Inclusion  

 

• Promotion and Prevention  

� Raising awareness 
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� Sharing information 

� Early detection programs  

 

• Community Involvement 

� CBR programs 

� Training  

� Community development  

 

• Public Policies 

� Translating into actions strategies and plans   

 

• Resource 

� Decentralization of services and resources to reach areas of difficult access 

 

• Equality 

� Equal opportunities  

� Orientation Service  

� Training and formation  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

People with disabilities and their families in our country have fought and continue to 

fight to stop being an invisible group; they fight for a country where state policies are 

implemented to ensure sustainable plans that promote accessibility, integration and 

participation through the fulfillment of the rights and duties established in our laws.  

 

While it is impossible to solve all the issues in presented at the end of this report, we 

are hopeful that this training program will provide the right tools and methodologies to 

implement innovative approaches in regards to the development and implementation 

of future projects and action plans.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


