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1. Introduction
 

The Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory is run and operated by the Smithsonian 

Tropical Research Center in Panama.  Punta Galeta comprises a protected area, a research 

laboratory and a marine reserve.  The protected area is increasingly being threatened by 

encroaching development projects such as the CEMIS, and augmented population 

pressure from the nearby city of Colon.  Punta Galeta feels an obligation to educate and 

involve local Panamanians in its quest to preserve this important natural ecosystem.  

Recently Punta Galeta took special interest in the fishing community of La Playita when 

several boats were confiscated in the marine reserve after escalated conflicts with 

fishermen. 

 

The fishing community of La Playita, Colon depends on marine resources for 

subsistence and a meagre income.   The poverty stricken community has found it 

increasingly difficult to fish effectively since the handover of the Panama Canal to 

Panama in 1999.  Not only are fish populations in the Caribbean severely depleted, but 

now these fishermen have been prohibited from fishing in the Canal waterway.  

Consequently, Punta Galeta has become the next most easily accessible area to fish.  The 

fishermen of La Playita have shown a keen interest in dialogue with Punta Galeta.  Both 

sides recognize that they have a common interest, which is to protect and maintain 

healthy marine resources for the future.   

 

1.1. Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory 

 

The Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute (STRI) has a research facility on Isla 

Galeta, near Isla Margarita, Colon. The Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory is part of a 

protected area that comprises 660 hectares of mangrove forest, marine pasture and coral 

reef (Annex 1).  The laboratory is dedicated to the study of these ecosystems. The 

directors and staff at Punta Galeta see the mission of the establishment as fourfold.  
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Scientific research has been the basic raison d’etre of the laboratory since the 

1970s. It is foremost known as a scientific research center and renowned scientists from 

all over the world travel to the site to take advantage of this pristine and accessible area. 

Current research has focused on a wide variety of subjects, such as mangrove 

regeneration, bird populations in fragmented forests, and crab population dynamics. 

 

The laboratory also serves as a monitoring center of physical changes in the 

Caribbean Sea. This second element of the Punta Galeta mission began in 1986 when a 

major oil-spill near Galeta generated the necessity to start up the monitoring program. 

Today, a variety of instruments record different physical parameters of the sea, including 

water temperature, salinity, tidal ranges, precipitation, and solar radiation. Apart from 

looking at the effects of the oil-spill, the data collected will serve to investigate long-term 

trends in the Caribbean.  

 

The third component of the Punta Galeta mission is an educational center for 

children of all ages. This program was started in 2000 and has enjoyed great popularity. 

The first children came from the city of Colon, now schools come from as far as the 

Chiriqui province to participate in the learning activities. The Marine Laboratory also 

receives university students and tourists in its attempts to transfer knowledge to the 

greater public. Both directors and staff at Punta Galeta are proud of the success of the 

educational program and continue to stress the importance of building bridges between 

the scientific community and the local Panamanians. 

 

Finally, the Punta Galeta marine laboratory is a center for spiritual connection 

with nature. While in many parts of Panama the environment is being degraded, Punta 

Galeta allows any citizen or foreigner to reconnect with nature and its grandiose beauty. 

It is in this setting that the McGill study group started the situation analysis of the fishing 

community of La Playita, Colon (Annex 2).  
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1.2. Goals and Objectives 

 

 Recently, the Punta Galeta protected area has come under pressure from the city 

of Colon. The CEMIS project (Centro Multimodal Industrial y de Servicios), a large-

scale development plan, threatens the mangrove forest. The CEMIS project is a multi-

facet development scheme associated with the Free Zone (Zona Libre de Colon, Panama).  

It incorporates the building of an international airport, container storage, and industry 

development. The venture requires massive cutting of mangroves fringing the Punta 

Galeta reserve, which is expected to increase erosion (Benessaiah et al. 2004). The loss 

of the mangrove barrier will have a significant impact on both the marine pasture and the 

coral reef, (Heckadon, pers.com 01/07/05; Sousa, discourse 01/13/05) as well as 

significant repercussions for the fish populations that are nourished and grow in these 

ecosystems. In addition, increased population pressure from Colon has augmented the 

strain on already stressed marine resources. The region is now partially depleted in many 

fish and shellfish species (Heckadon, pers. com. 01/07/05). 

  

Over the past years, fishing has increased in the protected marine reserve. Due to 

serveral confrontations, the authorities were forced to confiscate three boats. One of these 

was identified as a boat from La Playita. Concerns arose from this incident and it was 

thought appropriate to contact the community in order explain the role of Punta Galeta 

and the importance of conservation. The Punta Galeta team has an obligation to integrate 

the scientific work with environmental education to include the residents of Colon in 

their conservation efforts. It would be advantageous to create bridges between the 

scientific world and fishing communities, thus, forming alliances and investing in future 

conservation efforts.  This project was created from this desire, consistent with the 

mission of Punta Galeta, to educate and open lines of communication between the STRI 

research station and the citizens of Colon.   

  

The fishermen of La Playita were interested in sharing their knowledge with the 

McGill students. This project had two main objectives.  The first was to conduct a 

situation analysis (consistent with the guidelines of the IUCN, 1999) of the La Playita 
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fishing community.  The situation analysis was composed of three main parts: 1) to 

identify the stakeholders; 2) to carryout a socio-economic study; 3) to define and 

understand the main problems and preoccupations of the community.  A situation 

analysis is the first step to sustainable development and this study could serve as a 

baseline for the La Playita community (IUCN, 1999).  Further development projects can 

then be designed taking into account the information in this report.  

 

The second and equally important objective was to open lines of communication 

and create ties between the scientific community and the fishermen.  This is important 

because both the scientists of Punta Galeta and the fishermen of La Playita desire the 

same end point, that is, to protect and maintain a healthy marine ecosystem for future 

generations. 

 

1.3. History of Colon, Panama 

 

The history of Colon is an important backdrop to this study.  The stages of events 

leading up to the present day are still manifesting themselves in the community of La 

Playita.  Not only is Colon a fascinating city, but literature about its history is hard to 

come by.  The evolution of the city is intimately tied with the construction of the Panama 

Canal, which is reflected in its culture and urban structures.  

 

In the year 1502, Christopher Columbus explored several locations on the isthmus 

passing by Navy Bay and the Basin of Manzanillo Island: the future location of Colon. 

The entire island was covered by dense mangroves and poisonous manzanillo trees, 

growing out of the swamp of un-fathomable ooze which was the habitat of alligators and 

other large reptiles (Panama Railroad Company Official website). Columbus quailed at 

the sight of the island and did not consider establishing a settlement in the area  

 

Colonization of the island started only in 1850, when American builders decided 

to make it the Atlantic terminus of the Panama railroad. The California Gold Rush further 
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propelled the development of the city of Colon.  Once construction of the railroad began, 

shacks rose on piles amid the swampy vegetation of the island.  

 

In 1851, the settlement surged when a storm prevented two New York ships from 

landing their passengers at the mouth of the Chagres River. The delayed travelers landed 

instead in Colon. The rails, having been laid as far as Gatun, carried the travelers thither 

by way of the railroad. This route proved to be more expeditious, and the ships began 

traveling to Colon rather than other ports. Consequently, the town grew as fast and as 

unsustainably as a mushroom (Panama Railroad Company Official website). Population 

increased by a tenfold within six years, and reached 8000 inhabitants in 1856 (Colon y 

Kuna Yala, 1992). Most of the population was laborers from the West Indie Caribbean 

Islands (Panama Railroad Company Official website).  

 

Colon was frequently referred to as the "pest hole of the Universe," and the 

"wickedest city of the Americas'" (Panama Railroad Company Official website). There 

were neither sewage disposal systems nor means of drainage; garbage and refuse were 

dumped into the streets. Privies hung over the water on the ends of the piers and docks. 

Since the ebb and flow of the tides never carried the waste far to sea, a vast foggy stink 

hung constantly over the town. For years the town lacked a convenient source of fresh 

water, other than rain. Ultimately the railroad company laid a pipe from the Chagres 

River at Gatún to bring water. Prior to that, many suffered from intestinal complaints and 

cholera epidemics were annual occurrences (Colon y Kuna Yala, 1992).  

   

With the completion of the Pacific railroads in the United States, the prosperity of 

Colon waned. There was still business for the railroad, but the great economic boom had 

ended. Colon settled down to a period of lethargy. Later, French engineer De Lesseps 

came to Panama and attempted to build a sea level canal through the isthmus. Colon’s 

economy burst again, and the population exploded. Unfortunately, lack of medical 

technology, unsanitary conditions, and inefficient administration rapidly brought this 

Herculean task to bankruptcy in 1888 (French Canal Failure website).     
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In 1903, with the help of the Americans, Panama became independent after a 

short conflict with Columbia. A contract was signed between the United States and 

Panama, giving the former the rights to build the Canal and to have jurisdiction within the 

Canal zone. In 1904, the Americans began building the actual locks-system canal. The 

Americans had possessed advanced engineering and medical technology and were 

therefore better equipped to complete the canal.  As a result conditions in Colon 

improved rapidly with the arrival of the Americans. The City of Colon was raised, 

drained, and sanitized to prevent an epidemic. Concrete and cement constructions were 

also encouraged to reduce the frequent city fires from occurring. During the canal 

construction, the population and cultural diversity increased in Colon. Africans, West 

Indians, and Chinese, all arrived in Panama searching for opportunities (Interoceanic 

Canal Museum of Panama official website).   

  

With the termination of canal construction in 1914, Colon experienced a small 

economic bust. The construction of the Transisthmical highway, in 1943, did not help the 

situation by draining goods, money and people away toward the capital (Colon y Kuna 

Yala, 1992). Yet, a stronger economic crisis hit the city in 1945 with the end of World 

War II; and, since that moment, unemployment has been a constant issue in Colon.  

 

The Colon Free Zone was created in 1948 in an attempt to reduce unemployment, 

although it has not had the expected returns for the Colon population. In fact, out of the 

19,742 jobs created in the Colon Free Zone (Public Relations Office of the Free Zone, 

pers. com., 02/23/05), only 5,000 of its employees live in Colon (Vice-Mayor of Colon, 

pers. com., 02/23/05).  The Canal handover from the United States to Panama in 1999 

perpetuated the economic downfall of the city as American funds disappeared and much 

of the infrastructure was left to deteriorate.   

 

At present, Colon is the second largest city in Panama, with a population of 

59,000 (Ulysses, 2004). Colon is an important port and commercial center. Overall, the 

city has played a central role in the history of Panama, the Panama Railroad, and the 

Panama Canal. Today, Colon is in need of critical attention from the central government. 
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Unemployment has been estimated at twenty per cent, while unemployment and 

underemployment rates combined reach forty per cent. The city’s reputation precedes it 

and it is well known for its violence and poverty.  It is given very little political attention 

and profits from industrial projects are siphoned off to Panama City rather than to social 

services in Colon or infrastructure improvements (Vice- Mayor of Colon, Pers. Com, 

02/23/05).   

 

1.4. History of La Playita, Colon 

 

The history of La Playita parallels the history of Colon. The La Playita 

community sits on the waters edge of the Bay of Limon tucked away behind Front street 

and the old Panama Railroad terminus (Annex 3). Right across the bay stands a beautiful 

cruise ship port.  There are no formal descriptions of the development of this 

neighborhood, but some information was available from the community and other 

organizations.  

 

The first settlers of La Playita were mainly Caribbean, West Indian laborers who 

had been brought to Panama during the historic mega-projects of the construction of the 

Panama Railroad and the Panama Canal.  In the early 1900s, the residents were mainly 

French, Jamaican, and Barbadian (pers. com., 04/12/05).  However, the population 

remained relatively low during this time.  

 

La Playita was a place where fishermen would keep their boats and come to sell 

fish (pers. com., 04/12/05).    Until the economic crisis of 1945, La Playita was 

considered perhaps one of the most luxurious neighborhoods of Colon (Archbishop Aris, 

pers com., 04/12/05). Front Street, the Panama Railroad station, and the Strangers Club 

(Annex 4) were the most exclusive and luxurious locations on the Caribbean side of the 

isthmus. From local accounts, it appears that the inhabitants of La Playita had a special 

arrangement with this most selective Strangers Club. To this day, many are members, 

while the establishment itself has completely collapsed (Annex 4). 
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Panamanians began to move into La Playita around the 1950s, creating the ethnic 

diversity present in the community today. The population represents the descendents of 

those who first came to La Playita in its infancy, and an influx of Panamanians in search 

of employment in a city where jobs are scarce.  The sea has always provided and when 

times are very rough fishing is the only alternative. The population reached a climax in 

2004 when, it is estimated; approximately one hundred families lived in La Playita (pers. 

com., 04/12/05).  

 

La Playita has been the focus of a government project for tourism development.  

The bad reputation and lack of organization in La Playita has made the community 

appear incapable, in the eyes of authorities, to coexist with any tourist development in the 

neighborhood.  As a result, the government forcefully relocated many of the people living 

in La Playita to an area known as La Feria. The population was relocated without any 

apparent concern of individual capabilities to maintain a good quality of life away from 

the community.  Today there are still some fishing families and new occupants continue 

to invade the land that was cleared and left idle by the government. The squatter 

settlement has continued to grow despite government efforts. 

  

1.5. Description of La Playita at Present 

 

 La Playita is situated on the west coast of Colon, south of a high end 

establishment, the George Washington Hotel, and north of the Colon port zone. More 

precisely, it is located between calle 7 and 9, and runs parallel to Avenida del Frente 

(Front Street), west of the former Panama railroad buildings and tracks (Annex 3).  

 

This zone covers approximately 2,290 m2 and is classified as a squatter 

settlement.  Most residents do not have any land title and live in improvised housing. 

Their shelters are constructed of old wood, zinc roofing, tin, sail cloth, and cardboard 

(MIVI, 2003). There are no paved streets, only beaten paths between houses delimited by 

the frequent come and go of the residents.  Houses were established without formal 

planning or pattern. New residents erected their shelters where space was available.  
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La Playita exhibits three different types of houses. The first type consists of dirt 

floor houses made of collected material, particularly wood, and zinc (Annex 5). Some 

better sturdier houses are made of cement floor and concrete walls (Annex 5, Type 2). 

Finally La Playita like some other neighborhoods of Colon has a handful of well-made 

two-story houses, which reflect an early French presence (Annex 5, Type 3).  

 

La Playita does not have access to basic services.  Few houses have potable water 

or electricity and those that do, do so illegally tapping into the services provided to the 

city. A sewage system is inexistent, which was also a common preoccupation of the 

community. Women use pots, men plastic bags or newspaper as a fecal recipient inside of 

their house before throwing it in the bay. The ground is strewn with litter as garbage 

collection is absent from the community. To cope with the problem of growing refuse 

inhabitants burn their garbage, or place it in a container at the entrance of calle 7, or 

simply place it to the side of the paths. In addition, when families were relocated, the 

government burned their houses, leaving piles of useless material untouched (Annex 6). 

Litter is omnipresent and embedded in the landscape. This increases the impression of 

disorder and deterioration in La Playita.  

 

The inhabitants of La Playita can be divided in two categories: the fishing related 

groups and the others. The former includes those who identify themselves as fishermen or 

are employed in fish related activites as well as their families. They compose the bulk and 

the soul of La Playita. These manual workers are fiercely independent and are all united 

by a deep love of the sea. They are distrustful of foreigners, especially those that could be 

associated with the government or authorities. The study group had the privilege to gain 

their trust trough informal meetings, be accepted in the community, and be taught their 

traditional knowledge.   

 

The latter group represents all the inhabitants that do not relate themselves to 

fishing or fishing activities. These people include: unemployed citizens, drug dealers, 

prostitutes, criminals, etc. The presence of these inhabitants explains the bad reputation 
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that La Playita suffers in Colon. Police do not patrol in this area, and local Panamanians 

are cautious not to enter further than the fish stand. La Playita is divided spatially by 

groups: south of the calle 7 entrance live mostly fishermen and north of it can be found 

the rest of the community, although still interspersed with fishermen. The study group did 

not conduct research on the latter group. A complete stranger could not perceive this 

partition, and would instead believe in a relative peacefulness of the community. This 

harmony can be attributed to “everyone minding their own business” (pers. com., 

03/19/05) attitude that allows these two worlds to coexist. Knowing this, the children’s 

innocent smiles sow a thread of worry that all too soon they will be exposed to this bitter 

reality.    

 

The landscape is also distinct because of the people inhabiting the area and their 

lifestyle. They spend an important amount of time outside, conversing and tending to 

different activities. One can often see women doing their laundry on rocks at low tide, or 

men and children swimming in the bay.  Some tenants possess roosters, hens, dogs, and 

cats that all run around freely. Mangos and breadfruit trees grow throughout the 

community, and provide fruits for the residents according to the seasons.  

 

A typical day at La Playita starts as early as 5am, when the fishermen leave with 

their boats and come back between 12pm and 5pm. At that time, they weigh their daily 

catch and give it to the fish vendors at one of two stands (calle 7 & 8). As soon as the 

boats appear in the Bay, Colon residents, often waiting by the stands, come to buy the 

fresh products. The cleaners prepare the fishes for the clients for a small fee. Once all is 

sold, the vendor, while keeping fifteen per cent for him, brings the profits to the 

fishermen.       

 

The fishermen of La Playita were once well organized.  The fishermen often look 

back to the ‘good old days’ during the government of Omar Torrijos. At that time, the 

cooperative was working efficiently and was well known. The Torrijos government had 

provided many of the fishermen with boats and motors. Unfortunately, due to a lack of 

participation and internal division, the cooperative came to an end less than two years 
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after its inauguration. Today, facing the uncertainty of their future, fishermen have 

organized themselves again, but this time under the banner of the “Pescadores Unidos de 

La Playita” (United Fishermen of La Playita). There are approximately forty members in 

this organization, and their mandate is to discuss and find solutions to the most pressing 

issues in their community.  Members of this association are well aware of the problems 

facing their community and are eager to find a working solution.  Contact with the 

fishermen by the McGill research was done through this association. 
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2. Methods 

 

The study group adopted the IUCN (World Conservation Unit) situation analysis 

procedure as a guideline in the elaboration of the methods. Also called context analysis in 

other organizations, the situation analysis approach provides a way of “systematically 

scanning and analyzing the external environment in which IUCN projects, programs or 

organizational units operate” (IUCN, 1999). It assists managers to identify the key issues 

and trends affecting people and ecosystems in the region. It serves to prioritize the most 

relevant and significant issues to address. The strength of the IUCN procedure is that it 

discusses human-ecosystem interactions instead of looking at one or the other in 

isolation.  According to this method, stakeholders must be identified and consulted. Their 

concerns and interests must be noted and discussed in workshop events. The product 

should also include baseline indicators to monitor change over time. Frequently, this 

information will be relevant for the elaboration of a development or conservation project 

in the area. In the case of study, the research group hopes that the information collected 

will serve for a future project development.   

 

Information for the study was gathered from existing literature, a series of 

informal interviews and observations.  Background research of available literature and 

previous studies provided a base from which to begin the study.  A literature review was 

conducted in order to gain knowledge about artisan-fisheries; marine protected areas, 

coral reef and mangrove ecosystems, as well as the relationship between artisan-fishing 

communities and marine protected areas. Several studies had already been conducted in 

the area of the Caribbean, and the report of Paulo Morais (2004) acted as a central 

reference.  This report provided the most information on fishing habits and techniques of 

fishing communities in the province of Colon. 

   

The researchers were first introduced to the community on February 27, 2005 at a 

general meeting.  At this time, those in attendance were provided with an explication of 

the project, and asked for their permission to conduct a study in their community.  An 
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informal discourse also took place to address the concerns of the fishermen and note their 

suggestions in conducting research in the community.   

 

Primary data collection took place from February 27 to April 15.  At La Playita, 

information was gathered through observations, interviews and the research team 

attended general meetings in the community.  Nineteen individuals in the community 

were interviewed. In addition to gathering community information, three informal 

interviews were conducted in the La Feria, Colon, with people that used to live in La 

Playita, but had been relocated there (Annexes 7, 8, and 9).   

 

Data was also gathered from official offices including: El Ministerio de Vivienda 

(MIVI), La Autoridad Marítima, La Gobernación de Colon, and La Catedral de Colon. 

MIVI provided data from La Playita that had been gathered in 2003 for the relocation 

project to La Feria.  This supplied useful data on housing, services, family structure, level 

of education, and household income. Further, the scientific community at Punta Galeta 

was keen in sharing its knowledge of the region. 

   

The data was analyzed and presented to the La Playita community on April 14, 

2005 at a general meeting.  The fishermen in attendance were asked to comment on the 

validity of the data and supplement any of the results with local knowledge they felt was 

important or that had been excluded.    

 

During this general meeting the fishermen were asked to choose 16 

representatives from the community to attend a workshop at Punta Galeta held on April 

16, 2005.  During the workshop the fishermen were given an educational tour of the 

Punta Galeta marine laboratory and the protected area; and had the opportunity to meet 

some of the laboratory staff.  At the end of the workshop the fishermen were again asked 

for their input and suggestions. 

   

The community was given copies of the final paper and the data was presented 

again to the Punta Galeta scientists.  A special effort was made in this project to present 
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the results to both the host institution and the community in order to fulfill the main 

objective of this project which was to open the lines of communication between the 

fishing community and Punta Galeta scientists, establishing a dialogue between the two 

groups and creating alliances. 

 

2.1. Stakeholders 

 

 According to the IUCN (1999) it is necessary to identify the stakeholders before 

beginning a situation analysis.  A correct and inclusive list of stakeholders is required to 

have a complete understanding of the circumstances and preoccupations of all interested 

parties.  The stakeholders identified in La Playita were as follows:   

 

The fishermen of La Playita are perhaps the most obvious stakeholders.  This 

group does not only includes the residents of the community, but also boat owners and 

former residents that still use the area for access to the sea. The former residents include, 

but are not excluded to, those fishermen that were relocated to La Feria. 

  

The citizens of Colon are also identified as stakeholders.  They are represented by 

public authorities such as the governor of Colon, the Ministerio de Vivienda, and the 

mayor of Colon.  They are also represented by social organizations, for example, the 

Archbishop of Colon and the Madres de Calcutta.   

  

Those parties interested with the protection and economic extraction of marine 

resources are represented by authorities, namely, the Autoridad Maritima, the Autoridad 

del Canal de Panama (ACP), and the University of Panama.  Punta Galeta is part of this 

category and in this study was one of the active participants.  

 

The researchers were not able to interview all the stakeholders in this situation.  

The fishermen were very welcoming and interested in the project.  For a group of people 

that has such a tense relationship with authorities, they were extremely open and provided 

tremendous information.  On the other hand, difficulties arose when the researchers tried 
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to contact authorities.  The reasons for this were, sheduling conflicts, misunderstanding 

as to the nature of the project, and unwillingness to share information on the community.    
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3.1. Results and Discussion 

 

The Ministerio de Vivienda (MIVI) supplied data from La Playita to the McGill 

students that had been gathered during December of 2003 in order to assess the housing 

demand for relocation to La Feria.  The survey questions addressed thirty-four fishing 

families in La Playita and supplied information on demographics, lifestyle, and economic 

status. The data gathered by the series of informal interviews conducted by the McGill 

students in 2005 also provided data on these subjects, although the interviews were aimed 

at understanding the general community and were not as precise as the MIVI 

questionnaires.  The MIVI results (2003) were used to supplement the information 

gathered by the series of informal interviews conducted in 2005.   

 

3.1. Analysis of the MIVI data, 2003 

 

 The demographic information gathered revealed thirty-four fishermen and their 

families living in La Playita.  It should be noted that some of the fishermen abstained 

from this study because of their distrust in the government.  The population of La Playita 

that showed some relation to fishing comprised ninety-one individuals, thirty-three 

women (36%) and fifty-eight men (64%).   

 

3.11. Age structure and Sex Ratio of Fishing Families 

 

The mean age of the population was 28.3 years, while the mean age of the 

fishermen was 41 years.  The population ages were then broken up into generations, the 

first group represented ages from 0-18 years, the second group was of ages 19-35, the 

third was between 36 and 60, and the final group was over 60 years of age.  Analysis of 

the MIVI data (2003) revealed that the majority of the population (42%) was under 18 

years old, 22% of the population was between and 19 and 35 years of age, 32% of the 

population was between 36 and 60 years of age, and only 4% of the population was over 

60.  The age categories were further broken down into age groups of 10 years (Table 1, 
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Figure 1), which revealed that the population was largely a young population and that the 

largest age group was between 10 and 20 years old. 

   

Figure 1 also illustrates the breakdown of the age categories into male and female 

sex ratios.  The younger age categories show almost even ratios of males to females while 

the older age groups of 50 years and up are dominated by men. 

  

 The same analysis was done separately to compare the male and the female 

population (Table 1).  The mean age of the male population in La Playita was 29.8 years. 

The largest group were part of the first generation under 18 years of age (37%), 26% 

were between 19 and 35, 32% were between 36 and 60, and 5% were over 60.   

 

The La Playita community showed a younger female population with a mean age 

of 25.8 years.  Half the female population (50%) was part of the first generation under 18 

years of age, 15% were between 19 and 35, 32% were between 36 and 60, and 3% were 

over 60 (Table 1).  The sex ratio of the fishing community shows an almost even 

distribution of males to females in the youngest age categories, but a constantly higher 

ratio of men to women in the older age categories.   

 
 

Table 1. Age distribution and sex ratios in La Playita, Colon, MIVI, 2003.  
Age group Male Female Total Sex Ratio  
(years) Individuals (%) Individuals  (%) Individuals (%) Men:Women 
0-18 21 36.8 17 50.0 38 20.9 1.2 
19-35 15 26.3 5 14.7 20 11.0 3.0 
36-60 18 31.6 11 32.4 29 15.9 1.6 
61 and up 3 5.3 1 2.9 4 2.2 3.0 
all ages 57 100.0 34 100.0 91 50.0 1.7 
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Figure 1. Age distribution and sex contribution of the fishing population in La Playita, Colon, MIVI, 
2003.  Age groups were divided into 10 year clusters.  The solid portion of the bars represents the 
contribution of the male population to the total number of individuals in each age group and the diagonally 
striped portion represents the female contribution. 
 

In La Playita the largest age groups are the young generations.  There are fewer 

middle aged people and very few seniors.  This is perhaps due to the high emigration rate 

from La Playita.  Many of the families in La Playita are large and the younger 

generations remain in the community while they are still dependent on their parents, but 

as they start to have families of their own many seek the safety of other neighborhoods.  

As one interviewee living in La Playita expressed, he worried about his children growing 

up in La Playita as drogues and violence have a constant presence in the community 

(pers. com., 03/19/05).  Another interviewee living in La Feria also stated that he 

preferred this new area because it was safer for his children.  As his children grew older, 

he had to take their safety into consideration. In his opinion, La Feria had been the better 

option (pers. com., 04/09/05).  The senior population in the community is maintained by 

a few individuals who have lived in La Playita their whole life, and have little alternative 

employment options. 
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The male to female sex ratio in La Playita is greater than the national average for 

Panama and the provincial average in Colon (Panama en Cifras, 2004).  The high male to 

female sex ratio can be explained by the emigration of women as they become 

independent.  The males who continue the fishing tradition remain in the community and 

fishing remains a constant source of subsistence or only source of employment.  

Furthermore, it could be speculated that due to the high divorce rate (pers. com., Mar. & 

Apr, 2005) in the community, many of the women that do come into the community are 

not permanent residents.  It is the fishermen that maintain the community and their ex-

wives may leave after they divorce. In some cases, wives live in completely different 

houses that are closer to their place of employment.  

 

3.12. Formal Education among Fishing Families 

 

The MIVI also gathered information on individual levels of education (2003).  

Pre-scholar aged children were excluded from the analysis and the data was divided into 

four education categories: 1) no formal education, 2) primary education (1-6 yrs.), 3) 

secondary education (7-12 yrs.), 4) post-secondary (more than 12 yrs.) (Table 2).  The 

mean amount of formal education received in the community was 6.8 years, which 

represents a secondary level of education, and the average years of formal education 

achieved by the fishermen was slightly higher at 7.1 years.  In general, the majority of the 

population had a secondary level of education (49.4%), but almost an equivalent portion 

had only reached a primary level of education (46.8%). Only two individuals that lived in 

the community had gone on to do some sort of post-secondary education (2.5%). The 

only individual with no formal education was over 50 years of age.     

 

Table 2. Level of education among sexes in La Playita, Colon, MIVI, 2003. 
Males Females Total Education level 

 Individuals  (%) Individuals (%) Individuals (%) 
None 0 0.0 1 3.4 1 1.3 
Primary 25 50.0 12 41.4 37 46.8 
Secondary 24 48.0 15 51.7 39 49.4 
University 1 2.0 1 3.4 2 2.5 
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 The distribution of education achievement was much the same among women as 

among men (Figure 2).  The mean years of education for males was 6.9 years and slightly 

lower for women at 6.7 years.  Half of the male population had only a primary level of 

education, and only a slightly smaller portion had a secondary level of education (48%).  

The largest portion of the female population (51.7%) had a secondary level of education, 

while 41.4% had a primary level of education. Both men and women were equally 

represented in post secondary education.  

 
 
     MEN         WOMEN 

none
0%

primary
50%secondary

48%

university
2%

none
3%

primary
41%

secondary
53%
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Figure 2. Level of formal education amongst men and women in La Playita, Colon, MIVI, 2003.  The 
pie charts show separately the proportions of males and females in the community that had achieved: 1) no 
level of formal education 2) primary education (1-6 yrs.) 3) secondary education (7-12 yrs.) 4) post-
secondary education (over 12 yrs.). 
 

Analysis of education levels reflects almost equivalent education opportunities for 

men and women in the community.  This is consistent with our observations.  La Playita 

is a fairly open minded community where education is encouraged amongst the younger 

generations.  La Playita, however, is the poorest neighborhood in the very poor city of 

Colon (pers. com., Archbishop Aris, 04/12/05), and this could account for the startling 

lack of post-secondary education amongst community members.  People who remain in 

the community usually quit school at a younger age to help their families financially and 

grow to rely on fishing as a source of income.  Many of those who went on to post-

secondary education may have found opportunities outside La Playita and have left the 

area.  One fisherman interviewed boasted about his seventeen children; only one of which 

was a fisherman.  The rest had achieved some form of post-secondary education and were 
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no longer living in La Playita (pers.com., 03/12/05). Thus, few individuals who have 

completed their secondary education and are no longer dependent on their families would 

choose to live in La Playita.   

 

3.13. Lifestyle 

 

The data gathered by MIVI (2003), while very basic, creates a picture of the 

lifestyle many of the fishermen and their families lead.  Some families had only recently 

moved to La Playita, and lived there as few as three years. Others had lived in the area as 

many as forty-nine years. The average number of years a family has lived in La Playita 

was sixteen. In 2003, the average number of people living in a household was 2.8 people. 

Some families reported up to ten members.  Marital status was not recorded, but from the 

data gathered many families were composed of relatives or extended family units. Few of 

the seniors were living with their spouses.  Therefore, the nuclear family unit in La 

Playita was not the most resistant, and reflected sorted relationships. On the other hand, 

people relied strongly on their extended family units, blood ties and friendships. 

 

3.14. Economic status 

 

The MIVI data (2003) provided information pertaining to the economic status of 

the community. It is possible that this data is highly inaccurate and as the government 

collected the information, revenues may be understated. The average monthly earnings 

per family in the community were $168.00.  The highest amount earned was $1070.00 

per month. Out of thirty-four family units, twenty-three families’ only source of income 

was from fishing, which was male dominated.  On average, fishing as employment 

earned $119.00 per month and represented an average 90.6% of a family’s monthly 

income.  In only six households did women contribute to the family’s monthly income, 

most of whom were domestic laborers.  On average women earned $138.00/month and 

contributed to 61% of their household’s monthly earnings. 
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3.2. Analysis of the Interviews in La Playita by the McGill students, 2005 

 

A portion of the informal interviews conducted by the McGill students focused on 

demographic information, lifestyle and financial assets.  Twenty-two fishermen were 

interviewed out of a list of forty-one known fishermen.  Half (50%) of these fishermen 

lived in La Playita, two fishermen, who represented 9% of the sample, lived in Panama 

City and the remaining nine fishermen (49%) lived in La Feria.  All the interviewees 

were male.  This should not suggest that the sample was biased, but rather that there are 

very few if any fisherwomen in the community and that they are hard to locate.  The 

fishermen when asked could only think of one or two women that fished (Personnel 

communication, 03/18/05).  This observation can be backed up by the MIVI data (2003), 

where only the men in the families fished, while women did domestic work. 

 

3.21. Age Structure of Fishermen 

 

 Out of the fishermen interviewed the youngest was 16, the oldest was 87 and the 

mean age was 47.  This is consistent with the MIVI data (2003), where the mean age of 

the fishermen was 41 years of age.  The largest portion of fishermen interviewed (45.5%) 

was in the third generation age class (36-60 yrs.).  The fewest fishermen interviewed 

were under 18 years of age (Figure 3).   
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Figure 3. Age distribution among fishermen in the La Playita community, Colon, 2005.  The graph 
shows the age distribution among fishermen interviewed by the McGill students 2005.  The age groups are 
separated into 4 generations: 1) 0-18 yrs. 2) 19-35 yrs. 3) 36-60 yrs. 4) over 60 yrs.  All the interviewees 
were male.   
 
3.22. Formal Education among Fishermen 

 

The data gathered by the McGill students (2005) displayed a more even 

distribution of formal education achievement amongst the fishermen in La Playita than 

the data collected by MIVI (2003).  The average number of years of formal education 

received was 7.8 years.  Almost half of the interviewees had reached a secondary level of 

education (44%), the second largest group had a primary level of education (28%), 11% 

had no formal education, and a sizable portion of the interviewees had some sort of post-

secondary education (17%) (Figure 4).  The discrepancies between the data collected by 

the McGill students and the MIVI questionnaires were perhaps due to different groups of 

interest and interviewing style.  The McGill interviews focused on an older portion of the 

La Playita population, the fishermen, and as expected the levels of education achieved by 

the individuals was greater.  The MIVI questionnaires (2003) were very specific not 

allowing room for the interviewer to build any relationship with the individual being 

interviewed, while the McGill students’ interviews were informal and small details were 

noted, giving a more complete picture of the interviewee.     
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Figure 4.  Level of formal education amongst fishermen from La Playita, Colon, 2005.  The pie chart 
shows the proportions of fishermen interviewed in the community that had achieved: 1) no level of formal 
education 2) primary education (1-6 yrs.) 3) secondary education (7-12 yrs.) 4) post-secondary education 
(over 12 yrs.).  
 
3.23. Lifestyle and tradition 

 

 The information gathered by the McGill students (2005) about the fishermen’s 

lifestyle perhaps reflected more accurately the traditional and family life of the 

community.  The information gathered dealt with a larger time scale than the MIVI 

questionnaires (2003).  Therefore, the recent interviews realized information pertaining 

not solely to current family situations, but provided insight of family history, total 

number of children (not just those that were dependent), and marital status.  The average 

number of people living in each household was 3.6 people and the average number of 

children per fisherman was 5.2 children.  These averages were higher than those 

presented by MIVI and reflect the more in depth interviewing style of the McGill 

students.   

 The majority of the fishermen interviewed (66.7%) had a partner, although it was 

not always clear whether the relationship was matrimonial or constituted a civil union.  

The remaining 33.3% were single, but more than half of the fishermen (57%) had 

children.  Out of those that said they practiced a religion, the majority (80%) were 
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Catholic, and 20% were Evangelist.  One fisherman told us that most of the community 

members were either Catholic or Evangelist (pers. com., 11/04/05).     

 

3.24. Economic Status 

 

 The 2005 interviews did not focus on monthly wages, but rather on personal 

investments and occupations.  Out of the twenty-two interviewees only six relied solely 

on fishing for their income (27.3%), eight individuals had full-time jobs (36.4%), three 

had part-time jobs (13.6%), three had seasonal work or odd jobs (13.6%), and two were 

retired (9.1%) (Figure 5). 

 

fish full-time
27%

full-time employment
36%

part-time employment
14%

sporadic employment
14%

retired
9%

   
Figure 5.  Employment among the fishermen from La Playita, Colon, 2005.  The pie-chart illustrates 
the amount of alternative employment in the community.  The fish full-time category illustrates the portion 
of fishermen relying solely on fishing for employment, while the other categories reflect levels of 
alternative employment. 
 

One economic asset that was easily measurable was ownership of a boat, a motor 

and the type of fishing equipment used.  Most of the fishermen interviewed owned a boat 

(68%), 18% would rent a boat when they want to fish, and 18% had an agreement with a 

friend to use their boat.  Most fishermen had a motor on their boat.  There were only five 

(22.7%) people that did not have motors, and three of these were Kuna, who specialized 
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in diving.  Approximately half of the fishermen owned nets (45%), although nets were 

only used to catch sardines and shrimp as bait.  Only one fisherman was found to use 

advanced methods to find fish and owned a GPS and a depth finder.  The value of fishing 

equipment ranged from $250.00 (only a small canoe, used for diving) to $5000.00 (large 

boat, motor, fishing line, net, fish finding technology), while the average value of a 

complete set of equipment was $3000.00.  Fishing equipment represented a large 

financial investment for fishermen who on average made under $170.00/month according 

to the MIVI data (2003).  This reflects the limited alternatives for artisan fishermen who 

have most of their capital tied up in fishing equipment.  To leave the fishery would 

require one to liquidate his assets.  Unfortunately when there are so many problems 

associated with artisan fisheries and future of the area is so uncertain, it is virtually 

impossible to find alternatives.   

 

3.3. Comparison of the Data 

 

 The MIVI data (2003) and the McGill data (2005) reveal a community with a 

large population of young children that are dependent on their families.  The La Playita 

community reflects a high emigration rate from the community, especially of women 

who appear to be temporary residents.  The fishermen are best represented in the medium 

age categories (18-60 yrs.) as these age groups represent the working class and the most 

physically fit individuals.  The community education levels show the urge of residents to 

leave the community in search of employment and elevated lifestyle, while the fishermen 

remain as permanent residents and care-takers of the community.  The population appears 

to be maintained by the few children who choose to follow the family custom of fishing 

or outsiders that come in search of employment opportunities in a city where there are 

few.   

 

 In the community the extended family unit is strong, while a high divorce rate 

weakens the nuclear family structure.  Family sizes tend to be large, while many of the 

fishermen remain single or apart from their wives.  The community is divided mainly into 

two religious groups of Catholics and Evangelists. Ellis (1984) identifies important 
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differences between working habits from families that were catholic to those that were 

protestant within the same community. No such correlation could be established in La 

Playita, and it seems that religion had no influence on working habits. Despite the 

differences, the community shows strong family and friendship ties.  Cooperation is a 

popular value in the community, which can be seen to function as one large family unit. 

  

 Fishing represents the main source of income for many of the families in La 

Playita, which is mainly the work of men.  Only in few households do women contribute 

financially. Although they do not participate in fishing related activities, they maintain 

the household. Fishing equipment represents a large investment (not easily liquidated) for 

fishermen, which inhibits emigration from the community and leaves little opportunity 

for alternative employment.   

 

 The discrepancies between the MIVI data (2003) and the McGill student data 

(2005) reflect the differences in interview style between the two bodies (Table 3).  While 

the MIVI asked pointed-questions in the style of a questionnaire, the McGill student 

interviews were informal and the questions were open-ended.  Often the later interviews 

would follow whichever direction the interviewee chose to lead it.  In this way, none of 

the recent interviews presented identical data, but instead allowed the fishermen to freely 

express their preoccupations and reveal the most important aspects of the community.  

These interviews tended to encompass a larger time frame than the MIVI interviews, thus 

creating a more complete picture of individuals of interest.  The two interviewing 

techniques used together helped to paint a clearer picture of the fishermen community of 

La Playita.       
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Table 3. Summary and comparison of the MIVI data, 2003 and the 
McGill data, 2005. 
Category Population MIVI McGill 

Total 28.3 N/A 
Fishermen 41.4 46.6 
Male 29.8 N/A 

Age (yrs.) 

Female 25.8 N/A 
Total 6.8 N/A 
Fishermen 7.1 7.8 
Male 6.9 N/A 

Education (yrs.) 

Female 6.7 N/A 
Years lived in La Playita  16 N/A 
People/househould  2.8 3.6 
Children/fisherman  N/A 5.2 
Income($)/month  168.00 N/A 
Equipment investment ($)   N/A 3000.00 

 
 

 Throughout the study, some themes of importance have arisen. It is crucial that 

they be reviewed and elaborated on in this section to get a better understanding of the 

community. 

 

3.4. Artisan Fishing  

 

The fishermen of La Playita are practicing artisan fishing along the coast of 

Colon. In a small-scale fishery, the boats used are smaller than 15 m and have less than 

115 horsepower motors (Prado, 1987 in Morais, 2004). Further, a small-scale fishery is 

said to be labor, rather than capital intensive (Panayotou, 1982). This coincides with the 

situation in La Playita. Boats are smaller then 15 m (49.21 ft); in fact, the largest 

encountered was approximately to 8 m (Annex 10). Motors used in La Playita are often 

under 40 horsepower.  

 

The average time at sea for the amount of fish taken is high, suggesting low 

productivity compared to commercial or industrial fishing. The initial capital necessary is 

also low and ranges from $2,000 to $4,000 in most instances. It is important to remember 

that this amount of investment is considerable for the fishermen of La Playita. Equipment 

loss would mean the loss of livelihood, as it is practically impossible to save the capital to 
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invest again (Panayotou, 1982). Most boats are passed down through generations and 

repairs are made to maintain the boat. Slowly more equipment is acquired, and this 

generally is limited to: motor, line, net, and cooler. Thus, the low-technology equipment 

is limited in costs.  

  

Most fishermen in the community relied on fishing because it had been the 

occupation of a relative. Thus, 66.7% of the fishermen questioned had joined the fishery 

because it was a family custom.  The majority had entered the fishery during their young 

teens (mean = 13 years). This community presents most of the factors that Ellis (1984) 

attributes to artisan fishing communities. For one, the work organization is specific to this 

type of livelihood. Kinship ties play an important role in determining work groups and 

associations. Further, recruitment is done within the family structure. For instance the 

father will train the son to become a fisherman. A lead informer explained this 

phenomenon concisely: “Hijo de gato casa rata” (the son of a cat hunts mice) (pers. com., 

04/12/05). 

 

The remainder of the fishermen (33.3%) who had not entered the fishery because 

of custom stated that they had started fishing in order to make money, usually with the 

goal of helping their family out of a financial crisis.  One fisherman cited the lack of 

alternative employment in the city of Colon during the time that he entered the fishery 

(pers. com., 03/12/05). Panayotou (1982) suggests that the lack of alternative 

employment encourages entrance into and impedes exit from the fishery.  Fishermen are 

attracted to the fishery when times are good and find it very difficult to leave when times 

are bad because of the considerable amount of investment tied up in fishing equipment, 

which is increasingly difficult to liquidate in rough periods. 

   

 On average fishermen went out to sea four times a week.  Those that had another 

job usually only went out one or two times a week, time permitting, while those whose 

sole source of income was fishing went out six or seven times a week.  The days spent 

out at sea were long, usually more than eight hours.  Trips were almost always 

accompanied and only solitary if the trip was of short duration and the fisherman 
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remained close to the bay. Several fish species have been mentioned, and the most 

important were: red snapper, corvina, sierra, and king fish (Annex 11). 

 

The definition of an artisan fishery encompasses community knowledge about 

fishing as well as traditionally imbedded activities. Panayatou (1982) suggests that 95% 

of the world’s fishermen are artisan fishermen and that they account for half of the world 

catch. Their customs and practices have important social and economic impacts at the 

global scale (Morais, 2004). 

 

The sea of knowledge within this fishing community is remarkable. The elders 

know the climate patterns and the associated fish migration. Informally, they describe 

what scientists have been researching for years. While there is a popular belief that 

fishermen have a tendency to overexploit their resources, it was found that this particular 

community understood the need for conservation and renewal of fish stocks. Informal 

rules were established in La Playita to impede the capture of small, immature fish. This 

community had also a good understanding of the surrounding ecosystems. Many 

mentioned the importance of mangroves in the regeneration of stocks. Therefore, the term 

artisan fishery refers to small-scale fishery, coupled with tradition and knowledge. 

 

Apart from the clear social distinction of artisan fishing communities, their fishing 

techniques also vary from other types of fishing activities. Along the Caribbean coast, 

Morais (2004) found that techniques were closely associated with the ethnic background 

of the fishermen. While Mestizos and fishermen of Afro-descent use a fishing line, Kunas 

dive and harpoon their catches. The same pattern can de detected in La Playita where the 

majority fish with line where the Kuna families interviewed dive for lobster and squid. 

None widely utilize the net, while some use this tool for catching bait. These fishing 

methods are considered non habitat-destructive techniques according to Roberts (1995), 

so long as there is no overexploitation of resources. In La Playita, there are no indications 

of overexploitation of the marine resources in Costa Arriba (east of the Canal) or Costa 

Abajo (west of the Canal). The fishing in this community is mostly subsistence fishing 

and small-scale sale to the community of Colon. A good day’s catch by fisherman is 
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around 60 lbs., and the average number of days at sea is four days per week in the 

community. While resources have been decreasing in the region, it was found that it 

cannot be attributed to the type of fishing that the La Playita fishermen are engaged in. 

Further discussion of marine resources will elaborate on this point. 

 

 Thus, La Playita fishermen are said to practice non-destructive artisan fishing. La 

Playita is the oldest fishing community in the city of Colon, making its knowledge and 

traditions rich and pervasive.   

    

3.5. The Fishermen and the Environment 

  

The fishermen are obviously conscious that their livelihood is dependent on their 

surrounding environment. The majority of the La Playita fishermen have noticed a 

decline in the marine resources near the coasts of Colon. They offered many plausible 

explanations on the causes of this phenomenon. Some suggested that climate change over 

the decades has influenced the fish abundance and diversity in the region. Others are 

worried about the increased pollution from the swell in traffic in the Canal and link it to 

the declining fish population. Several fishermen also observed a decline in marine 

resources after the opening of a refinery on Costa arriba, close to Punta Galeta.  Some of 

the older fishermen insisted that the 1986 oil spill en Bahía de las Minas was a definite 

cause of the reduction of marine resources. 

 

Most interestingly, some pointed to present-day Colon mangrove deforestation as 

the most important problem in their environment. Mangroves are crucial in the 

development stages of many species of fish and crustacean (Jacksons, 1997; Roberts, 

1995). The deforestation in Colon is rapid and extended (Heckadon, pers. comm., 

01/27/05). This habitat has been considerably damaged and the sediment flow toward the 

shore has increased. These two occurrences have perverse effects on the marine resources 

of the region. The fishermen of La Playita expressed a general discontent about the 

prolonged deforestation in Colon, but also articulated their feeling of powerlessness in 

the decision making process that allows for such clear-cutting of the natural richness of 
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the region. Particularly, the CEMIS project, a large-scale development project associated 

with the Free Zone (Zona Libre de Colon), is responsible for a majority of the 

deforestation.  While the process is now in court for approval, the fishermen feel that 

their interests were not represented.  

  

Industrial fishing with nets was also alluded to as a cause of reduction in 

resources.  Increased competition has also been cited as problematic. Effectively, artisan 

fishing has been increasing in Panama (Panama en Cifras, 2004). There is a general 

agreement that there are more fishermen on the coast of Colon than in the previous 

decades. Panayotou (1982) discusses the facility to enter in the occupation of small-scale 

fishing when there are few other available options. Since the handover of the Canal to the 

Panamanian government and the flight of the Americans, the city and the province of 

Colon have been in an economic bust. There are few job openings and the salaries have 

generally gone down. This might explain a partial or complete return or entry to fishing. 

A few cases in La Playita exemplify this trend. Some fishermen were employees of the 

Americans and fished on occasion, mostly for personal consumption. After the handover 

of the Canal, and some downsizing of some large employers, many fishermen returned to 

fishing completely.  Thus, increased industrial fishing and increased small-scale fishing 

in the region have contributed to the decline in marine resources. 

 

3.6. Important Preoccupations in the Community 

 

 According to the IUCN procedure for a situation analysis (IUCN, 1999), it is 

helpful to describe the preoccupations of the community in order to prioritize the issues 

and associated plan of action. This section is devoted to elaborating the five most 

important concerns of the fishermen. These were chosen by the study team after 

comprehensive discussions following the interviews. These concerns were then presented 

to the fishermen to seek comments and approval. The following preoccupations listed in 

order of declining intensity are therefore the collaborative effort of the study team and the 

La Playita fishermen. 
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1. Land Right Issues 

 

La Playita is a squatter settlement established in one of the prettiest locations in 

Colon city.  The official owner of the land was the Panama Railroad Company, and had a 

usufruct contract with the fishermen families of La Playita. The Company allowed the 

fishermen to live on the lots with certain conditions. Firstly, the community cannot sell 

any part of the land. The community cannot trespass from the indicated lots, and must 

impede the development of prostitution, gambling, and restoration networks. Also, the La 

Playita fishermen must keep the lots clean. The lots will be administered by the executive 

committee of the Pescadores Unidos de La Playita. This usufruct contract was signed in 

December 2002 and was valid for five years (Annex 12). 

 

The present crisis arose from the government displacing over fifty families from 

La Playita to La Feria, a government-sponsored housing project along the transisthmic 

highway. The grounds for this relocation were to develop a large-scale tourist project on 

the beach of La Playita. The research group was unable to obtain data certifying that the 

usufruct contract had been broken or that the land in question had been sold to the 

Panamanian government. Approximately twenty-five to thirty-five original fishing 

families still reside in La Playita. The remainders did not sign the agreement contract 

with the MIVI (Ministerio de Vivienda) to move to La Feria. Some claim that they have 

property rights because they have been living on the same parcel of land for more than 

fifteen years, and that the owner has not done any improvement to the lot (in concordance 

with Panamanian legislation). There are no indications of conflict resolution between the 

government and the community. At present, the situation is of status quo. 

 

The present land regime is detrimental to the development of La Playita. The 

uncertainty is so great that it impedes the much needed investment in infrastructure. Not 

knowing whether next month you can still live on this plot discourages any long-term 

investment. The majority of the improvised housing lacks running water and lavatory. In 

fact, the infrastructure has deteriorated since the announcement of the highly-suggested 

move. Previously, La Playita enjoyed the services of a small school and cafeteria for the 
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children as well as a communal meeting house. The school was closed and the communal 

house has been vandalized. The present uncertainty contributes to the poor infrastructure 

of the community, as well as poor esthetics that is hardly attractive for tourists. 

 

Further, the community has developed a justified, but limiting obsession with this 

problem of land tenure. Where most of the families are living close to only subsistence 

levels, securing their most basic needs takes all the energy that is left over after long days 

of work. Consequently, the fishermen have no time to allow for other preoccupations 

such as the decline of marine resources, their main source of income, which falls short of 

this list. When asked about the future, the community members refer to the impossibility 

to look ahead when such things as their local residence is not secured. Apart from 

dividing the fishermen between those that accepted the government’s offer and those that 

stayed and fought for La Playita, this crisis limits the capacity of the fishermen to share a 

common vision and propose a unified plan for the development of the location, and to 

include themselves in this plan. 

 

The lack of dialogue between the state and the community has resulted in the deep 

feeling of isolation of the community. Most have expressed the need for governmental 

aid, but also the impossibility of that event occurring. Panayotou (1982) suggests that it is 

common in small-scale fishing communities to see this theme of isolation. He maintains 

that this isolation can lead to the lack of knowledge about the world outside the 

community and of alternative employment. This does not imply that the fishermen in La 

Playita are at the present unconscious of the city that surrounds them. On the contrary, on 

various occasions the study team was impressed about the level of acuity of their outside 

knowledge. However, it is a reminder that this issue must be dealt to avoid the negative 

consequences observed in other instances. 

 

Consequently, the land tenure crisis is by far the most dramatic concern of this 

community, and almost completely eclipses all others. While it was impossible for this 

research team to elaborate a plan to clarify the future of the La Playita community, 

further groups should concentrate on obtaining more information on the legal situation 
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and process in the context of this community, as well as work towards an understanding 

of legal matters with the fishermen so that they can represent their interests adequately. 

 

2. Income 

  

Apart from land uncertainty, the fishermen of La Playita are faced with insecure 

revenues from day to day. Many uncontrollable factors influence their earnings. Weather 

can be highly problematic for these small-scale fishermen. Their boats have limited 

capacity and when the coast is being swept by powerfully winds, the men must remain on 

shore. The abundance of catch also varies greatly from day to day. While the rainy 

season, from May to the beginning of December, is better for fishing because of calmer 

winds, this does not guarantee equal catch. Technique and experience play an important 

role in determining good fishing spots according to the season, and this knowledge is 

usually shared within the community members. However, luck is also at play here, and 

even the best fishermen can have difficult days 

 

For this reason, many fishermen are concerned about their income. Some look for 

part-time or full-time jobs to maximize their earnings. It can be said that the middle age 

men are the most likely to have an extra job. They have to provide for their family, 

probably have children of school age, increasing the spending of the household. 

Youngsters, with no dependent family member, usually dedicate themselves completely 

to fishing. These two groups articulate the difficulty of finding alternative employment 

that is interesting and that provides a reasonable income. Panayotou (1982) describes 

small-scale fishermen as independent, sometimes resulting in the alienation from formal 

employment. It is likely that this group represents the same characteristics; however, it 

seems that a good number have adjusted well to have both a formal and informal job. 

 

Income instability impedes investment in housing or equipment needed for their 

trade. For this reason, La Playita housing and the general esthetics of the community will 

not improve dramatically until a change in this milieu can be perceived.  It also 

minimizes saving. According to neoclassical economic theory, saving is crucial in the 
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development of a nation. Individual saving allows for state expenditures that create new 

revenues and new jobs (Locher, pers. com., 02/22/05). Thus, finding alternatives to 

secure a fixed income or diversifying activities to curb down uncertainty are desirable 

options to this preoccupation.   

 

3. Infrastructures 

 

The people of La Playita are concerned with the rapid deterioration of the existing 

infrastructure, and the lack of some basic services. The community has been long 

established in the location, yet there has been little government effort on this subject. 

When confronted with the issue, the MIVI representative could not offer any satisfactory 

responses to the blatant lack of support for this community (pers. observations, 03/19/05). 

La Playita fishermen have expressed their desire to have a sewage system, running water, 

and electricity. The study group suggests that drinkable water is the most needed 

improvement, followed by the installation of a sewage system and sanitary facilities. The 

problem of house deterioration, school and communal meeting house degradation is 

linked back to the topics of land rights and income. The fishermen have little capital to 

invest after their daily needs, but they will not devote it to their houses because of the 

uncertainty they are facing.  For infrastructure to improve there needs to be major 

changes in the present situation. 

  

4. Organization and Involvement 

 

Informal and formal organization is crucial for La Playita. Informally, fishermen 

collaborate between one and another to maximize the income in the community. 

Nevertheless, the fishermen also need to organize formally to convey their 

preoccupations and desires to the government. As noted earlier, there used to be a 

cooperative in La Playita, and now the fishermen organize around a union: Los Pecadores 

Unidos de La Playita (PULP). There are still difficulties to overcome before the 

organization is fully functional. For one, some worry about involvement in the 

association. At the first general meeting the study group attended, there was 
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approximately 25% attendance. At the last reunion, it is believed that more or less 75% of 

the fishermen attended. Both times, the meeting was announced in a similar manner, 

using a small poster indicating time and place (Annex 13). The group concludes that 

attendance is sporadic, but increases if issues of interests are being addressed. Many 

articulated that they wish involvement to be constant and animated.  

 

5. Security 

 

La Playita serves as a terminal for drug arrival in the city of Colon. As mentioned 

previously, the fishermen are not involved in such activities. Nonetheless, as no police 

patrol the area many are worried about the security of their families. The research group 

was never in contact with any kind of violence or intimidation. It is believe that through 

the association with the fishermen, the group received temporary immunity. Without 

government implication in this issue, the security concerns of the fishermen cannot be 

responded too. 
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4. Bridging the Gap 

 

 The second objective of this project was to create links between the scientific 

community of Punta Galeta and the La Playita fishermen. In order to fulfil this objective, 

the research team organized two workshops following IUCN procedure (1999). Here will 

be presented brief resumes of these activities.  

4.1 Workshop in La Playita (April 14th, 2005) 

 

The main purpose of this first event was to present the preliminary results of this 

study to the fishermen. The study group wished to induce discussion within the 

community on the important themes. This meeting was also designed to receive feedback 

on the interviews, and results.  

  

Lack of participation and interest were of prime concern since only ten fishermen 

showed up at the last meeting of the Pescadores Unidos de La Playita (PULP). Fishermen 

were informed through posters distributed in the community (Annex 13). The research 

group also advertised during interviews the week prior to the meeting. Moreover, 

government officials, even though they had been invited in the past, rarely assisted these 

meetings. In order to avoid this, a formal interview was planned with the governor of 

Colon the day prior to the presentation. Unfortunately, a city strike, due to expensive 

gasoline prices, retained the governor. Still, the governor of Colon was able to send a 

representative, an important step in the process. 

 

 Efforts were rewarded because at arrival, close to thirty fishermen and a governor 

representative were all present. Also present were two faculty members of the University 

of Panama who wish to conduct a feasibility study for port development in La Playita. 

The Spanish presentation of the results took close to half an hour and included objectives, 

results and conclusions (for detail outline, refer to Annex 14). Only the most important 

statistical information and preoccupations were presented and the focus was directed to 

conclusions and future recommendations. Through the presentation, the group 
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encouraged questions and comments to get the pulse of the audience. After a final session 

of discussion, the McGill students invited sixteen fishermen representatives to a formal 

visit of Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory. Around twenty fishermen showed rapid interest 

and signed up on the list. 

 

 Overall, the presentation fulfilled all hopes. Fishermen saw the seriousness and 

willingness of the researchers. Fishermen discussed among themselves and new aspects 

were presented to the McGill students. Finally, they took this opportunity to converse 

with the government representative and convey their preoccupations.  

 

 However, this presentation revealed the need for a long-term commitment from a 

research group or a community organization. Fishermen need help in organizing their 

association and in writing down their desires, most importantly their desire to be part of 

the future of La Playita. The community has demonstrated great openness for a 

constructive dialogue with the government and is willing to compromise. The study 

group fears that without implication of a third party, motivation within the community 

might wane as time passes by.      

     

4.2 Visit by the fishermen to Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory (April 16th of 2005) 

 

Interviews with the fishermen revealed that they did not have a clear, definite idea 

of all the aspects comprising Punta Galeta. For most of them, they knew that this area 

was once under the control of the United States army, and that it was now fishing 

prohibited zone. Moreover, they also demonstrated a strong desire to go and visit Punta 

Galeta. It was decided to organize a visit of the installations for the fishermen.  It would 

give them a different perspective of the site: a view from the land rather than from the 

sea.  Finally, it was also a method to show gratitude for their time and support, and to 

confirm that the relationship was not unidirectional but rather reciprocal.  

 

An attendance list was therefore written down at the end of the presentation at La 

Playita on the April 14th of the same year. Punta Galeta organized transport for the day. 
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Fishermen were picked up at 10 am according to the schedule previously made. 

Unfortunately, only eight fishermen showed up. Apparently, confusion in the date would 

explain such low attendance. Once in Galeta, Dr. Heckadon gave them an excellent talk 

about conservation and the role of Punta Galeta. He ended it by offering them a 

partnership possibility in tourist mangrove exploration. He proposed that some fishermen 

could receive a naturalist formation and bring tourists on their boat through this rare 

ecosystem. After, a tour of the installation was organized and an informal talk coupled 

with a lunch concluded the day. Subjects of discussion were marine ecosystems, the 

future of this group, as well as other viable alternatives.   

 

 The day was, overall, crowned with success. A wide range of ages was present 

among the fishermen, from seventeen to seventy-four years old.  They all showed 

understanding and agreement about the magnitude and necessity of conservation. They 

demonstrated keen interest about the Dr. Heckadon’s proposition. And perhaps, most 

important of all, they came. The study group believes that this is a first steep in the right 

direction as these fishermen will communicate their experience to other community 

members.  One of them was the designated secretary, and will be able to add the account 

of the day to the records of the PULP.  

 

 The research group is grateful for the involvement of the fishermen in this 

activity. Apart from giving up their Saturday, it showed real trust bonds between the two 

communities. As Dr. Heckadon pointed out, the conservation of the environmental 

resources around Colon depends on the people and their willingness to protect (pers. 

com., 04/21/05). The alliance between the fishermen of La Playita and the Punta Galeta 

Marine Laboratory is a step in this direction. 

 

5. Future Recommendations 

 

 As mentioned previously, La Playita occupies a striking area along the Bay of 

Limon. It is situated in a location that makes it attractive for development projects: 

proximity to the city and the sea, landscapes, and a beach. The desire to develop the area 
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results in the governmental pressure to relocate current residents in La Feria. After close 

to four months of studying the community, the research group has come across two major 

developmental projects proposed for La Playita. Both present problematic issues for the 

future of the fishing community.  

 

5.1 Industrial Fishing Development 

 

 The University of Panama is currently undertaking a study, in cooperation with 

the Complutense Institute of International Studies (ICEI), to assess the feasibility of 

developing an industrial fishing port infrastructure in the zone of La Playita. The ultimate 

goal of this development would be to create port infrastructures adapted to receive 

industrial fishing boats, as well as fish processing installations in order to export marine 

resources internationally. They wish to export shrimps and fishes to North American and 

European markets. According to the project description (Annex 15), they want to 

integrate the artisan fishermen of La Playita by buying and processing their catch. This 

group also advocates technology transfer as a benefit for the La Playita fishermen.  

 

 This project, according to McGill students, is a non-sense for several reasons. 

First, it seems unrealistic that the relatively small area of La Playita can accommodate an 

industrial port, fish processing infrastructure, in addition to the actual residents. It is more 

likely that the fishermen would have to move out. Furthermore, the landscape would 

change dramatically from residential small-scale fishing to industrial.  

 

Second, it seems doubtful that the twenty to sixty fifty pounds of fish that the 

artisan fishery brings in daily will contribute significantly or compare to what an 

industrial fishing boat can harvest. It is unrealistic to think that the two groups, artisan 

and commercial fishermen, will be treated equally in this development. The research 

team strongly believes the artisan fishermen will be marginalized in the industry and also 

in the decision making process of such a large-scale project. Moreover, catches collected 

by La Playita fishermen are destined for local consumption rather than for exportation. 

There is a fear that the lower classes of Colon will no longer have access to this healthy 
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source of protein. Fish meals are an integral part of the Colon traditional culinary culture 

(pers. com., March & April 2005). It would be distressing to see this unique aspect of 

Colon disappear. 

 

Thirdly, industrial fishing is prone to be very damaging for marine resources off 

the coast of Colon. Shrimp trawlers are well known to be catastrophic for the marine 

biodiversity due to the high level of bycatch caught in huge nets (FAO website). A FAO 

study on the impacts of Costa Rican shrimp fisheries reported that the level of shrimp to 

bycatch ratio is about 1:7.5 (FAO website). Moreover, the 2004 FAO annual report on 

fisheries and aquaculture notes a decline in fisheries production since 2000 in this area. 

Additionally, most fishermen interviewed have themselves observed a decline in fish 

populations during their lifetime. It thus seems unlikely that this project could be done in 

a ‘sustainable manner’.  

 

The project description gives the impression of integrating the La Playita 

fishermen only on papers to facilitate their approval. Intended for local markets, artisan 

fisheries are more sustainable than industrial fishing. The former consume fewer 

resources than the latter, encourages local employment and maintains availability of fish 

for all social classes. Artisan fishing goes hand in hand with the ‘consume what you 

produce’ principle. Therefore, this group believes that this project is inappropriate for La 

Playita fishermen. 

 

5.2 Tourism Development 

 

 The other project of importance, regarding the future of La Playita, is a large-

scale tourism development. According to the description plan (Annex 16), this scheme 

would encompass a thematic park, casino, country club, railroad museum, cultural park, 

artisan fishing house, cinema, church restoration, and the construction of a three and a 

five star hotel. This mega project would create one thousand three hundred permanent 

jobs and another five hundred temporary ones during the construction phase. In addition, 
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this venture would supposedly generate a further two thousand two hundred jobs across 

the region generated by direct and indirect economic benefits.  

 

 There are both positive and negative aspects to this project. Noticeably, the high 

expected employment is well perceived by the Colon inhabitants, as 20% of them are 

currently jobless. However, there are no guarantees that tourists will come to Colon even 

with these improvements.  The city is presently among the most dangerous cities of 

Panama, and nearly all travel guides recommend avoiding it (Lonely Planet, 2004; 

Ulysses, 2004; FootPrint, 2003). Without any doubt, there is great potential for tourism 

development in Colon due to its remarkable architecture and accessible location. Perhaps, 

this venture could act as the take-off momentum required to bring investments to the city, 

reduce unemployment and violence, and improve the infrastructure. At this point, it is 

hard to predict the outcome.  

 

 The information gathered suggests that the fishermen would be included in the 

project. Tourists would certainly find it enjoyable observing traditional artisan fishermen 

and visit a safe village. Some fishermen could organize fishing excursions, an in vogue 

tourist activity. For this to happen, fishermen would need to relocate themselves in a 

specific area of La Playita. On the other hand, investors need to commit to the 

beautification of La Playita, including housing improvements and infrastructure 

construction. General clean-up of the area would also be necessary for similar reasons.  

 

 Hence, the McGill students believe that cohabitation is possible between 

fishermen and tourists. Such a project would allow for the participation of the fishermen 

in the new economy and for the diversification of their income, resolving part of the 

income security concerns. At the present, fishermen need to collectively decide if this is a 

desirable option for them. If they decide that it is so, it is suggested that they prepare a 

plan for the project administrators on the type of participation they wish to have in this 

project. La Playita fishermen have demonstrated openness and willingness to 

compromise. The study group hopes that if the tourism development moves forward, the 

community will be able to reach a fair consensus with the administrators.   
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6. Conclusions 

 
 In four months, frequent visits to La Playita ended up being fruitful in both, 

information gathered and achievements. Interviews with the fishermen along with the 

MIVI census supplied abundant data. Once compiled in statistics, this data gave good 

quality evaluations of the socio-economic status of the community. Also, through the 

interviews with the fishermen coupled with those of different stakeholders, many 

important themes emerged and are worthwhile summarizing.  

 

 Problems arose when fishermen from the costal zone of Colon started fishing in 

the Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory protected area. Climax occurred in 2003 when 

authorities confiscated three embarkations, illegally fishing in the reserve. One of these 

boats was from La Playita. The main reasons explaining this situation are two-fold: first, 

there seems to be a general decrease in marine resources in the area due to increased 

fishing pressure, environmental contamination, and mangrove deforestation. The 

protected reserve of Punta Galeta remains among the few healthy coral reefs and fish 

populations in the region. Second, the Panama Canal Authority (ACP) prohibits fishing in 

the Bay of Limon owing to high ship circulation. As fishermen must leave the bay, Punta 

Galeta becomes the closest plentiful fishing area, as they can only go limited distances.  

     

 Through time, La Playita fishermen have gathered a broad knowledge about 

fishing technique, gear, and locations. This information was gained through trials and 

errors, and transmitted from generation to generation throughout informal conversations. 

This sharing of knowledge and understanding reveals a strong sense of cooperation and 

assistance amongst themselves, particularly among extended kinship and friends. This 

collaboration is further reinforced by the income uncertainty of the fishermen’s activity.  

 

 While studying the community, the important role that it plays in the city of 

Colon was discovered. Fishermen see themselves and are perceived as providers for the 

city (pers. com., March-April 2005). To buy fish, Colon residents wait patiently for the 

boats to return in the early afternoon. Afraid of the fish quality in the supermarkets, 
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residents know that the fish in the boats have been caught in the previous hours. 

Therefore, artisan fisheries are a guarantee of freshness.   

 

 La Playita can be seen as a micro-enterprise. In the sense that the great majority of 

the community works for one objective: providing fish to the city. This micro enterprise 

includes:  the fishermen, the fish cleaners, the fish vendors, the boat repairmen, the motor 

mechanics, as well as a string of informal workers. For instance, informal fishing jobs 

include errand boys, or people that help with the tugging of boats. Each one plays an 

important part in keeping the fishing community functional and almost autonomous from 

the city of Colon. This system provides efficiency in the community as it allows for 

resources close at hand. In the end, they create a functioning economy.     

 

 The fishermen’s main concern was the issue of land property rights. They fear 

expulsion by governmental authority to create room for further development. So far, two 

projects have been considered, namely an industrial fishing development and a mega- 

tourist complex. After revision of both proposals, the McGill students believe that a co-

existence with the tourist development would be the more appropriate end-point. They 

could gain more from a tourism venue; and it would also mean healthier fish populations 

over the long run.  Moreover, fishermen expressed a concern for a lack of organization 

within the community and were interested to open a dialogue with the government to 

resolve the problems in La Playita pertaining to the future. Unfortunately, the fishermen 

lack a common vision for the development of their area. Conclusions from the workshop 

suggest that there is a need for a well-defined ‘common front’ before initiating the 

negotiation process. Further, it is recommended that they lay their plan on paper formally. 

At this point, they should engage conversation with the government in order to find a 

compromise.  

 

 It is crucial to put emphasis again on the necessity of unity in this situation. One 

needs to remember the old adage ‘together we stand, divided we fall’. It suits the 

circumstances perfectly. A group of people is much more difficult to displace than a 

single individual. Therefore, fishermen of La Playita need to show signs of organization. 
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The current association of the ‘United Fishermen of La Playita’ is a good start. Collective 

activities should also be organized to show involvement. Activities such as beach clean-

up or weekly garbage collection would help to enhance the community’s image.  

 

 In conclusion, the data collected and the resulting information, derived through 

the socio-economic study, helps to understand the functioning of the La Playita 

community.  The researchers hope that this report has created a baseline document for 

further studies and development projects in La Playita. They hope that this once 

unknown, but extremely important neighborhood has been understood for its richness and 

difficulties. This research therefore did the groundwork and opened the way for future 

investigations. Furthermore, the two successful workshops done with the fishermen 

showed that trust has been established between Punta Galeta and La Playita. At this stage, 

future cooperation between these two groups seems on its way to success. To summarize, 

one can say that bridge has been built. The next step now is to strengthen it.   
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Annex 1: Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory 
 

 
        Source: STRI archives  
         
Annex 2 : La Playita 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

              Source: B. Ordóñez, 2005
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Annex 3 : Map of Colon Coast 

 
Source: Controlaría de Panama, 2005       
 
Map of Colon 

 
Source : Controlaria de Panama, 2005   
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Annex 3: Map of La Playita 

 
      Source: Controlaria de Panama, 2005 
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Annex 4: Strangers Club 1920 and Today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: 2001. Postcard Album #2. Strangers Club, Colon, 1920. 
Retrieved from http://Panamaliving.com/album2.html. Consulted on 
April 19, 2005. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Atlantic Side Memories-Section “B”. Strangers club, 1999.  
http://www.angelfire.com/tx/CZAngelsSpace/MemoriesB.html. 
Consulted on April 19, 2005.  
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Annex 5:  La Playita House Types 
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Annex 6: Litter in La Playita 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

            Source: B. Ordóñez, 2005 
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Annex 7: Letter of Intent 
 
 

 

Estim

 

Sm

os 

Lemo de 

 

 

2005

ber más o encontrar mas información durante estos tres meses, puede llamar a Punta Galeta 

enjamín Ordóñez: no. 212 8191/8192). Al fin del proyecto, vamos a entregar los resultados de 

 investigación a su comunidad. 

Gracias para su ayuda, 

    

Ulysse Bergeron 

  Leslie Sanderson 

  Daphne Wermenlinger 

El 14 de febrero de 2005, 

ados Señores, 

Nosotros somos tres estudiantes de la Universidad de McGill, Canadá. Quisiéramos 

estudiar su comunidad de La Playita, Colon. Estamos interesados en la vida de los pescadores 

tanto en los aspectos sociales como en los económicos. Estamos trabajando con el STRI (Instituto 

ithsonian de Investigaciones Tropicales), específicamente en el laboratorio marino de Punta 

Galeta (Colon). Nosotros trabajamos con el Dr. Stanley Heckadon, Benjamín Ordóñez y Sant

s. La gente de esta organización quiere aprender más sobre sus costumbres para entender 

mejorar la relación científico-pescador.  

Nosotros quisiéramos  observar la comunidad y también conducir entrevistas con los 

pescadores. Vamos a estar aquí en Panama para hacer este trabajo desde febrero 2005 y abril 

. Todas las informaciones recopiladas van a quedarse anónimas. También, si usted quiere 

sa

(B

la
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Annex 8: Letter of Authorization 

 

El 14 de febrero de 2005, 

 

Estimado Señor, 

 

Nosotros somos tres estudiantes de la Universidad de McGill, Canadá. Quisiéramos estudiar su 

comunidad de La Playita, Colon. Estamos haciendo una investigación sobre los aspectos sociales 

y económicos de la vida de los pescadores. Estamos trabajando con el STRI (Instituto 

Smithsonian de Investigaciones Tropicales), específicamente en el laboratorio marino de Punta 

Galeta (Colon). Nosotros trabajamos con el Dr. Stanley Heckadon, Benjamín Ordóñez y Santos 

Lemos. 

 

 Nosotros quisiéramos hacer una entrevista informal con usted. Si quiere participar, su 

nombre va a quedar anónimo excepto si usted nos da la autorización de usarlo. No debe responder 

las preguntas si no quiere. 

 

 Gracias por su ayuda en el proyecto, 

 

  Ulysse Bergeron 

  Leslie Sanderson 

  Daphne Wermenlinger 
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Annex 9: Interview Questionnaire 
vestigación sobre los Pescadores de Colon 

ntrevista # ________   Fecha ________ 
 

FORMACIÓN GENERAL 
ombre ________________  M  F  Edad________ 

onas viven con usted?  ¿Cuál es su relación? 
2. ¿Es una costumbre de la familia la pesca? 
3. ¿Cuando empezó a pescar, porqué? 

 
PREGU

ra pescar?  

8. ¿Cuáles son los factores que influyen en su escogencia del lugar de pesca?  
9. 

ta/Galeta Point? ¿Qué sabe sobre Punta Galeta/Galeta Point? 
13. ¿Cómo ve la presencia de Punta Galeta/Galeta Point en la región? 
14. ¿Para usted cuál es la importancia de un área protegida?  

 COMUNIDAD 
Otra Organización ________________ 

Nivel de Escuela 
15. ¿Puede d ión de la comunidad de La Playita? 

dad?  

19. ¿Qué el lo que más le gusta de la pesca? 
20. ¿Cómo ve el futuro de los pescadores?  
21. ¿Usted puede sobrevivir solamente de la pesca o tiene otras actividades con sueldo? (Hacer 

camarones (trabajo de día)). 
22. ¿Si mañana no había recursos de pesca, que quisiera hacer como trabajo? 
23. ¿

In
E

IN
N

1. ¿Cuántas pers

NTAS SOBRE LA PESCA, técnicos y valor económico   
4. Tipo de pesca.  

a. ¿Cuántas veces sale por semana? 
b. ¿Cuánto tiempo pasa en el mar? 
c. ¿Sólo o acompañado?  
d. ¿Cuáles son sus técnicas para pescar (por ejemplo arpón, red etc.)? 

4. ¿Cuáles son los tipos de peces que pescaron con frecuencia? 
5. ¿Que tipo de bote utiliza ud. (es su propio, alquila, un motor)? 

a. ¿Cuánto cuesta para comprar un bote? 
6. ¿En total, cuanto cuesta su equipo pa
7. ¿Donde pesca usted? 

¿Qué hacen con los pescados? (consumo personal, venta en la comunidad, venta al exterior, 
traslado a otro lugar) 

a. ¿Cuando vende pescado al exterior, a quién lo vende? 
b. ¿Á que precio le vende al distributor, y a que predio ellos los venden? 
c. ¿Hay diferentes precios de venta entre la comunidad y el exterior? 

10.  ¿Hay normas o reglas internas en la región/zona sobre la pesca? 
 
CONOCIMIENTOS DE LOS RECURSOS Y EL PAPEL DE PUNTA GALETA 

11. ¿Cómo han cambiado los recursos de pesca durante todo el tiempo que usted ha sido pescador? 
12. ¿Usted conoce a Punta Gale

 
PREGUNTAS SOBRE USTED Y SU
Religión ________________  

________ 
escribir la organizac

16. ¿Qué papel juega en la comunidad? 
17. ¿Qué el papel de los pescadores en la comuni
18. ¿Toda la comunidad trabaja en la pesca? 

Cuáles son los factores más importantes que usted tomaría en cuenta para que otro trabajo le 
interese a usted?  

24. ¿Ha tratado de cambiar su modo de vivir (y si, ha tenido problemas para hacer el cambio)? 
25. ¿Cuáles son los problemas más importantes en relación a la pesca? 
26. ¿Cuáles son los problemas más preocupantes de la comunidad de La playita? 
27. ¿Qué soluciones serían posibles para resolver estos problemas?  
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Annex 10: La Playita Traditional Boat 

 

 
 

 
 

            Source: B. Ordóñez, 2005 
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Annex 11: Common Catch of La Playita Fishermen 
 

Frequencies of the most common species catch by the 
fishermen at LaPlayita, Colon, Panama in 2005. 

Fish Species   

S n time 
mentionned

Numbers of pa ish English e name name Latin Nam

Atu e
Blackfin 

thunnus atlanticus 2 n N gro tuna 

Barracuda B 2 arracuda barracuda 
Sphyraena 

Cojinua g 6 reen jack Caranx caballus  
Corvina Corvina F. Scianidae 8 
Guaguanche  Spyraena sp. 1 
Jurel Nurel Caranx sp. 2 
Kingfish K 9 ingfish Scombridae 
Me 1 ro Grouper F. Serranidae 
Pa  14 rgo Snaper F. Lutjanidae 
Sabalo  Centropomus 1 

Sa nlmo  
rainbow 
runner 

Elagatis 
bipinnulata 1 

Sierra Mackerel Sierra 
Scomberomus 12 

Tarpon Tarpon atlanticus 
Megalops 1 

Tiburon Sharks Carcharhinus 3 

Ca
Queen 2 mbombia Conch Strombue sp. 

Camaron Shrimp Pendalus sp.   
ngrejo Crab O. Decapoda 1 Ca

Langosta Lobster O. Decapoda 2 
2 Pulpo Octopus O. Octopoda 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
         Source: authors, 2005 

Histogram showing fish species and their relative catch 
frequency at La Playita, Colon, Panama in 2005 
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Annex 12: Contract of Usufruit  

 
Source: Republic of Panama. 2003. Contrato de Usufructo. Obtained March 13, 2005, in 
La Playita, Colon. 
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Annex 13: General Meeting Information Poster made by the authors, 2005. 
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Annex 14: La Playita Presentation Outline made by the authors, 2005. 
 
 

Fishermen presentation at LaPlayita, Outline. 
 
Presented on Thursday April 14th, 2005 
Introduction 
Presentación 
  Ulysse Bergeron 
  Leslie Sanderson 
  Daphne Wermenlinger 
 
Agradecimientos -Smithsonian  
   -El señor Benjamín Ordoñez y el doctor Stanley Heckadon 
La Investigación 
   
 *Estudio socioeconómico 
Objetivos 
 
 *La comunidad 
 *Preocupaciones y problemas 
 *Puente entre Punta Galeta y LaPlayita 
Metas 
 
 *Entrevistas Informales 
 *Entrevista Formales 
Resultados 
 
 *Estatisticas 
 *Pesca Artesanal 
 *Recursos del Ambiente 
Preocupaciones 
 

1- Asuntos de derechos de tierra 
2- Ingreso fijo 
3- Infraestructuras 
4- Organización, involucrarse 
5- Seguridad 

Conclusiones 
  
 *Conocimiento de la comunidad 
 *Papel de los pescadores 
 *Microempresa 
 *Diálogo constructivo 
 *Visión Común 
 *Futuro 
 *Punta Galeta invitación 
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Annex 15: Industrial Fishing Development Proposal 
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Source: Universidad de Panama & Instituto del Canal y Estudios Internacionales. 2005. 
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Annex 16: Tourism Development Description 

ource: Obtained, March 13, 2005, in La Playita. 
 
S
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Annex 18: Logged hours 
 
 
Days in the field: 23 
 
Days of research: 17 
 
Total days: 40 
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