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Executive Summary 

An Analysis of a Participatory Mapping Project in the Urracá Region 

Urracá is a region north of Santa Fe in the province of Veraguas. This region contains 

approximately twenty-five communities of mostly Ngäbe-Buglé indigenous peoples and 

campesinos, and the majority of people who live there are subsistence farmers. The locals in this 

region have no formal land rights in the eyes of the law after it was excluded from the Ngäbe-

Buglé comarca during its formation in 1997. Today, many development and extraction projects 

are planned in the region, and the only way for locals to prevent these projects would be to gain 

land title and deny them consent. However, the two options for titling offered by the government 

(individual title and tierras colectivas) are incompatible with the rotational land use systems in 

place. The best solution would be to prove to the national government that Urracá needs to be 

incorporated as a comarca through a thorough map of the region. However, such a map does not 

currently exist. The mapping initiative we are proposing combines participatory methods with 

GIS technology to show the current land use systems in place and their incompatibility with the 

two titling options mentioned above. Our project consists of introducing a participatory mapping 
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project in different communities in the region and evaluating the challenges and successes in its 

application as a way to ensure territorial autonomy claims. Our two research questions are as 

follows: How can participatory mapping fit in with and aid territorial autonomy claims? What 

are the challenges and successes of participatory mapping in this context? 

During our time in the field, we visited different communities in Urracá and implemented 

a model of a participatory mapping project. We had an introductory visit with our organization 

and partners, then three weeks of community visits, then a final meeting where all participants 

were invited to ask questions and voice their opinions and concerns. At each community we 

visited, we planned to hold an initial meeting to explain the project and get consent, three days of 

data collection, and a final meeting to get feedback from the community. Our data collection at 

each site included GPS points taken at each family's plot, interviews with community members, 

and our observations. Our first week, we went to La Llanita, where we conducted interviews and 

took points at twelve sites. Our second week, we went to Caloveborita and were denied consent 

by the local indigenous authority. Our third week, we were unable to work due to bad weather. 

For our results, we classified our observations into three different sections and used these 

to assess the overall successes and challenges we encountered. The sections for our observations 

were oriented around a central question that they aimed to address. These questions are as 

follows: How do people perceive their own agency and ability to reduce future consequences of 

land instability? How do relations between locals and the national government frame the project 

and its actors? What are the impacts of the involvement of an outside institution? One of our 

central findings was that people generally understood their tenuous land situation. People also 

felt very vulnerable and marginalized because of previous government discrimination, and they 

were not interested in working with the government in any project. There was also a lot of 
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suspicious surrounding our presence, especially because we are Canadian and many development 

projects are implemented by Canadian companies. We also observed overall that people did not 

feel like they have the ability to act on this issue. 

We used these observations to identify possible problems in the future as well as 

successes on which the project should depend. The challenges we experienced are divided in 

three sections: methodological, physical, and organizational. For our methodological challenges, 

we found that we limited participation from a wide range of locals because of our decision to 

partner with a small group of actors. We also had limited flexibility in our schedule because of 

our academic obligations. Additionally, we had to contend with expectations from the 

community about the project, about us, and about our ability to change their situation. Our 

physical challenges were very straight-forward, such as the large distance to and between rural 

communities and the effects of natural elements. Another physical challenge was the lack of 

communication between communities outside of person to person contact. There were also many 

organizational challenges. Rural communities felt alienated from the organization, and youth felt 

disheartened and were not eager to participate. Additionally, the Ngäbe-Buglé cultural kinship 

networks are very autonomous, which can make organizing across a large region difficult. Our 

successes included a high level of engagement and interest overall in the issue, and a great deal 

of support for the project from the cacique and from locals. Another success was the amount of 

feedback we received from community members about the project and how to improve it, which 

demonstrated that people were engaging with the project.  

As a whole, these challenges and successes create a baseline of information that will be 

able to help future researchers create a successful methodology in future participatory mapping 

initiatives in the Urracá region. A thorough participatory mapping project in the region could be 
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used as a political tool to advocate for the creation or expansion of a new comarca in the area of 

Urracá. 

Resumen Ejecutivo 

Un análisis de un proyecto de mapeo participativo en la región de Urracá 

Urracá es una región en el norte de Santa Fe en la provincia de Veraguas. Esta región 

contiene aproximadamente veinticinco comunidades de las indígenas Ngäbe-Buglé y campesino, 

y la mayoría de personas que viven por acá son agricultores subsistencias. Los locales no tienen 

los derechos de la tierra antes la ley después de la exclusión de la región durante la formación de 

la comarca Ngäbe-Buglé en 1997. Hoy, muchos proyectos extractivos están en desarrollo, y la 

sola manera para los locales de parar estos proyectos sería tener la titulación de la tierra y no dar 

consentimiento. Pero, las dos opciones para la titulación que el gobierno ofrece (la titulación 

individual y las tierras colectivas) son incompatibles con las sistemas de tenencia de la tierra que 

son usadas en la región. La solución mejora sería mostrar el gobierno nacional que Urracá 

necesita convertirse en una comarca, usando un mapa completo de la región. Pero, esto mapa ya 

no existe. La iniciativa que queremos hacer combina los métodos participativos con la tecnología 

SIG para mostrar las sistemas de tenencia y su incompatibilidad con las opciones de titulación 

anteriormente mencionada. El proyecto consiste en introducir un proyecto de mapeo 

participativo en diferentes comunidades en la región y evaluar los retos y los éxitos en su 

aplicación como una forma de asegurar los reclamos de autonomía territorial. Nuestras dos 

preguntas de investigación son los siguientes: ¿Cómo la cartografía participativa puede ayudar 

con las peticiones de autonomía territorial? ¿Cuáles son los retos y los éxitos de la cartografía 

participativa en este contexto? 
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Durante nuestro tiempo en el campo, visitamos diferentes comunidades en Urracá e 

implementamos un modelo de un proyecto de mapeo participativo. Tuvimos una visita 

introductoria con nuestra organización y socios, luego tres semanas de visitas comunitarias y 

luego una reunión final donde todos los participantes fueron invitados a hacer preguntas y 

expresar sus opiniones e inquietudes. En cada comunidad que visitamos, planeamos realizar una 

reunión inicial para explicar el proyecto y obtener el consentimiento, tres días de recopilación de 

datos y una reunión final para obtener retroalimentación de la comunidad. Nuestra recopilación 

de datos en cada sitio incluía puntos GPS tomados en cada parcela de la familia, entrevistas con 

miembros de la comunidad y nuestras observaciones. Nuestra primera semana, fuimos a La 

Llanita, donde hicimos entrevistas y tomamos puntos en doce sitios. Nuestra segunda semana, 

fuimos a Caloveborita y la autoridad indígena local no nos dio el consentimiento. Nuestra 

tercera semana, no pudimos trabajar debido al mal tiempo. 

Para nuestros resultados, clasificamos nuestras observaciones en tres secciones diferentes 

y las utilizamos para evaluar los éxitos y retos generales que encontramos. Las secciones de 

nuestras observaciones se orientan alrededor de una cuestión central que pretendían abordar. 

Estas preguntas son las siguientes: ¿Cómo perciben las personas su propia capacidad para 

reducir las consecuencias futuras de la inestabilidad de la tierra? ¿Cómo las relaciones entre los 

locales y el gobierno nacional enmarcan el proyecto y sus actores? ¿Cuáles son los impactos de 

la participación de una institución externa? Uno de nuestros hallazgos centrales fue que la gente 

en general comprendía su tenue situación de la tierra. La gente también se sentía muy vulnerable 

y marginada debido a la discriminación previa del gobierno, y no estaba interesada en trabajar 

con el gobierno en ningún proyecto. También hubo muchos sospechas en torno a nuestra 

presencia, especialmente porque somos canadienses y muchos proyectos de desarrollo son 
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implementados por empresas canadienses. También observamos en general que la gente no se 

sentía como tiene la capacidad de actuar sobre este tema. 

Utilizamos estas observaciones para identificar posibles problemas en el futuro, así como 

los éxitos de los que el proyecto debe depender. Los desafíos que hemos visto se dividen en tres 

secciones: metodológica, física, y organizacional. Para nuestros retos metodológicos, 

encontramos que limitamos la participación de una amplia gama de locales debido a nuestra 

decisión de asociarnos con un pequeño grupo de actores. También teníamos una flexibilidad 

limitada en nuestro horario debido a nuestras obligaciones académicas. Además, tuvimos que 

lidiar con las expectativas de la comunidad sobre el proyecto, sobre nosotras, y sobre nuestra 

capacidad para cambiar su situación. Nuestros retos físicos fueron muy directos, como la gran 

distancia entre las comunidades rurales y entre ellas y los efectos de los elementos naturales. 

Otro reto físico fue la falta de comunicación entre las comunidades fuera del contacto persona a 

persona. También hubo muchos retos organizacionales. Las comunidades rurales se sentían 

alienadas de la organización, y los jóvenes se sentían desanimados y no estaban dispuestos a 

participar. Además, las redes de parentesco cultural de Ngäbe-Buglé son muy autónomas, lo que 

puede dificultar la organización en una gran región. Nuestros éxitos incluyeron un alto nivel de 

compromiso e interés general en el tema, y un gran apoyo para el proyecto del cacique y de los 

locales. Otro éxito fue la retroalimentación que recibimos de los miembros de la comunidad 

sobre el proyecto y cómo mejorarlo, lo que demostró que la gente estaba participando en el 

proyecto. 

En conjunto, estos retos y éxitos crean una base de información que será capaz de ayudar 

a futuros investigadores a crear una metodología exitosa en futuras iniciativas de cartografía 

participativa en la región de Urracá. Un proyecto minucioso de cartografía participativa en la 
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región podría ser utilizado como una herramienta política para abogar por la creación o 

expansión de una nueva comarca en la zona de Urracá. 

Introduction 

“More indigenous territory can be defended and reclaimed by maps than by guns.”  

(Nietschmann 1995) 

Our supervisor, Professor Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert, began work in the Urracá region in 

2015 through the Atlas project. The Atlas was investigating the importance of clarifying 

territorial occupation given various instances of land appropriation by outside actors, such as the 

national park, tourism, and development projects. There were three primary goals: to begin using 

mapping for external uses, to document the environmental and social situation in the region, and 

to train project members in mapping techniques. Since the completion of the Atlas, there have 

been a series of students who have continued doing research to support the territorial autonomy 

claims that the regional indigenous organization hopes to make. Our project draws on and 

continues this work by providing an analysis of the challenges and successes associated with 

participatory mapping initiatives. During our time in the field, we implemented a model of a 

participatory mapping project in different communities in Urracá and evaluated the challenges 

and successes in its application as a way to ensure territorial autonomy claims.  
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  Figure 1: Map of the Urracá region, created as part of the 2015 Atlas project. 

Project Description 

Our project consists of introducing a participatory mapping project in different 

communities in the region and evaluating the challenges and successes in its application. This 

project is in partnership with the indigenous organisation of Urracá. Our main partners in the 

area are Cacique Local Saturnino Rodriguez and his nephew and secretary Mario Rodriguez. 

More precisely, this project aims to introduce a Participatory Geographic Information Systems 

project, which combines inclusive techniques of participatory mapping along with modern 

cartography techniques including GPS points and GIS. Participatory mapping itself brings the 

ability for the community to play an important role in the project, as the map will represent local 

knowledge. 

It is important to stress that the goal of this project is not to produce a map due to time 

and budget restrictions. However, our data collection in a few communities would include the 
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same steps as those that would be necessary to create a map. The long-term goal would be that 

this would serve as a baseline of information off of which future researchers will be able to 

create an adequate methodology for the implementation of a successful participatory mapping 

project in this region. The final map would serve as an aid to challenge land insecurity by 

lobbying the government for territorial autonomy claims. Unlike the Atlas map mentioned above, 

the goal of this type of map would not be to highlight the area itself, but the way in which the 

population uses the land. This map would highlight the ways in which individuals in the area use 

the land in order to demonstrate its incompatibility with current land tenure options available to 

them through the Panamanian government. This would then support their argument for territorial 

autonomy claims that would grant them the control over their land. This would include the 

expansion or production of a new comarca in the area to support their land use patterns while 

protecting their territory and its resources from increasing external threats.  

Research question 

Two research questions were created to reflect the aim of the project. The first question 

is: how does participatory mapping fit in with and aid territorial autonomy claims? This will 

look at if it is possible for participatory mapping to help communities in their assertions. How 

could it help? What can it offer or produce? This question will be answered by the explanation of 

the context of the region, which will allow the understanding of how a mapping project can 

possibly challenge current land insecurity. This will allow the reader to contextualise how the 

project itself and a future participatory map of of land use patterns in the area could challenge 

current land tenure options in place and be used as a political tool to fight for territorial 

autonomy claims. The literature review of participatory mapping will also allow an in-depth 
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discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of a participatory mapping project to challenge land 

insecurity and help in promoting territorial autonomy claims by indigenous populations.  

The second question is: what are the challenges and successes of participatory mapping 

in this context? This will investigate the ways in which this project could be improved in the 

future, as well as the strengths that should be built upon. This question will be answered through 

our observations during our research. As we will not be making a map, it is crucial we allow for 

the future successful production of one. By testing out a model of a participatory mapping 

project, the goal is to identify possible roadblocks that could impede future project as well as 

triumphs on which researchers should lay their foundations and build their methodology. 

The Ngäbe-Buglé and land 

Historically, indigenous peoples (also called original peoples) have held an interesting 

place in relation to the national identity of Panama. As geographer Francisco Herrera explains, 

Panama has been pulled into two very different directions in terms of its treatment of indigenous 

peoples: “por un lado, la herencia de los prejuicios coloniales hacia el indígena, reflejado en los 

constructores del Estado nacional, y por otra la de un espíritu de tolerancia señalado… como una 

cualidad del ser panameño.”1 In either case, the indigenous identity has been defined by being in 

opposition to the national Panamanian identity.2 This has created tension between indigenous 

and non-indigenous populations since the initial colonization of the Americas and has only been 

                                                
1 Francisco Herrera. “La evolución de las demandas indígenas sobre la tierra y las respuestas del Estado en 

Panamá.” Quaderns-e de l'Institut Català d'Antropologia. 17.1 (2012): 47; [“On the one hand, the inheritance of 

colonial prejudices towards the indigenous, reflected in the constructors of the national State, and on the other, that 

of a spirit of tolerance… as a quality of the Panamanian being.”] 
2 Herrera, “La evolución de las demandas indígenas,” 45. 
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heightened since the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s and the subsequent territorial autonomy 

claims made by indigenous communities. 

For the Ngäbe and Buglé populations, interactions with the Panamanian government have 

consistently been strained. These groups are often grouped together because of their historic 

cohabitation, and their combined populations make up almost seventy percent of the indigenous 

population in Panama.3 Since the early twentieth century, the Panamanian government has 

dispossessed thousands of Ngäbe and Buglé from their lands, selling off their ancestral lands 

piece by piece.4 Over time, this pushed the Ngäbe and Buglé over the continental divide and into 

highlands where they would be sheltered from the economic interests of large landowners and 

companies.5 This has a disproportionately strong effect on the Ngäbe-Buglé, writes Derek Smith, 

since their livelihood draws from their “traditional forms of land use including shifting 

agriculture and the harvest of plants and animals from the forests and fallows surrounding their 

settlements.”6 

During Omar Torrijos’ regime (1972-1981), indigenous groups were brought into the 

national sphere. Torrijos’ began implementing assimilationist policies in an effort to engage the 

indigenous population and gain their support.7 These policies included a strong populist program, 

which brought basic services, like healthcare and education, to rural population. However, the 

distribution of these services often meant that people had to concentrate their houses much closer 

                                                
3 Celestino Mario Gallardo and Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert. “Libres a desarrollar su progreso: Los Ngäbé y los 

Buglé del Istmo de Panamá y su lucha para la autodeterminación.” Print, 2. 
4 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 7. 
5 Ibid, 7. 
6 Derek A. Smith. "Participatory Mapping of Community Lands and Hunting Yields Among the Bugle of Western 

Panama". HUMAN ORGANIZATION. 62 (2003): 1. 
7 Stefanie Wickstrom. "The Politics of Development in Indigenous Panama." Latin American Perspectives. 30.4 

(2003): 56. Print.  
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together in accordance with state regulations, which contradicted their traditional settlement 

patterns.8 In addition, all curriculum at these new schools was taught in Spanish rather than local 

indigenous languages like Ngäbere or Buglere. This ended up becoming the origins of the 

processes of language loss and cultural depreciation for the Ngäbe and Buglé communities.9 

These assimilation policies demonstrate Herrera’s idea about the intersection of marginalization 

and tolerance; although the populist program extended services to the rural poor, it also led to 

their continued marginalization by exposing the Ngäbe-Buglé to a global capitalist market that 

sought to exploit them and their territory.10  

Land has become a particularly poignant issue in Panama as the country has integrated 

itself into the international capitalist market that associates development with the extraction of 

goods.11 Access to good quality, arable land for marginalized groups such as the rural poor, 

indigenous populations, and campesinos has decreased as the government chooses to sell this 

land to foreign parties.12 Historian Stefanie Wickstrom writes that the “protection of indigenous 

peoples’ rights has been, at best, secondary to the pursuit of socioeconomic development and the 

protection of the interests of more powerful actors on both domestic and international political 

and economic fronts.”13 Herrera expands on this idea by arguing that the Panamanian state has 

only made efforts to improve the conditions of indigenous peoples when driven by clientelism, 

and that these efforts have been shortsighted and have lacked continued investment beyond their 

                                                
8 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 13. 
9 Ibid, 14.  
10 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 13.; Wickstrom, “The Politics of 

Development,” 45. 
11 Wickstrom, “The Politics of Development,” 44. 
12 Ibid, 44. 
13 Ibid, 45. 
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initial inception.14 Today in Panama, about forty percent of indigenous populations live on 

unprotected land, and the state makes no significant effort to change that.15 

Comarca formation and exclusion of Urracá 

Influenced by the Mama Tatha indigenous resurgence movement of the 1960s, the 

Ngäbe-Buglé put forth a territorial autonomy claim in the form of a comarca. The Mama Tatha 

movement promoted the idea that a comarca would be beneficial for the Ngäbe-Buglé by 

providing them with an autonomous territory wherein they would be able to protect their 

language and culture.16 Although this was written into law on March 7th, 1997 through the 

passage of Ley 10, there was some difficulty negotiating the comarca boundaries. Herrera lays 

out three possible reasons for this: tension caused by Ngäbe leaders who wanted to extend the 

agreed-upon territory by about two thousand kilometers, some non-indigenous people in the area, 

like campesino farmers, not wanting their territory to be incorporated in the comarca, and the 

presence of rich subsoil mineral deposits in the comarca area.17 When the comarca boundaries 

were written, many communities were left out. Only half of the Ngäbe and Buglé population 

lives in the comarca, and the rest live in communities in the provinces of Bocas del Toro, 

Chiriquí, and Veraguas.18 

One such region that was excluded from the comarca is the Urracá region. Urracá is a 

mostly campesino and Buglé area composed of approximately twenty-five communities in the 

area north of Santa Fe. There were two waves of migration into the area— one in the late 

                                                
14 Herrera, “La evolución de las demandas indígenas,” 57. 
15 Ibid, 57. 
16 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 10. 
17 Herrera, “La evolución de las demandas indígenas,” 44-45. 
18 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 2. 
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nineteenth and early twentieth century as people fled the horror of La Guerra de los Mil Días and 

one in the 1970s and 1980s as people moved closer to Torrijos’ public schools.19 Because of 

their exclusion from the comarca, the people who live in Urracá currently have no formal land 

rights in the eyes of the law. This has become a prevalent issue due to new large-scale 

development projects that the national government hopes to initiate in the area.20 If locals lack 

formal land title, then they also lack the ability to withhold consent for these projects. The 

increasing instability of the land in this region has led to more territorial autonomy claims on the 

part of the regional indigenous organization, our partners in this project.  

Land titling in Urracá 

The primary land titling institution in Panama is the Autoridad Nacional Administración 

de tierras (ANATI). Created by Ley 59 in October 2010, ANATI “se constituye como única 

entidad competente del Estado para regular y asegurar el cumplimiento y aplicación de las 

políticas, leyes y reglamentos en materia de tierras y para recomendar la adopción de políticas 

nacionales relativas a estas materias o bienes.”21 It has three primary goals: 1) “facilitar y reducir 

el tiempo en los procedimientos para la obtención de los títulos de propiedad, así como las 

delimitaciones de las comarcas”22; 2) “coadyuvará con las autoridades indígenas en el 

establecimiento de las políticas de tierras y mediará en disputas relacionadas con estas”23; and 3) 

“generará riquezas y mejorará la calidad de vida de todos los panameños, en especial de aquellos 

                                                
19 Messager and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Altas de los Pueblos Originarios,” 13-14.  
20 See Appendix 2. 
21 https://www.panamatramita.gob.pa/institucion/autoridad-nacional-de-administración-de-tierras; ["Is constituted as 

the only competent entity of the State to regulate and ensure compliance and enforcement of land policies, laws and 

regulations and to recommend the adoption of national policies relating to these matters or goods."] 
22 gob.pa; [facilitate and reduce the time in the procedures for the obtaining of the title deeds, as well as the 

delimitations of the counties"] 
23 gob.pa; ["assist indigenous authorities in the establishment of land policies and mediate disputes related to them"] 

https://www.panamatramita.gob.pa/institucion/autoridad-nacional-de-administración-de-tierras


Massaro and Myette 20 

 
que por años han esperado ser propietarios de sus terrenos.”24 ANATI, in its vision statement, 

writes that it is “reconocida como la entidad gubernamental modelo de efectividad y 

transparencia en el manejo y administración de las tierras nacionales.”25 However, locals in the 

Urracá region severely distrust the institution. Through interviews with locals while making the 

Atlas, “se señaló que las autoridades del ANATI no son transparente en brindar la información. 

Ocultan el acceso a los archivos de títulos de tierra para los ciudadanos, y permiten titulación de 

tierra sin consentimiento de las comunidades. Ocultan el acceso a los archivos de títulos de tierra 

para los ciudadanos, y permiten titulación de tierra sin consentimiento de las comunidades.”26 

There have been past attempts at legislature to provide excluded indigenous communities 

with land title, but they have been largely unsuccessful. In 2008, Ley 72 was proposed in an 

effort to help quell resistance against a hydroelectric project in Emberá-Wounaan territory.27 The 

law aimed to help indigenous groups living outside of comarcas gain land rights, but lacked 

clarity regarding the criteria for accepting or denying requests. Locals were also concerned about 

how the government would title land, since it was not clear if the government planned to survey 

the cultivated lands around a family’s home.28 The law also defines indigenous groups as ones 

who have maintained their language and culture, which is very limiting considering that many 

indigenous groups have been subject to assimilationist policies.29 Thus far, only three territories 

                                                
24 gob.pa; ["will generate wealth and improve the quality of life of all Panamanians, especially those who have 

waited for years to own their land"] 
25 gob.pa; ["recognized as the governmental entity model of effectiveness and transparency in the management and 

administration of national lands"] 
26 Messager and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Altas de los Pueblos Originarios,” 14; [“It was noted that the authorities of the 

ANATI aren't transparent in providing information. They hide access to archives of land titles for the citizens, and 

allow titling of land without the consent of the communities.”] 
27 Herrera, “La evolución de las demandas indígenas,” 56. 
28 Martin Philipp Heger and Zachary McNish. “Forest Dwellers with No Forest: The Economic and Ecological 

Consequences of Panama’s Land Tenure System for the Wounaan People.” Report, 37. 
29 Ley 72, 26193 C.F.R. (2008). 
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have been titled using this method, and these territories have been shrunk vastly over the titling 

process because of new protected areas created by the national government. Ley 72 is certainly a 

step in the right direction for indigenous titling initiatives, but it still requires more work and its 

effectiveness will be measured by how well it is enforced.  

The two current options for titling that are available to people living in the Urracá region 

are “individual title” and “tierras colectivas.” Below, we will provide a short description of each 

and the problems associated with each. Let it be taken under consideration that titling is not a 

perfect solution in the eyes of the indigenous organization; Saturnino told us in our final meeting 

that “la política de titulación es una trampa,” and that “la titulación no protege los pueblos 

indígenas.”30 

Individual title 

ANATI offers to survey land and title it individually without cost. However, the process 

of dividing up communal indigenous lands and titling them individually is highly flawed. First of 

all, individual title benefits large corporations, who have the money and resources to title 

quickly. Not only can corporations title land on which locals already live, but they can also buy 

out individual families with large monetary settlements even if locals are given the title. 

Secondly, individual title does not accommodate land tenure systems in the region. People in 

Urracá use land rotationally, meaning that families will utilize multiple plots at a time for 

different purposes. Sections of each plot will be left out to grow, while others are cultivated. 

Additionally, these plots are spread over a large area, ranging anywhere from thirty minutes to 

                                                
30 Final meeting, Playitas. 
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two hours away walking. Therefore, individual title would not be effective well because the plots 

are not grouped together. 

Tierras colectivas 

Tierras colectivas are a form of communal title for communities. While this method has 

been effective for smaller regions, the regional indigenous organization does not want this 

method in Urracá since it would mean dividing the region into twenty-five pieces. When asked 

about this specifically, the cacique Saturnino said that “hay muchas limitaciones con las tierras 

colectivas.”31 It could also mean that empty spaces between communities could be bought out by 

companies, who could implement development projects that will still affect locals.  

Participatory mapping 

Defining Participatory Mapping 

Firstly, mapping itself refers broadly to “any method used to elicit and record spatial 

data” with examples such as hand-drawn sketches, drawings in the sand, and 3D computer or 

physical models.32 It can range from highly participatory approaches, like sketches on the 

ground, to highly technology dependent forms, such as efforts with geographical information 

systems (GIS).33 It is crucial to note that maps are not defined by their level of technological 

sophistication.34 

                                                
31 Ibid. 
32 S.P.Vajjhala. “Ground truthing policy: Using Participatory map-making to connect to citizens and decision 

makers,” Resources Summer, 162 (2006): 14. 
33 Chapin, Mac, Zachary Lamb, and Bill Threlkeld. "MAPPING INDIGENOUS LANDS". Annual Review of 

Anthropology 34 (2005): 619. 
34 Corbett, Jon and Giacomo Rambaldi. "Geographic Information Technologies, Local Knowledge, and Change." In 

Qualitative GIS: A Mixed Methods Approach, ed. by Meghan Cope and Sarah Elwood. (London: SAGE 

Publications, 2009), 80. 
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Participatory mapping is then defined as an interactive approach that merges local 

knowledge and cartographic techniques to create a visual representation that explores social 

problems, opportunities and questions.35 It brings together different knowledge systems and 

social worlds, from indigenous community level to that of lawmakers, politicians, and 

scientists.36 The process of production is also very important as there is the necessity to create a 

product that represents the agenda of the community.37 Other definitions will stress the 

involvement of supporting organizations including government, non-governmental 

organizations, universities and other actors engaged in the process.38 Participatory geographic 

information systems (PGIS) is then the combination of participatory mapping techniques along 

with the modern cartographic technologies including GPS units and GIS. 

Purposes 

In a review prepared for the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) the 

main goals of participatory mapping were listed as 

“To help communities articulate and communicate spatial knowledge to external 

agencies; to allow communities to record and archive local knowledge; to assist 

communities in land-use planning and resource management; to enable communities to 

advocate for change to increase the capacity within communities; to address resource-

related conflict”.39 

                                                
35 Pathways through Participation. “Using Participatory Mapping to Explore Participation in Three Communities.” 

June 2010, 1. 
36 International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD). “Good practices in participatory mapping.” Print. 2009, 

30. 
37 Corbett and Rambaldi, “Geographic Information Techonologies”, 79. 
38 IFAD, “Good practices”, 8. 
39 Ibid., 9-12. 
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Participatory mapping has been used for a variety of purposes including land rights, land 

-use planning, record local knowledge, building community awareness and resolving conflicts.40 

However, when mapping indigenous land specifically, Chaplin identifies the main goal is to 

assist them to claim and defend their ancestral lands and resources.41  Wainwright and Bryan 

define it as the ‘cartographic-legal strategy,’ which aims, through these mapping projects, to 

correct past colonial injustices by extending property rights to indigenous peoples.42 They 

critique the view that “indigenous cartography tends to be viewed as a practice of replacing bad 

colonial maps with good anti-colonial ones”.43 

History 

Mapping of indigenous lands to secure tenure, manage natural resources and support 

culture has been a recent phenomenon, beginning in the 1950s and 1960s in Canada and 

Alaska.44 The goal at the time was to document land use and occupancy to counter the White 

majority that believed that because indigenous groups were not practicing agriculture they were 

not “using” the land.45 This was particularly important as the government was trying to 

assimilate them into the general population and build mega-projects on their land.46 

Mapping projects then began in Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America around the 

1990s with the similar purpose of producing documentation for land claims.47 Indigenous 

                                                
40 Reyes-García et al. "Does participatory mapping increase conflicts? A randomized evaluation in the Bolivian 

Amazon". Applied Geography. 34 (2012): 650. 
41 Chapin et al. “Mapping Indigenous Lands”, 620. 
42 Wainwright, Joel, and Joe Bryan. "Cartography, territory, property: postcolonial reflections on indigenous 

counter-mapping in Nicaragua and Belize". Cultural Geographies. 16.2 (2009): 154. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Chapin et al. “Mapping Indigenous Lands”, 619. 
45 Ibid., 623. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., 625. 
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mapping globally then emerged from a shift away from cartography.48 The global push for this 

new kind of ‘counter-mapping’ came from critics of cartography, which had been defined as the 

‘science of princes’ reserved by the government and elites to claim land and resources at the 

expense of indigenous peoples.49 These critiques of cartography in the 1980s and 1990s 

identified mapping as the “act to legitimize very particular ways of knowing the world at the 

expense of other […] to inscribe specific (and often colonial) power relations by allowing 

cartographic experts to territorialize the world as they saw fit”.50 

Participatory geographic information systems (PGIS) only came about in the 1990s with 

the development of new geographic software that could “capture, manage, analyse, store and 

present detailed geographic information”.51 This has gone on to be called not only Participatory 

GIS, but Public Participation GIS, Community Integrated GIS and Mobile Interactive GIS.52 

Although there have been published works about this work, a large amount of this 

mapping is unavailable.53 Much of what has been published is from Canada or Alaska. In the 

areas of Latin America, Africa, Asia, and the United States there is far less coverage as 

communities have little incentive and time to write about it or are hesitant to due to political, 

legal, economic, and cultural pressures.54 It is crucial to note as well that the available writing 

that is mainly from non-indigenous individuals, including mainly academics and GIS 

specialists.55 This surge in participatory mapping has led to the production of Atlases that include 

                                                
48 Ibid., 620. 
49 Ibid., 625. 
50 Young, Jason C., and Michael P. Gilmore. "The Spatial Politics of Affect and Emotion in Participatory GIS". 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 103.4 (2013): 811. 
51 Pathways through Participation. “Using Participatory Mapping”, 3. 
52 Chapin et al. “Mapping Indigenous Lands”, 623. 
53 Ibid., 620. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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maps and descriptions regarding subsistence, natural resources, culture and history of certain 

areas.56 Guides to participatory mapping have also been created, although they have been geared 

mainly towards Canada and South East Asia mostly.57 

Methodological considerations 

It is argued that, to be fully participatory, the research agenda must be defined by the 

community. The information must be collected and owned by them with results being used for 

social change.58 Chapin, Lamb and Threlkeld identified the six stages of the mapping process.59 

The first is the ‘ground presentation’ where, months in advance, the project leaders and 

indigenous authorities visit communities to explain the objectives and importance of the mapping 

project. The second is the ‘first workshop,’ where indigenous leaders bring together the technical 

team and explain the objectives and methodology of the project. The next is the ‘first fieldwork,’ 

where surveyors visit communities to gather data. The following is the ‘second workshop,’ 

where data is transcribed onto a new map. The fifth is the ‘second fieldwork,’ where there is a 

verification of the data and details with communities. Finally, the ‘third workshop,’ where the 

correction and completion of the final drafts are done.60 

As many participatory mapping projects look to the role of outsiders, it is important to 

include their actions in understanding what can create a successful methodology. The role of the 

researcher is then to help articulate a problem into a clear topic in order to create knowledge that 

can be understood at the community level and by outsiders.61 A methodology that truly 

                                                
56 Ibid., 628 
57 Ibid.  
58 Smith, Derek A. "Participatory Mapping of Community Lands and Hunting Yields Among the Bugle of Western 

Panama". HUMAN ORGANIZATION. 62 (2003): 333. 
59 IFAD, “Good practices”, 30. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Smith, “Participatory Mapping of Community Lands”, 333. 
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encompasses indigenous participation is crucial because, as long as mapmaking is mainly 

controlled by outside cartographers, institutions will overlook important features of the landscape 

that are important to the indigenous view of the area.62 Corbett and Rambaldi created a code of 

conduct they saw fit for researchers. This includes 

“obtaining prior informed consent; putting local values, needs, and concerns first; 

avoiding the raising of false expectations; being considerate in taking people’s time; 

considering map making and maps as a means and not an end; stimulating spatial 

learning and information generation rather than simply supporting data extraction for 

outsiders’ analysis and interpretation.”.63 

Young and Gilmore argue that there is the need for researchers to look at effective and 

emotional thinking when creating their methodologies.64 Young and Gilmore focus on the role of 

open dialogue, which they described as including community leaders in the process and 

conducting community meetings.65 They also made sure to visit each household to invite and 

encourage every individual’s participation at community meetings.66 At the community meeting, 

they insured that the local team controlled the meeting, which included the explanation of the 

methods and goals of the project.67 

Strengths 

Participatory mapping allows the combination of different features, including physical 

and social geography, change over time, and the personal and collective experiences of those in 

                                                
62 Ibid., 336. 
63 Corbett and Rambaldi, “Geographic Information Techonologies”, 87. 
64 Young and Gilmore, “The Spatial Politics“, 808. 
65 Ibid., 811. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 



Massaro and Myette 28 

 
the area.68 It promotes collaboration between researchers and residents, allowing the community 

to define what is important to them.69 It has been an important tool for “building local capacity, 

empowering communities, facilitating communication, breaking down entrenched power 

structure, and fostering democratic institutions”.70 

The PGIS approach uses technology to bring more legitimacy to the map, which is useful 

when working with government officials.71 It allows indigenous peoples to speak to the 

government by using a scientific medium acknowledged by political actors, as GIS serves as a 

“rational and scientific foundation for any resulting laws or decisions”.72 Counter-mapping can 

assist marginalized groups by changing their claims into a ‘language of property’ understood by 

government representatives.73 

When looking at PGIS, there are also benefits to the technology itself. These arise from 

its technical applications: “efficiency gains in data handling, increases in cartographic and 

analytic capability, improved visualization and communication of spatial information, and 

allegedly enhanced decision-making”.74 These maps can offer more than mainstream maps in 

contents, appearance and methodology as they demonstrate a different social and cultural lens of 

the area by including information that would be excluded from conventional maps.75 They allow 

                                                
68 Pathways through Participation. “Using Participatory Mapping”, 1. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Pathways through Participation. “Using Participatory Mapping”, 629. 
71 Young and Gilmore, “The Spatial Politics“, 817. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Willow, Anna J. "Doing Sovereignty in Native North America: Anishinaabe Counter-Mapping and the Struggle 

for Land-Based Self-Determination". Human Ecology: An Interdisciplinary Journal. 41.6 (2013): 881 
74 Duncan, Sally. "Mapping whose reality? Geographic information systems (GIS) and ‘wild science’”. Public 

Understanding of Science. 15.4 (2006): 413. 
75 Corbett and Rambaldi, “Geographic Information Techonologies”, 78. 
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a community to represent themselves and their relationship to the physical landscape as well as 

the socio-cultural and biological environment.76 

Young and Gilmore looked beyond the final product and to the process of participatory 

mapping itself and its ability to create positive, affective, and emotional results.77 They stress 

that a participatory mapping project is not only important for engaging with the government, but 

that the process itself is important for emotions like pride, bringing the community together, and 

educating each other.78 The emotional and effective by-products of this process are crucial as a 

final map will be more powerful for a united community that believes in the product.79 

Elwood looks at the forms of empowerment that can take place within PGIS projects, 

which include what she classifies as distributive change, procedural change, and capacity 

building.80 Distributive change is a type of material change that can include projects dealing with 

land tenure and property rights.81 Procedural changes look to modify political processes to give 

room to new groups in decision making, which is especially important for PGIS projects that 

seek control over their land and its resources.82 Maps in this case can help indigenous 

communities convince government officials that they should control decisions over the land.83 

The final type of empowerment Elwood highlights is capacity building that allows a community 

to achieve procedural or distributive change on their own in the future— the ability for 

                                                
76 Ibid. 
77 Young and Gilmore, “The Spatial Politics“, 808. 
78 Ibid., 809. 
79 Ibid., 811. 
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communities to act on their own behalf.84 For example, in the case of PGIS, this would mean the 

community learning techniques or data-storage capabilities.85 

Another important topic in the participatory mapping literature is how these projects 

relate to internal and external conflicts. It has been argued that participatory mapping can play a 

role in managing internal competition over land and resources.86 Researchers McCall and 

Minang found from their research in Cameroon that PGIS allowed for increased dialogue among 

the community members.87 The process of mapping can lead to the mediation of different 

internal land claims. Cronkleton et al. (2010) found that, although mapping does not eliminate 

internal conflicts, it can serve as base for mediation.88 During an analysis of Tsimane 

communities in the Bolivian Amazon, Reyes-Garcia et al. assigned a control group and treatment 

group to understand if a participatory mapping project would influence internal or external 

conflicts.89 Their results, although limited to this one area, found no statistical significance in the 

number of external conflicts, the numbers of conflicts between villages, negative attitudes 

towards outsiders, and negative outsiders towards those of other Tsimane villages.90 It is argued 

that participatory mapping does not directly lead to conflicts. However, it is important to 

understand that the process can reduce or create conflicts depending on the socio-economic 

                                                
84 Ibid.  
85 Young and Gilmore, “The Spatial Politics”, 813. 
86 Reyes-García et al. "Does participatory mapping increase conflicts?”, 651. 
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context of the area. 91Participatory mapping is neither good nor bad; it affects and is affected by 

the larger political, cultural, and economic environment.92 

Critiques 

Although it has been praised for its benefits, there has been criticism of participatory 

mapping and its unintended negative effects. Wainwright and Bryan are cautious to celebrate 

participatory mapping as they look to the possibility of counter-mapping to still reproduce 

unequal social relations.93 These demands for property rights, which promote capitalist social 

relations, need the law and the state to enforce decisions.94 This argues that mapping does not 

reflect an evil, but a necessary strategy within an unequal system already put in place. When 

indigenous communities ally themselves with outsiders to produce maps or lawsuits, they are 

simply complying to conditions they did not chose to work in as they cannot live outside 

sovereignty, territory and law.95 Indigenous communities need to condense their knowledge into 

values and visions of an intellectual and cultural framework they did not create.96 There is an 

inherent misinterpretation of concepts of indigenous space.97 Willow explains how “indigenous 

people who choose to enact their sovereignty in this manner are indeed empowered, but only 

within an existing—and inequitable—socio-political system”.98 

Chapin et al. similarly argues that mapping will never become the ‘science of the masses’ 

due to the level of investment required in producing a map that is considered legitimate by 

                                                
91 Ibid., 657. 
92 Ibid. 
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94 Ibid. 
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external authority figures.99 GIS is a form of ‘technocracy’ where information is maintained by 

elites.100 PGIS can also be seen as marginalizing due to the “cost and complexity of the 

technologies, inaccessibility of data, restrictive representations of local geographic information, 

and low and selective levels of community participation”.101 Recent literature has continued to 

question the limits of participation in these projects while looking at the technology transfers, or 

lack thereof, to indigenous communities.102 One example based out of Ontario was the EAGLE 

(Effects on Aboriginals from the Great Lakes Environment) project in the great lake region, 

where there was a reliance on the western scientific approach at the request of First Nations so 

that they could use the results as a lobbying tool against the government. However, GIS was 

complex, very technical, and expensive, leaving all the work to be controlled by outsiders as 

there was little access to internet within the community.103 

There is also the issue of creating formal boundaries.104 Maps create relationships 

between places and peoples and will often define communities. The community is defined by 

what is on the map and what is not.105 Mapping stems from new forms of property propelled by 

capitalism, and they “do not merely represent territory but actually produce it”.106 Roth argues 

that counter-mapping can become problematic in its strict boundaries, similar polygons, and 

vision of one reality which can create conflict between households and communities while 
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simplifying dynamic social and environmental relationships.107 In Roth’s experience while 

mapping two villages in Karen, Thailand, it was not possible to create strict boundaries, as land 

tenure “consists of a mixture of communal and private property that shifts depending on season, 

social relations and species.”.108 The village area is not easily mapped as it can not be simply 

divided into ‘forest’ and ‘agriculture’, ‘private’ and ‘communal’, or one person’s land as separate 

from someone else’s.109 Roth puts emphasis on how village spatiality cannot easily be defined by 

static boundaries, and that there is a need for dynamic mapping that truly explains their reality.110 

When looking at empowerment, there is what Wainwright and Bryan identify as 

‘differential empowerment,’ where the opportunity for people to participate in producing the 

maps or reading them is often largely imbalanced.111 This is also evident in a gendered aspect, 

where women’s involvement is often limited as they are often not considered as those who have 

the knowledge of the land.112 Outsider engagement with communities can also be problematic in 

certain cases. Experts such as lawyers and geographers often engage selectively with local 

leaders, which can lead to differential empowerment within the community where those who 

work with ‘the experts’ will be more knowledgeable about the project than anyone else.113   

As mentioned earlier, the mapping process can play an important role in internal and 

external conflicts. However, despite literature supporting the role it can play to mediate internal 

conflicts, it has been argued that these projects can deepen or generate internal conflicts.114 It has 
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also been argued that these projects can lead to increasing conflicts with external actors, 

including mining projects, logging projects, oil extraction, and protected area managers.115 

However, this conflict stems from the fact that participatory mapping is meant to help indigenous 

communities gain recognition of their rights to the land.116 These maps are inherently political as 

they go against those of the government or certain corporations. 

Roth highlights that these unintended consequences on mapping then lead to the 

question— to map or not to map? Mapping can lead to important impacts on the communities, 

while not-mapping simply means the land continues to be mapped by others.117 In line with 

previous literature, Roth argues that the problems of mapping do not arise from the act itself but 

the “dominant conception of space that frames and guides cartographic representation of 

indigenous territories”.118 Many have argued that the urgent extractive industrial threats to 

indigenous land lead to the benefits of mapping outweighing the possible unintended 

drawbacks.119 

Methodology 

It is important to note that, although this was the planned methodology, we were not 

always successful in its implementation due to many challenges that will be discussed below.  

Research Design 

Our methodology was divided into one introductory visit, three weeklong visits to 

different communities, and a final community meeting in our base of Playitas. Our partners 
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would choose communities they saw as fit for the project. Our methodology for each community 

included a planned five-day visit. The first day would include a community meeting to ask for 

consent regarding the project. This consent would not only come from the community members 

present but the vocero. The vocero is the indigenous authority at the community level. This 

meeting would include a presentation of the project, its goals, and an explanation of the 

methodology. These meetings would mainly be run by either the cacique or Mario, with 

clarifications from us when necessary.  Days two through four would then consist of data 

collection, and the final day would consist of a final community meeting to review the data, 

receive feedback, and assess reactions to the project through comments and concerns. The final 

step was to hold a final meeting after all three visits with members of the indigenous organisation 

and participants of the project. Unfortunately, because of distance between communities we 

understood that many participants would not be able to travel to Playitas for this meeting. This 

final meeting would include a final overview of the project, the data obtained and the success 

and challenges of the project. This meeting would also serve as a final opportunity to go over the 

project and receive feedback from the community on it. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was divided into three distinct sections: our observations, GPS points of 

families’ plots, and interviews with the families. Our observations include anything that would 

help us understand if a large participatory mapping could be a viable option in this area. This 

included the interest in the project from community members, their comments and concerns on 

the project and its methodology, and lastly, ways they believed it could be improved. We later 

analyzed these observations as our results and used them to draw conclusions about the successes 

and challenges associated with the project. 
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The second part of data collection would include GPS points of their land. This involved 

using a handheld GPS to take note of the precise boundaries of their land. This included as many 

pieces of land as they had within a fifteen-minute walk from their house. This was to be a 

limitation of the project as we were limited on time. 

The final part of data collection included interviews with families. We would ask each 

participant the same fourteen questions, which were reviewed by the cacique local Saturnino. 

These questions were regarding who they were, when they or their families arrived in the area, 

what kind of land they owned, what they used it for, who land is usually passed on to and how, 

and their thoughts on the possibility of a new comarca in the area.120   

Ethical Considerations 

As this project involved working with, interviewing, and observing human subjects, we 

respected the Code of Ethics of McGill University121. During our introductory visit, we were 

clear in the explanation of the project along with its purpose and objectives. We were given a 

letter of authorisation to work in this area from the cacique local.122 However, no GPS points or 

interview responses are published in this report as that is sensitive information reserved for the 

use of these individuals and the indigenous organisation of Urracá. 

Results 

Introductory visit 

Upon our arrival in Panama, the first step to our project included an introductory visit to 

Playitas to meet our partners and speak about the project.  This included going over its goals, the 
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desired methodology, the possible locations, and the dates we were given by the Panama Field 

Study Semester to do our research. 

Community Visits 

Our first visit was to the community of La Llanita. This community was a forty-minute 

walk from our home base in the community of Playitas. Our first visit was successful in 

following the exact methodology outlined above. The first day began with a community meeting. 

The news about the meeting was spread throughout the community by word of mouth after the 

cacique local had informed a few people about the meeting before our arrival. There were ten 

adults at this meeting. We presented ourselves, however the rest of the presentation was given by 

the cacique local. The next three days were spent going around to different houses to conduct 

interviews and take down GPS points. We were successful in interviewing eleven community 

members, along with a group of people in regards to the communal land the church sat on. On 

the last day, there was a final meeting where we explained once again the project, our 

observations, and the common answers we received in interviews. The community was then 

given the time to ask questions and share their comments and concerns.  

Our second visit was to the community of Caloveborita. This community is much more 

isolated, and travelling to it involves an hour-long truck drive north of La Lanita followed by a 

two and half hour-long hike to reach the community. During this trip, we were accompanied by 

Mario Rodriguez, the nephew and secretary of the cacique local. The morning after our arrival, 

we held the introductory meeting at the house of the community’s vocero. We presented 

ourselves once again, but the rest of the meeting was run by our partner Mario Rodriguez. Due to 

communication issues and the fact that school had not begun, there were fewer people in the area 

at the time. Unfortunately, this led to only having a couple of people attend this meeting. For the 
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majority of the meeting, there was one man and two women, which then increased to three men 

and four women other than the vocero himself. The lack of community members led to the 

vocero’s decision to not allow the project to take place during this week as he wanted more 

people to be present to be able to decide democratically whether to support it or not. It was clear 

that this was the main motivation for saying no and that it was not a problem with the project 

itself as they made plans during the meeting for a date to meet with Mario to conduct the data 

collection. Although this trip did not lead to data collection, it was important in observing the 

challenges in this region to the implementation of a successful participatory mapping project. 

During the third visit we planned to head to the community of Alto Limón, a community 

to the north of Caloveborita. Unfortunately, the weather did not allow for us to travel to that area 

as the road conditions would be too difficult due to constant rain. It was not possible to wait for 

the rain to stop as too much time was lost and strict time limitations did not allow us to stay long 

enough to travel there once the weather got better.  

Final Meeting 

Our final meeting was held in Playitas. There were twelve adults at the meeting, 

including three that travelled from the community of La Llanita. We began by describing the 

land insecurity in the area. We then defined maps and their purposes and described participatory 

mapping. Finally, we went over this project, along with an overview of our observations of the 

challenges and successes of the implementation of a participatory mapping project in the area. 

We then encouraged questions, comments and concerns.  
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Observations 

In this section, we divided our observations into three sections, each associated with a primary 

question. 

How do people perceive their own agency and ability to reduce future consequences of land 

instability? 

Over the course of our time in Urracá, it was clear that locals understood their tenuous 

land situation. We saw that people understood the risks associated with individual title and the 

connection between individual title and unwanted future development.123 Many community 

members spoke about the long-stretching fight for land rights in the region, describing it as “la 

lucha de la tierra,”124 and “una crisis tremenda de la tenencia.”125 There was also a sense of 

danger and urgency associated with “la lucha”— during our meeting in Caloveborita, our partner 

Mario told community members that “el lobo viene.”126 In this case, “el lobo” would be new 

development projects and companies that are making their way north. 

It was also obvious that the locals of Urracá feel disconnected from the rest of Panama 

and disenfranchised by the national and municipal governments. Saturnino, the cacique local of 

the region and one of our partners, told us about the presence of a “one-sided door” imposed by 

the government meant to keep indigenous people from moving south into larger cities like Santa 

Fe or Santiago but allows companies, development projects, and foreign investment to enter the 

indigenous territory.127 We also heard from both Saturnino and a few locals about how they 

                                                
123 Community meeting 1, La Llanita 
124 Ibid. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Community meeting, Caloveborita. 
127 Interview, 2 February 2017. 
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believe the government perceives them. “Para ellos, no existimos,” Saturnino told us. “No hay 

personas, solo el parque nacional.”128 At our second meeting in La Llanita, a local man told us 

that “el municipio piense que no existen indígenas por aquí.”129 Another man continued, saying 

that “los panameños no saben de la lucha indígena.”130 In our final meeting, the cacique’s brother 

Fermín said that “la discriminación contra los pueblos originales es mundial.”131 

This sense of disenfranchisement has led to a reduced feeling of agency, meaning that 

people feel hopeless in their ability to act alone in this issue because of their marginalization by 

the government. This has led to a sentiment that the mapping project is an outside entity. During 

our second meeting in La Llanita, Saturnino told community members that the project was 

“trabajo del afuera, no de aquí.”132 This will be explored further in the next section.  

How do relations between locals and the national government frame the project and its actors? 

The disenfranchisement experienced by locals has influenced their understanding of the 

role of the project and who its actors should be. Because locals feel unseen by the government, 

they feel that the project is a way to show the government that they live in the area. In 

Caloveborita, Mario described the project as a “proyecto donde se busca mostrar la presencia de 

la población y de mostrar el tipo del trabajo y la tenencia de la tierra.”133 Locals in this region 

have seen mapping projects as a way to document their presence since their exclusion from the 

formation of the comarca, as documented by Derek Smith nearly twenty years ago during his 

                                                
128 Ibid. 
129 Community meeting 2, La Llanita. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Final meeting. 
132 Community meeting 2, La Llanita. 
133 Community meeting, Caloveborita. 
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own participatory mapping project documenting land use for hunting in the area.134 This 

difference in perceptions about the goal of the project led to some confusion; we would have 

liked to have been able to clarify in our introductory meetings with community members that the 

goal of the project was not only to show the presence of people in the region, but to document 

their land use tendencies as a way to support and evidence future territorial autonomy claims. 

However, as it is a participatory mapping project, our partners were the rightful leaders of these 

meetings, and therefore we were often not able to clarify questions and concerns during the 

initial meetings. This will be explored further in the next section. 

It was clear that locals were not interested in working with the national or municipal 

governments in any project related to land tenure. During our third meeting in La Llanita, a man 

said, “no queremos un proyecto gobierno.”135 We also were told in one of our interviews that “el 

municipio no está parte del trabajo.”136 In another interview, a man asked, “¿quién valora esta? 

(la tierra) ¡El gobierno! Pero no lo respecta.”137 There was strong distrust of ANATI in particular 

and their promise to title land in the region for free. At the third meeting in La Llanita, Saturnino 

said “sea vigilante con ANATI,” and “nada es gratis.”138 This is reminiscent of the suspicion 

interviewees for the Atlas project felt towards ANATI.  

 

 

                                                
134 Smith, “Participatory Mapping of Community Lands,” 336. 
135 Community meeting 3, La Llanita. 
136 Interview, La Llanita. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Community meeting 3, La Llanita. 



Massaro and Myette 42 

 
What are the impacts of the involvement of an outside institution? 

Another difficulty we encountered was people’s perceptions of us. Although we ended up 

being received very well by locals in La Llanita, they were initially very skeptical of us. Locals 

in Caloveborita were also extremely suspicious of us. Again, returning to the issue of not being 

able to fully engage during the initial community meetings, we faced a lot of assumptions from 

locals that we were not able to address due to our position as outsiders. There was a lot of 

concern that we were secretly associated with mining companies. Saturnino had to assure locals 

time and time again, “no son mineros”; “no están de una minería.”139 Locals in Caloveborita 

were especially wary of us because we were Canadian. Mario made a joke during our meeting in 

Caloveborita that we could take the mapping information and give it to a company if we wanted 

to, which certainly did not help foster relations between us and the community. It might also be 

interesting to know if part of this distrust and unwillingness to engage with us and the project at 

first stemmed from us not being men. In either case, it shows the importance of this project being 

turned over to locals so that these problems would not impede future mapping initiatives. 

  These observations also present an interesting dichotomy. On the one hand, there was 

initial suspicion of us because we were not from the community, but there was also a 

demonstrated need for an outside source since the communities did not want to work with the 

government. During our second meeting in La Llanita, a local man expressed that “buscando 

fuerzas donde no tenemos.”140  

 

                                                
139 Community meeting 1, La Llanita; Community meeting 2, La Llanita. 
140 Community meeting 2, La Llanita. 
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Challenges and successes in regards to community-based mapping in this context 

Methodological challenges 

Allies in the project 

As with any project, choosing allies and partners can create difficulties. While we were 

working with an established organization that is well respected in the region, we still faced 

difficulties. At our initial meeting in Caloveborita, many community members seemed frustrated 

that the indigenous organization had not involved them in an initial mapping project done by 

another one of Prof. Studnicki-Gizbert’s students, Avital Li. This frustration led to skepticism 

about us and our involvement in the project. Additionally, our decision to partner with this 

organization meant that we chose a small set of actors to work with, even if they were 

representatives of the region. This limited the involvement of other actors as well as the true 

“participatory” nature of the project. This also highlights what Wain and Bryan define as 

differential empowerment, where those who work with ‘the experts’ are more knowledgeable 

than others within the community.141 

Schedule flexibility 

We were not able to be as flexible as we wanted to be with our schedule because of the 

other classes we needed to attend. This meant that we had to impose the dates we were able to 

work onto the communities and also meant that we were not able to equitably choose 

communities to work in because of the extended travel times. Ideally, as per the participatory 

mapping model, communities should be able to set the agenda of workdays in ways that would 

be most convenient for them and maximize participation from locals.  

                                                
141 Joel Wainwright and Joe Bryan. "Cartography, territory, property: postcolonial reflections on 

indigenous counter-mapping in Nicaragua and Belize". Cultural Geographies. 16.2 (2009): 161. 



Massaro and Myette 44 

 
Community expectations 

Clearly, expectations from the community about the implications of the project can 

influence its success. During our community meetings in La Llanita, locals expressed concern 

that we would not be able to map plots that were far away. As much as we tried to explain that 

this was not physically given our time constraints, the difficult terrain, and the distance, it was a 

concern that was repeated time and time again. The initial expectation that we would map all 

plots created a lot of confusion when we arrived in La Llanita and told them that was not 

possible. Additionally, community members in La Llanita assumed that we had an endless 

amount of resources because of our connection to McGill University. These expectations, while 

they did not impede our project, did show us the importance of clarifying any questions about the 

project very early on in the process. 

Physical challenges 

Lack of communication 

The only form of communication in the Urracá region is person-to-person. This could 

hinder the mapping process and cause confusion if there is a change in plans that cannot be 

effectively communicated. We saw this in Caloveborita, when we were denied consent because 

the vocero did not have enough notice in advance to ensure that all community members could 

attend. During our final meeting, Saturnino acknowledged this lack of communication as an 

issue.  
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Distance to and between rural communities 

The distance between rural communities is large— walking from one end of Urracá to the 

other can take days. This can prevent the effective communication of information and extend the 

mapping process because of the long travel times.  

Natural elements 

Natural elements can make the mapping process difficult because there is a lack of 

infrastructure to combat rough weather. We saw this in our third week of fieldwork, when we 

had to stay in Santa Fe for two days waiting for the rain to stop after a section of the road was 

blocked by a mudslide.  

Organizational challenges 

Ngäbe-Buglé kinship networks 

The Ngäbe-Buglé have some barriers to organization due to their cultural kinship relations. 

“El patrón político de los Ngäbé y Buglé era más bien horizontal, dirigido a los espacios más 

íntimos de la localidad y la familia, caracterizado por un alto grado de autonomía.”142 Due to this 

highly autonomous system of relations between communities and families, there are limited 

opportunities to get consent for projects where all stakeholders and actors will be present. One 

such opportunity would be the congresos held every few months. Historically, these congresos 

have been an important institution of cultural preservation: “Los congresos daban un espacio 

adonde la autonomía y las formas de vida localizadas de las comunidades se podían preservar, 

creando nuevas formas de coordinación entre los pueblos Ngäbé y Buglé. Durante los congresos, 

                                                
142 Gallardo and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Libres a desarrollar su progreso,” 10-11; [“The political 

pattern of the Ngäbé and Buglé was rather horizontal, directed to the most intimate spaces of the 

locality and the family, characterized by a high degree of autonomy.”] 
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los representantes de diversas comunidades y organizaciones inter-cambiaban conocimientos e 

información, y discutir de una manera colectiva las estrategias políticas a seguir.”143 These 

congresos can provide an avenue for researchers to get consent for projects in the region, but 

require patience and time since they only occur a few times a month and their location changes 

each time to service a different part of the region. For example, during his research in the 

Caloveborita watershed, researcher Derek Smith was told that his presence would not be 

accepted without the formal approval from their highest authorities which included the regional 

cacique, the president of the regional congress and the secretary of international relations of the 

general congress who represents the entire Ngäbe and Buglé populations.144 This example 

transferred over into our project; we were not able to ask for consent for the project at the 

regional congreso or tell participants about the project and its impacts. This led to confusion 

when we arrived in Caloveborita because people had not previously heard about the project. 

Disenfranchisement of youth and rural populations 

Additionally, many youth are hesitant to become involved with the indigenous 

organization. In interviews for the Atlas project, “varios mencionaron que la falta de 

participación también proviene del hecho que muchos se acostumbraron al tipo de política 

panameña haciendo promesas de beneficio a corto plazo, mientras los objetivos de lucha del 

congreso Ngöbe, Buglé y Campesino son a largo plazo y permanente.”145 These interviews also 

                                                
143 Ibid, 12; [“The congresses provided a space where the autonomy and localized forms of life of the communities 

could be preserved, creating new forms of coordination between the Ngäbé and Buglé peoples. During the 

congresses, representatives from various communities and organizations exchanged knowledge and information and 

collectively discuss the political strategies to be followed.”] 
144 Smith, “Participatory Mapping of Community Lands,” 336. 
145 Messager and Studnicki-Gizbert, “Altas de los Pueblos Originarios,” 13; [“Several mentioned that the lack of 

participation also comes from the fact that many became accustomed to the kind of politics Panamanian making 

promises of short-term benefit, while the objectives of struggle of the Ngöbe and Buglé peasant Congress are long 

term and permanent.”] 
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indicated that rural communities in the region felt disconnected from the leadership of the 

organization, which could impact their willingness to cooperate.146 

Successes 

General engagement with land issue 

The first success was the general engagement with the issue of land insecurity in the 

region. Most people we spoke with were very aware of the issue of land insecurity and 

considered it to be something especially important to them. In every community, the importance 

of land insecurity was mentioned multiple times. During our time in La Llanita, there were five 

informal conversations with participants after the interviews that included this very topic. This is 

an important success to help the future success of a participatory mapping project in the whole 

region. 

Support of project 

The second success is the support of the project from the cacique local as well as those 

we explained it to. There was not only support for our analysis of participatory mapping in the 

area but a clear interest from community members in the idea of a possible extensive 

participatory mapping project in the whole region. Although in Caloveborita they decided to not 

do the project, it was not because they didn’t support it but because the vocero wanted the whole 

community to be present to say yes to it. 

 

 

                                                
146 Ibid, 13. 
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Community feedback  

The third success is not only the support of the project, but the commitment of the 

community to offering possible methodological improvements. During our first visit to La 

Llanita, the community mentioned their concerns about how the project did not involve taking 

GPS points of far-away plots of land. Although the point of this project was to only establish the 

possibility of a future extensive mapping project, it is important to note how these lands would 

be important in a final map. This is crucial for project improvement in the future and ensuring a 

successful participatory mapping project. 

Conclusion 

Through our observations, we were able to identify key challenges and successes to 

participatory mapping in the region of Urracá. The challenges we experienced are divided in 

three sections: methodological, physical, and organizational. The methodological challenges 

included our strong alliances with only certain actors in the region, our lack of schedule 

flexibility due to strict PFSS program dates, and reconciling what we were able to do with the 

preconceived expectations of the community. The physical challenges included lack of 

communication between communities, the distance to and between these communities, along 

with meteorological challenges. Finally, the organizational challenges included the autonomous 

nature of Ngäbe-Buglé kinship networks as well as the hesitancy of youth and rural populations 

to participate. Although there were many challenges we faced in the field, there were also some 

resounding successes. These included a strong general engagement with the land issue, the 

support of the project by all participants, and community involvement in the form of feedback.  

These challenges and successes are important as they serve as a baseline of information 

for future researchers in the area. These would, ideally, be used to create a successful 
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methodology in a future participatory mapping project that covers the entire region. A thorough 

participatory mapping project in the region could be used as a political tool to advocate for the 

creation or expansion of a new comarca in the area of Urracá. Participatory mapping is often 

criticized for the way in which it creates boundaries. However, this mapping project would not 

simply map lines between communities in Urracá. This would be problematic as it would direct 

the focus towards individual communities instead of the overall region which would then 

promote the possibility of tierra colectivas as a land titling option. A final map would not have 

the purpose of demonstrating purely where people are, but how their land use patterns in the area 

are not compatible with the current land tenure options available to them.   
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. List of interview questions 

1. Nombre 

2. Etnia (Ngäbe, Buglé, campesino, campesino indígena) 

3. ¿Cuántas personas viven en la casa? 

4. ¿Dónde nació? 

5. ¿Cuándo usted o su familia llegó en esta comunidad? ¿De dónde vivieron? ¿Por qué vinieron 

por acá? 

6. ¿Qué tipos de tierras tiene? (¿Parcelas, cultivos, jardines, medicina, bosque?) ¿Qué es la 

cantidad de tierras? ¿Qué son los dimensiones/la medida? Si son lejos, ¿dónde están? 

7. Cuando está terminado con las tierras, ¿quién es la próxima persona que puede usarlas? 

Cuando deja de usarla, ¿hay otra persona que puede usarla? (¿Niño/niña, compañero/compañera, 

miembro de su familia?) 

8. ¿Cómo traspasa el derecho de la tierra a otra persona? (¿Por escrito, verbal?) 

9. ¿Hay tierras en la comunidad que todas las familias pueden usar? 

10. ¿Cómo se trabaja la tierra ahora? ¿Qué se cultiva/se siembra? ¿Toma algo de la tierra que no 

cultiva? ¿Hay cosas en la tierra naturalmente que no cultiva pero que toma para sobrevivir? 

(¿Medicina, cosas para construir?) 

11. ¿Está parte de la organización indígena? 

12. ¿Participa al congreso? 

13. ¿Qué autoridades tradicionales tiene en esta comunidad? 

14. ¿Cómo se siente de la idea de una nueva comarca en esta región? ¿Piense que está una buena 

idea o no? 
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Appendix 2a. Page one, document detailing current mining concessions in the Urracá region as 

of 2013.  

 

Appendix 2b. Page two, document detailing current mining concessions in the Urracá region as 

of 2013.  
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Appendix 3a. Ethics course certification, Ella Myette. 

 

Appendix 3b. Ethics course certification, Carla Massaro. 
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Appendix 4. Authorization letter provided by local cacique of the Urracá region, Saturnino 

Rodriguez.  

 


