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BACKGROUND

Migrant flows through irregular and unsafe channels, 
coming from Asia, Africa and the Caribbean and 
using South America and Central America as region 
of transit to Northern America, have increased in 
the last decade and last years, and have also gained 
in visibility, especially in Panama. In 2018, 9,222 
migrants irregularly crossed the international border 
between Colombia and Panama. In the first half of 
2019, 13,673 migrants crossed the same border.¹   

Due to the substantial increase in irregular, extra-
regional migration flows, particularly in the last 
few months (2,514 registered cases in April, 2,838 
in May, 3,065 in June), Panamanian authorities 
requested IOM support in collecting data on 
migrant profiles, routes, vulnerabilities, needs and 
intentions. The Temporal Center for Humanitarian 
Assistance (ETAH) of Los Planes was chosen to 
conduct data collection activities. The methodology 
and findings are detailed in this report. 

The report highlights that several routes and 
trends can be identified. First, migrants coming 
from African and Asian countries, often with the 
help of international smuggling networks, arrive 
predominantly by airplane to Latin America — to 
Brazil, Ecuador and Peru in particular. The primary 
reasons for leaving their country of origin are 
civil conflict and violence. Pull factors such as the 
appealing socio-economic conditions, political 
stability and believed ease of access to asylum 
procedures place the United States of America in 
the predominant position among the preferred 
countries of destination. 

1 

On the other hand, push factors for Haitians are more 
related to natural disasters and the lack of economic 
opportunities that followed the earthquake of 2010. 
Countries of residence are usually Brazil and Chile, 
where they spend between one and three years on 
average before undertaking the journey towards 
northern America. In the case of Cuban emigration, 
migrants fly to Guyana and travel to Panama by land. 

According to migrants’ experience, the probability 
of being exposed to physical and psychological 
harm is considerably high throughout the entire 
journey, especially between Colombia and 
Panama. This is mainly due to the crossing of what 
is known as the Darien Gap, a roadless, narrow 
strip of wild tropical land that lies between the 
Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean.

These constantly evolving migration flows 
challenge government`s migration management 
capacities. Regarding assistance to migrants, 
challenges include, among others: the lack of 
resources, installations and services to meet 
needs derived from increased number of migrants 
to assist and protect, especially regarding women 
migrants and family units; the multiple religious 
and cultural backgrounds; the lack of interpreters 
to ensure communication between officials and 
migrants; the absence of diplomatic missions of the 
countries of origin in the countries of transit; the 
unavailability of reliable, accurate, disaggregated 
and comprehensive data on the situation.

BACKGROUND

METHODOLOGY

IOM data collection activities took place between 
Monday, June 17th and Saturday, June 22nd, 
2019. Over that period of time, 1,580 migrant 
adults and 138 accompanied minors transited 
through the Center of Los Planes. Due to missing 

information on the population distribution inside the 
facility, random selection could not be implemented. 
Instead, 316 migrants (226  men and 90 women), were 
selected by convenience and surveyed. 

METHODOLOGY
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SURVEY RESULTS 

The majority of respondents are from Caribbean countries 
(48%), followed by African (42%) and then Asian countries 

Cuba (15%) and India (9%). Women represent 29 per 
cent of the total number of migrants surveyed, while 
men represent 71 per cent. 

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC AND  
OCCUPATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

SURVEY RESULTS

This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply o	cial endorsement or acceptance by 
the International Organization for Migration.
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Results show that migrants between the age of 26 and 
35 (66%) are more likely to migrate than any other age 
group. In regards to civil status, approximately half of 
surveyed migrants declared to be in a relationship 
(48%), while 50 per cent declared to be single. 

In relation to educational attainment, it has been 
found that 38 per cent of participants completed 

Tertiary or Postgraduate education. It is important 
to mention that only 21 per cent of this group is 
represented by women. This means that men are 
almost four times more likely to have obtained a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher.

36 - 4510% 2%

46% 20%26 - 35

46 - 652% 1%

13% 6%18 - 25
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With regards to the employment status, 76% of 
participants were working prior to departing: they 
were either receiving a salary though waged work 
(44%) or generating income through self-established 
businesses (32%). It is noteworthy that the likelihood 
of being an entrepreneur was higher for men, who 
represent 84% of self-employed respondents. 

Like educational attainment, tendencies for women 
and men in regards to occupational sectors diverge: 
women are mostly employed in retail (21%), esthetics 
(13%), manufacturing (13%), tourism, hotel and food 
services (8%) and education and social services (8%); 

men are more likely to be employed in sectors such 
as agriculture, fishing and hunting (15%), carpentry 
and plumbing (10%) and construction (10%).

It should be mentioned that 50 per cent of all working 
women were employed in the informal economy, 
compared to 30 per cent of men. The occupational 
sectors with the highest share of workers employed 
in the informal economy are: esthetics (71%); 
domestic services (67%); transportation services 
(67%); agriculture, fishing and hunting (62%); 
construction (60%); auto mechanics (46%); retail 
(45%); and carpentry and plumbing (45%).  
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DRIVERS OF MIGRATION

The country of habitual residence prior to departure did 

 Main push factors in the countries  
of habitual residence
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Destination countries and Pull factors 

Destination countries

Pull factors 

Canada, on the other hand, was the preferred country for 
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THE JOURNEY

As displayed in the map, the migration routes of 
all migrants surveyed are constructed from the 
countries and places of transit reported (they do 
not represent officially established routes), and also 
involve air and land transportation. Migrants coming 
from Asian countries fly from India, Bangladesh or 
Sri Lanka to either Brazil or Ecuador - directly or 
through Ethiopia. With regards to the total cost of 
the journey, 69 per cent reported an expenditure 
greater than 10,000 US dollars.

Countries of first arrivals for African migrants 
flying from Nigeria, South Africa, Namibia, Guinea, 
Morocco are either Brazil or Ecuador. The majority 
(54%) spent between 3,000 and 7,000 dollars.

Most Haitians start their journey from either Brazil 
or Chile (countries of habitual residence) or fly from 
Haiti to Peru or Ecuador, through the Dominican 

Republic. Cubans fly to Guyana and travel by land 
to Brazil or fly directly to Ecuador. The majority of 
Haitians and Cubans (71%) spent between 1,000 
and 3,000 US dollars.

Once migrants reach the American continent, 
routes overlap. Most of them travel by bus to 
the international border between Colombia and 
Panama – some travel by sea from Necoclí to 
Capurgana — and proceed by foot through what 
is known as the Darien Gap, a roadless, narrow 
strip of wild tropical land that lies between the 
Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean. Here, in the 
most dangerous stretch for people heading north 
from South America, the probability of being 
exposed to assault, robbery and sexual abuse 
is extremely high: 80 per cent of all reported 
episodes of violence happened in the Darien Gap. 

Main migratory routes, costs and means of transportation

Total cost of the journey in dollars (USD)

DTM FLOW MONITORING SURVEYS 
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The majority of parents traveling with minors (12%) 

Gender are especially important to consider when 
analyzing the migratory experience. Results suggest 
that men are more likely to travel alone (51%) compared 
to women (21%). On the contrary, 22 per cent of 
women are traveling with children under the age of 

18, compared to 9 per cent of men. It is important 

Migratory experience

Mode of travel
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Friends 

45%

20%

20%

12%

3%
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among men. Only 43 per cent of men and 58 per 
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Discrimination 

Psychological violence 
Physical violence 
Sexual violence 

Violence

violence while 46 per cent experiences physical 
violence. 3 per cent of surveyed migrants who 
experienced violence were sexual assault survivors 
(11% of total number of women and 1% of men). 
Moreover, 30 per cent had their travel documents 
retained or damaged, either by criminals (83%) or 

violence and discrimination

Incidents of violence and discrimination  
identi�ed by  respondents
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Migrant smuggling
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DIFFICULTIES AND NEEDS 

Main difficulties faced by migrants 

The main difficulties faced by migrants along the journey 
are economic issues (23%), unavailable information 
on the dangers of the journey and migration related 
procedures in the countries of transit (21%), hunger 

Almost all surveyed migrants (97%) requested 
information on migration related issues: 24 per 
cent needed information on asylum procedures and 
regularization processes in the country of destination; 
24 per cent on the possible dangers along the route; 13 

and thirst (20%), physical (12%) or mental health 
issues (7%), loss of identity or travel documents 
(8%), assaults, deportation (2%) or detention (1%).

per cent on accommodation, reception and transit 
centers; 13 per cent on legal support options; 11 
per cent on available health services; 10 per cent 
on job opportunities in the countries of transit and 
destination; and 5 per cent on assisted return.
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