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Introduction

Historically, Colombia has seen much migration—both internally and externally, voluntary and
involuntary, to and from other countries. The primary destination of Colombian migrants has
predominantly been Venezuela, as well as being a host for Venezuelan migrants. However, in recent years
its shared border with Panama has seen a sharp increase in migration flows to and from Colombia: visa
restrictions in other Central and North American countries has led to Colombia posing as a transit country
in migrants’ journeys to countries like the U.S. and Canada. The Colombia-Panama border, more
commonly known as the Darién' Gap, is the only landbridge between the continents meaning that anyone
aiming to travel from South to North America is forced to travel through the Darién jungle. Here they are
met with a host of dangers, ranging from other migrants, cartels, paramilitary groups, and armed
assailants, to geographical dangers, weather, and wildlife. This paper evaluates existing literature such as
news articles and press releases against our chosen conceptual framework including critical border studies
by Noel Parker, Nick Vaughan-Williams, Luiza Bialasiewicz et al. (2009), migration systems theory by
Oliver Bakewell (2014), theories of forced migration by Etienne Piguet (2018) and Anthony H. Richmond
(1993), and the aspirations-capabilities network by Hein de Haas (2021). Through these lenses we aim to

illustrate the challenges evident in the Darién Gap faced by migrants and governments alike.

Research Question: To what extent does the Colombia-Panama border function as a
migration system and in what ways is it affected by its locality and migrant flows?

Defining the Problem Area

In this thesis we aim to look at the Darién Gap between Panama and Colombia. Our interest stems from
previous work on perilous, porous borders and want to explore this problem further. Therefore, the Darién
Gap poses an interesting location to investigate. At the same time, due to many conflicts, the region has
experienced back-and-forth migration not only from outside the continent (such as Middle Eastern

migrants planning to cross into the U.S.) but also from within, migrating from country to country as they

! While we have made a conscious effort to spell Darién with an e-acute, some sources have not used this spelling.
When using quotes from those sources, we have left the original spelling.



navigate new conflicts. We noticed that the quantity of modern academic research into Darién Gap leaves
much to be desired at the moment, as many are from the end of last century. Therefore, we decided that it
was necessary to work towards closing the research gap. However, as data is scarce, we turned our focus
towards predominantly mainstream media. That is to say, how is migration across the Darién Gap
reported in a manner that affects public opinion? Therefore, our research question aims to evaluate what

current data can tell about migration across the Darién Gap.

Background

In this chapter we will introduce the information important to understanding both the Darién Gap and the
migration crisis the region is facing. We begin with introducing the Darién Gap with its history and
geography. This section provides insight into the unique landscape faced by those migrants attempting to
traverse the region. Next we provide background on the most recent decades of the Colombian conflict as
well as the crises faced in Venezuela. Following this we introduce two major migrant groups passing
through the Darién Gap in the last five years: Chinese and Haitian migrants. Finally we give a brief

history of Panama as well as how migrants are received in the country once surviving the Darién Gap.

Introducing the Darién Gap
Located at the bottom tip of the Mesoamerican isthmus, the Darién Gap is a highly diverse region, both in
terms of vegetation and animal species (Girot, 2002). Due to its unique geographical set-up, the Gap has
seen little European settlement but has been the site of gold incursions and other adventure expeditions
(Girot, 2002).> European gold, rubber and adventure fiends travelling into the Darién eventually led to
clashes with the region’s native communities, particularly the Kuna tribe.

Most importantly, the Gap is the dead-end part of the Pan-American Highway.® The road stretches
all the way from Alaska to the southernmost end of South America, broken only by an almost 100 km

stretch between Colombia and Panama. Contrary to what one might expect, this is not due to political

2 See figure 1.
3 See figure 2.



disagreements or human failure but rather the fact that the Colombia-Panama jungle is nearly
impenetrable, only to be traversed by foot. Due to that, most of the jungle’s sparse population are
indigenous communities, drug cartels or paramilitary groups (Yates & Pappier, 2023). The Darién’s
history begins with the Pan-American highway. Designed to be “an international corridor” (Miller as cited

in Wills, 2022, para. 3) as much as a plot to sell more cars, many are not aware that indeed the highway

was never finished. In fact, Colombia and Panama “are the only neighbouring countries on the globe
without a single road link of even the most primitive kind” (Miller as cited in Wills, 2022, para. 6).
Largely due to the geographical challenges, half a decade passed before an actual road was even to be
conceived and when it became a concrete goal to bring into reality more challenges arose. The Sierra
Club, an environmental change organisation (Young, 2008), lobbied against the construction of a highway
through the jungle, labelling it an “environmental disaster” (Wills, 2022, para. 9) and proving that the
Darién Gap was also a hotbed for microbe sand hoof-and-mouth disease. This effectively shut down any
willingness or future plans for construction. As years passed Panamanians were happier to have
something of a solid border than to not: as Wills points out, many were happy to have a deterrent “against
an influx of undocumented Colombians” (Wills, 2022, para. 11). In spite of that, people have always
undertaken the effort to cross the Gap. As early as the 1920s, adventurers attempted to do so, however,
their endeavours were often hindered or halted by physical injury or death (Miller, 2014).

In this regard, nothing much has changed in the twenty-first century. If anything, the border
crossing situation has gradually worsened since the first adventurers dared to try and make their way
across the Gap. However, it did not become a genuine crossing point until the late 1990s when
Colombians rushed to Panama in an attempt to flee conflict-induced violence at home (Yates & Pappier,
2023). Nonetheless, it was not until 2010 that migrant movements were tracked by Panamanian
authorities, but numbers did not noticeably spike until 2021 when over 130,000 migrants made their way
through the jungle. Since then, numbers have only continued to rise, going up to 250,000 in 2022, a
number surpassed only eight months into the following year. This is in large part due to the struggles

migrants face in obtaining passports as well as visas to North America. In lieu of legal pathways lies the



Darién Gap. For many years, migrant groups were predominantly Haitian and Cuban, however, with the
reopening of U.S.-Cuban relations, Cubans were able to find more legal pathways to North America
(Miraglia, 2016). Since then, their place has been taken by Venezuelans. Since 2022, Venezuelan passport
holders are required to obtain visas to enter Mexico and Central America, leaving many with the only
option of irregular migration through the Darién. It should be mentioned that in recent years, a new trend
has emerged. Now, not only Latin Americans attempt the treacherous journey through the Darién but also

African, South and East Asian, Middle Eastern, and Afghan peoples.

Geography: the Darién location on an isthmus
The Darién Gap is unique for many reasons, one of which is its location on the Isthmus of Panama.* The
Panamanian isthmus links two continents, North and South America, while separating the Pacific and
Atlantic oceans. The Panama Canal “stretches 77 kilometres (48 miles) across the isthmus” (Evers, 2023,
para. 3), which takes ships eight to ten hours to cross through. It is one of the most well-known isthmuses

alongside the Isthmus of Suez (Rafferty, n.d.). The isthmus’ history goes back twenty million years to a

time when a gap between North and South America allowed for the Pacific and Atlantic oceans to flow
between the landmasses (Earth Observatory, n.d.). In the many years following, little islands slowly
formed until the gap between the continents was filled, forming the Isthmus of Panama as we know it
today about three million years ago, although this date has recently been contested (O’Dea, Lessios,

Coates et al., 2016). This is believed to be “one of the most important geologic events to happen” (Earth

Observatory, n.d., para. 3) as it changed water flows, impacting European climate, and the salt content of
both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. However, it was not until over 150 years ago that scientists
discovered the once-existing doorway between the Pacific and the Atlantic, noting a “striking similarities”
(O’Dea et al., 2016, para. 1) between marine animals in the two oceans. Today, scientists are conflicted as

to the geological and biological specifics of the isthmus formation. For instance, it is argued that the

* An isthmus is defined as “a narrow strip of land that connects two larger landmasses and separates two bodies of
water” (Evers, subheading, 2023).



evidence of animal and plant migration between North and South America indicates an earlier landbridge
than three million years ago.

This confusion is not only evident in the geologic aspect of the isthmus, but its social sciences as
well. In “Resilience of Regionalism in Latin America and the Caribbean: Development and Autonomy,”

edited by Andrés Rivarola Puntigliano and José Bricefio-Ruiz (2013), the author Rodrigo P4dez Montalban

discussed the Central American Unionist Party. Its founder proposed the abolition of the Central
American republics and to replace them with a unitarian “isthmus nation” (Paez Montalban, 2013, p.
129). Moreover, the “upsurge of armed conflicts which transformed the isthmus into a warzone” (p. 138)
led to what Montalban calls a “complex regional scenario” (p. 138), and nods to the intertwined nature of
war and unity in the isthmus. The importance of regional unity for the isthmus’ countries may be
considered to be the overarching theme of the book. Interestingly, it may also be noted that in 1801, plans
were hatched for the “capital of the new Colombian state, Colombo [...] to be situated in Panama”
(Rivarola Puntigliano, 2013, p. 26). There is a deep, historic connection between all countries located on
the isthmus—but Colombia cannot entirely be removed from the equation, even considering the absence
of the Pan-American Highway as noted above. Indeed, the notable intimate connection of Panama and
Colombia may, despite the impenetrable jungle between them, impact the region: in 1903, Panama

separated from Colombia, notably with U.S. support (U.S. Department of State [DoS], n.d.a).

The Colombian Conflict
In order to understand Colombia’s role in Darién migration we believe it is crucial to cast a quick eye over
the history of Colombia’s conflicts. The so-called Colombian conflict is one of the world’s longest

ongoing civil wars (Justice for Colombia [JFC], n.d.). Officially having started in 1964, the Colombian

conflict was the response to La Violencia (‘the Violence’), considered to be the response to Jorge Eliécer
Gaitan’s assassination in April 1948, the presidential candidate of the Liberal Party (Livingstone, 2003). It
is estimated that around 200,000 people lost their lives in the ten years following Gaitan’s assassination,

and approximately two million were displaced or migrated, particularly to Venezuela (World Peace
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Foundation [WPF], 2016). In the decade following La Violencia, the two largest Colombian guerrilla
groups were formed—the FARC (the Spanish acronym for Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia)
and the ELN (the Spanish Acronym for Army of National Liberation) (JFC, n.d.).” It is a general
viewpoint that partisan conflict is at the root cause for the violence in Colombia (WPF, 2016). While the
two organisations are not too dissimilar, the ELN is considered to be the more ideologically driven group,
having arisen out of the goal to recreate Fidel Castro’s revolution in Cuba, while the FARC is largely
made up of the rural population (Klobucista & Renwick, 2017).° Beyond the physical violence, Colombia
also rose to international notoriety through its cocaine production and trafficking. According to
Klobucista and Renwick’s research for the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) (2017), Colombian
cocaine made up 90% of the world’s supply at the start of the century. In order to combat this, U.S. and
Colombian officials worked together to limit production as well as exportation of cocaine. In 2000, Plan
Colombia was approved in the U.S., and although it is considered by some to have been helpful in
brokering peace talks, it has also been criticised for the spending of over 10 billion USD on the
programme. Moreover, two years after the approval of Plan Colombia, Alvaro Uribe was elected
president. Uribe is known for his hard crackdown on rebel and guerrilla groups, and was able to lower
homicide and kidnapping rates. At the same time, however, he has also been accused of human rights
violations. Following Uribe’s presidency, in 2012, President Juan Manuel Santos began peace talks with
the FARC. Mediated by Venezuela, Cuba, Chile, and Norway, the talks included the promise to financially
invest in long-forgotten rural areas. However, partially due to the fear that the FARC rebels were getting
off easy, the proposed peace treaty was rejected in a landmark referendum in 2016. Negotiations
continued and in December of 2016, an amended agreement was approved by Congress. While the peace
treaty is regarded as historic, it cannot erase the decades of violence and upheaval Colombians

experienced, nor did it address all the root causes. For instance, one of the factors that caused the

3 Both the FARC and the ELN are on U.S. and European lists of terrorist organisations. Both insurgency groups are
considered to have Marxist-Leninist ideals. Since their formation, they have kidnapped more than 18,000 people.
While the FARC has been involved in the Colombian drug trade, the ELN has managed to stay out, long seen as
being more politically motivated (BBC, 2013).

¢ See figure 3.
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decade-long fighting was the immense poverty faced by the rural population. According to JFC (n.d.),
over 60% of Colombia’s rural population lives in poverty.

Both a cause for and a result of the years of inequality and violence is Colombia’s drug industry.
Between 1990 and 1999, Colombia’s cocaine production rose from 14% to 67%, surpassing the previous

champion of Peru (Mejia & Rico Valencia, 2010). After the downfall of the infamous Medellin and Cali

cartels, production was largely taken over by guerrilla and paramilitary groups “to finance their insurgent
activities” (p. 259). In Colombia, prevention policies have mainly focused on impeding production by
spraying fields, etc., and disrupting manufacturing and commercialisation. However, such campaigns
often did not have the intended results. For instance, coca producers have simply found loopholes to
continue production by relocating fields to national parks, where aerial herbicides are banned. Moreover,
such policies do not address the underlying causes for coca production in the first place. In the words of

Mejia and Rico Valencia (2010), “the peasants are perhaps the ones who receive the fewest benefits” (p.

284). As most production areas are located far outside urban areas and thereby outside of governmental
influence, they are devoid of “government infrastructure, public education, or health services” (p. 284).
As a result, not only do eradication and disruption policies rarely yield desired results, they also often
target the poorest and most vulnerable of Colombian society, those at the beck and call of paramilitaries
and cartels, often following both right-wing and communist ideologies (Human Rights Watch [HRW],
1996; Taylor, 2023a). Furthermore, Mejia and Rico Valencia (2010) found that aerial spraying of illegal
crops often affects legal crops as well and may even taint water sources. Finally, it should be mentioned
that the increased penalisation of drug production may even lead to its lucrativeness: it is like that “if
producer countries stop fighting the drug trade and consumer countries do not penalise them, the price of
cocaine would drop dramatically, and the drug business would no longer be a source of financial
resources for illegal armed groups” (p. 289).

Through recent history, Colombia has seen high numbers of internally displaced people (IDPs)
and comparatively low refugee numbers (Holmes & Gutiérrez de Pifieres, 2011). For the most part,

Colombian IDPs are low-income and oftentimes settle in urban areas where they can be supported by
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NGOs. However, it appears to be the case that many guerrilla and paramilitary groups recruit among IDP
populations, leading to the prejudice of IDPs as guerrilla sympathisers. While internally displaced people
do receive humanitarian assistance, such as by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), they do not typically settle in camps.
Instead, they are able to participate in their country’s economy and do not face legal challenges such as
statelessness. However, IDPs, particularly in Colombia, are met with other challenges as “displacement
has been used as a strategy of war to clear out areas and gain control of them” (p. 574). Both conflict and
coca eradication programmes have forced people to leave their homes behind. As a result, since 1997,
Colombian law includes a definition of a displaced person as “someone who has been forced to migrate
within the country and abandon their home and profession due to threats to their life or personal liberty”
(p. 574), having the effect that the government now has an obligation to assist its internally displaced
citizens. Furthermore, the government is actively involved in combating one of the leading causes for
internal displacement: most displaced persons are forced to leave their homes due to guerrilla and
paramilitary groups and drug cartels, rather than state players. As these tend to be government opponents
if not enemies, they are often met with resistance at best and outright violence at worst. Moreover, just
like coca eradication, displacement often hits the most vulnerable: around 90% of the IDPs in Colombia
earn less than 50,000 pesos (12.91 USD as of 28 May 2024)" a month with the average income being
35,000 pesos (9.04 USD as of 28 May 2024).

Next to its many displaced persons, Colombia also has a significant number of refugees,
particularly to its neighbour Venezuela, although the numbers of Colombians at the Darién Gap are quite
low. This may in fact be due to legal and financial issues. As seen above, displaced Colombians live well
below the poverty line and simply may not be able to afford the journey to Panama. However, as little

research exists on Colombian refugees this is somewhat speculative and may be resolved through future

7 This is according to the exchange rate as published on Google Finance (Google Finance. 2024. “COP/USD.”
Google Finance. Google (28 May).
https://www.google.com/finance/quote/COP-USD?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiK-Mjx_q-G-

AXVeAhAIHXeiCFMQOmY0JegQIEBAwW.
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https://www.google.com/finance/quote/COP-USD?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiK-Mjx_q-GAxVeAhAIHXeiCFMQmY0JegQIEBAw
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research. As for the refugees that do exist, there has been a long history of finding refuge in Venezuela
(Kennedy, 2012). “The absolute majority of those who have fled and find themselves today in Venezuela,
are villagers [...] and those who come from the frontier zones between Colombia and Venezuela”
(Alwash as cited in Kennedy, 2012, para. 3). According to a source, most Colombians flee due to ongoing
instability, as well as avoiding recruitment of children as young as 14 or 15 years. Another reason is the
lack of protection from the government. It was not until 2011 that President Santos introduced the “Law
for Victims” (Kennedy, 2012, para. 4), recognising for the first time the victims of the conflict, most of
whom are still internally displaced. However, reaching Venezuela is reasonably easy as the border is a “no
mans land” (para. 12) and outside some rebel groups, it has little governance. Moreover, Colombians have
resided in Venezuela for decades, making settlement and integration much easier. Those who do not have
family often land on fincas (farms). While it may work as an escape from the violence in Colombia, the
finca does not always provide more safety or stability. Indeed, many farms were found to mistreat both
cattle and workers. However, for the most part, Colombians have an easy time settling into Venezuelan
society, largely due to cultural similarities between the countries, referring to each other as “‘cultural

299

brothers’ (para. 7). Nonetheless, life is not always easy: refugees struggle to find jobs and make a living
(Refugees International, 2002). Furthermore, the security situation at home often results in refugees
continuing to keep their heads down in Venezuela so as not to be noticed, largely due to the fact that
guerrilla groups also often operate in Venezuela, and the government does little to assist the refugee
population. Because of that, most of the assistance falls into the responsibility of UNHCR.

All of the above, from the conflict to internal and external displacement, has an impact on the
border situation between Colombia and Panama. On the Colombian side, the border is located in the
Choco6 Department (Kline, 2012). While being known for its biodiversity, Chocé also has significantly
low standards of living. Its infrastructure is low, to the point that despite having the “world’s rainiest
lowland” (p. 109) it occasionally runs out of water, and is poor: “income per-capita of the Choco is 40%

of the national level” (Bautista, Cardenas, Querubin et al., 2014, p. 12). Much of its industry is mining,

often associated with poverty as it is linked to environmental risks and violence, leading to a life
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expectancy of 58.3 years (Sustainable Development Goals [SDG] Fund, 2017). Colombia Reports states
that the severe poverty of Chocd is due to state neglect. In fact, the region only has two paved roads and
none to its closest big city Medellin (Eustance, 2016). In turn, the government’s disinterest for Choco
means it is a “playground for guerrilla, paramilitary and drug trafficking activity” (para. 18). This has the
effect that 72% of the region’s population are victims of the armed conflict. The national average is 13%.
All of the above further leads to large displacement, while it is fair to assume that even if they wanted,

Choco’s population does not have the chance to cross into safety in Panama due to their poverty.

The Venezuelan Crisis

Over the past decades, but particularly since the mid-2010s, Venezuela has been undergoing one of the
most serious economic crises in Latin America, if not worldwide (Bull & Rosales, 2020). Its GDP
dropped by over 50%, and by 2020 more than five million Venezuelans had fled the economic instability
and political repression (Chaves-Gonzélez & Echeverria-Estrada, 2020), a number that rose to nearly
eight million by 2024 (UNHCR, 2023b). As of 2023, Venezuelans make up more than half of the migrants
crossing the Darién Gap. To understand this, it is important to look into Venezuela’s political setup. For
most of its recent history, Venezuela has not been a stable democracy. José Bricefio-Ruiz, professor and
researcher at the National University of Mexico and regional editor of Latin American Policy, ascribes
Venezuela as having a “questionable sense of democracy” (2019, p. 184) for which he holds President
Nicolas Maduro accountable. Through his control of the Supreme Court (TSJ), Maduro’s claim to power
is nearly indestructible. However, Maduro is as unpopular as he is powerful. In response to Juan Guaido’s
proclamation of interim president, despite the TSJ’s efforts to declare it “null” (p. 182), the Venezuelan
people overwhelmingly supported Guaidd’s proclamation. Moreover, he has received recognition from
many other countries, such as EU members. However, little definitive change seems to have happened
since. Rather, since the oil prices collapsed in 2013, combined with financial sanctions in 2017,
Venezuela’s economy underwent a crisis, particularly salient as Venezuela is considered a “rentier

economy” (Bull & Rosales, 2020, p. 6). Bull and Rosales additionally point towards former President
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Hugo Chévez’s mismanagement during the oil boom, keeping prices unsustainably high. The CFR’s
Amelia Cheatham and Diana Roy further delve into the collapse of this “petrostate” (2023, headline).
Defining ‘petrostate’ as one whose government is almost entirely relying on oil and natural gas exports,
centralisation of power with a small elite, and weakened political institutions, Venezuela certainly walked
into all those traps: Political and economic power lay exclusively first with Chavez, then Maduro, and
their respectively formed TSJ, as well as the military following their every order. Independent institutions
seem to be either entirely disabled or nonexistent, as well as any economy beyond petrol. Cheatham and
Roy note every step of Venezuela’s failing petro-statehood, starting with the discovery of oil; oil rents; the
Punto Fijo pact following a history of military dictatorships; joining the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC); the oil boom of the 1970s; the Bolivarian revolution of the 1990s; renewed
dictatorship; and dropping oil prices. U.S. imposed sanctions are commonly considered to have been
detrimental as well, pushing Venezuela closer to U.S. enemies such as Russia and China (Bull & Rosales,
2020). As mentioned above, the economic collapse triggered a mass exodus of vulnerable people
struggling to find employment opportunities (Doocy, Page, Hoz et al., 2019). Additionally, many
Venezuelans experience threats to their lives at home which compels them to flee (Dell’Orto, 2023), often

with the plan on joining their families in the U.S. (Perlmutter, 2022).

Chinese Migration at the Darién Gap

Chinese migrants make up one of the largest migrant groups at the Darién Gap. In 2023, over 24,000
Chinese were registered to have crossed here (Chinese for Affirmative Action [CAA], 2023). According
to the CAA, Chinese migration in South America is not entirely new, but what is unprecedented is the
sheer number of migrants. Therefore, FlaglerLive’s Meredith Oyen asks the poignant question: “Why are
Chinese Migrants at the Southern Border?” (2024, headline). Oyen, a migration and China expert, points
towards the remarkable speed the numbers of migrants from China is growing at, almost ten times more
in 2023 than 2022, and notes that many factors influence this situation, including “tightening political

control” (para. 4). The New York Times cites one migrant, saying “China was so stifling [...] it had
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become ‘difficult to breathe’” (Sullivan, 2023, para. 8). Another, remaining anonymous, was caught
before a holiday when authorities searched his phone for suspicious material and found that he had
watched a short video detailing how to travel to the U.S. (Szeto, 2024). This situation cost him his job and
severely restricted his mobility. Yet others were threatened and evicted after making derogatory comments
about members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

Another reason for increased Chinese migration through the Darién Gap is post-COVID visa
restrictions. Now, many cannot obtain the student or skilled workers visas that they would have chosen
prior to COVID. However, after learning about migration routes on social media, many make the trip via
other countries, such as visa-free Ecuador (Oyen, 2024). Since COVID, most of the Chinese at the Darién
Gap have experienced either political oppression or economic instability: Al Jazeera points to several
migrants who lost their jobs due to COVID and Zero-COVID measures (Yeung, 2024). Overall, the
author notes that most people are “reluctant” (para. 23) to leave home but due to the above problems, they
often find themselves having no choice. Furthermore, while most of the Chinese migrants come from the
middle class, this nonetheless does not make their life always easier: their status as “wealthy” (para. 26)

makes them “particularly vulnerable” (para. 26) to exploitation.

Haitian Migration at the Darién Gap

In 2021, most migrants crossing the Darién Gap were Haitians, none of which had plans to stay in
Panama upon arrival (Al Jazeera, 2021). They look to the United States as their “destiny” (para. 13)
where they will be able to fulfil their dreams and “get a good job” (para. 13). The Migration Policy
Institute (MPI)’s Emmanuela Douyon describes scenes of “desperate Haitians™ (2023, para. 1) crowding
immigration centres “as if their lives depend on it” (para. 2). Crisis after crisis pushes Haitians out,
exacerbated with the 2010 earthquake, rising violence in 2018, and the president’s assassination in 2021.
The migration of Haitians is complex as they often do not “necessarily [seek] better living conditions”
(para. 4) but often include dual citizens who see no other option but to leave Haiti, as well as upper and

middle class citizens. Destinations are varied, ranging from the most popular destination, the U.S., to
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Canada and European countries, as well as Chile or the Dominican Republic. Gang violence is threatening
many lives, with more than 600 killed in April 2023 alone, and kidnappings and sexual violence occurring
frequently. Gangs only face one viable opponent in a recently formed vigilante group, but “fighting
between the two sides could cause even more civilian deaths” (para. 10). Lawyer and constitutionalist
Noferrier Dorval warned of Haiti’s utter void of governance and administration just mere hours before he
was killed in 2020. Douyon explains that what little government exists struggles with “rampant
corruption” (para. 15), with Haiti scoring 171 out of 190 countries for perceptions of corruption in 2022,
On top of that, 50% live below the poverty line of 3.65 USD a day. When they do leave, Haitians are
often met with hostility, such as in the Dominican Republic where in 2013 around “210,000 people of
Haitian descent who had been born in the country since 1929 (para. 18) were stripped of their
citizenship, and demonstrations took place against Haitians in the country. Therefore, many are forced to

migrate a second or third time, trying their luck in North America.

The Situation in Panama
Panama has been independent from Colombia since its declaring independence 6 November 1903. This
independence was tacitly supported by the United States who had been eyeing Panama as the ideal
location for a canal, which was confirmed in a treaty only a few weeks after the completion of
independence (U.S. DoS, n.d.b). The digging of the Panama Canal-completed over the next decade by the
United States Army Corps of Engineers—was extremely dangerous and proved beneficial for trading
across North and South America (Meditz & Hanratty, 1989). However, these benefits were not truly to
Panama as for the next sixty-five years, the Panama Canal Zone was under United States control.® There
was an increasingly evident wealth disparity just between the Canal Zone and independent Panama
(Evans & Monique, 2020).

This was just a fraction of control held by the United States during the next century. Fearing

Fascist and Communist uprisings in South and Central America, the United States began to increasingly

8 See figure 4.
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place their fingers on the political scales across the continent. Outside of this zone the United States was
increasingly disliked by the native population leading to a rise in Nationalism and frequent clashes
between students and military forces (Meditz & Hanratty, 1989). This was echoed across South America
following World War II. In an effort to control the rising nationalism which they feared would threaten
United States influence, the U.S. government founded a school in the Canal Zone in 1948 which would
later be called the School of the Americas. Over the next half-century, the School of the Americas would
‘educate’ tens of thousands of Latin American soldiers including eleven dictators (Livingstone, 2010).
While the School of the Americas could be the main topic of an entire separate thesis, it is
important to mention how the United States managed to implement the military dictatorships in the 1970s
and 80s across Latin America (Tremlett, 2020). Panama was not exempted. The Panama Canal Zone was
returned to Panamanian control in 1979, but by this time the damage of the School of the Americas had
already been done.” On 12 August 1983, one year before the School of the Americas officially moved to
its current U.S. location, Manuel Noriega became the de facto military dictator of Panama. A graduate of
the School of the Americas, Noriega had strong ties to U.S. intelligence services and was considered
helpful to the CIA prior to his rise to power (Dwyer, 2017). The U.S. was initially pleased to have what
they considered to be a reliable ally in power in Panama, however this was quickly ruined when
newspapers like the New York Times began publishing reports on Noriega’s connections to illegal drug
and arms smuggling, as well as his torture and murder of political rivals (Hersh, 1986). It was not until
after Noriega interfered with the 1989 Panamanian presidential election that the U.S. openly turned
against him. Backing a failed coup attempt in October of the same year, the U.S. launched Operation Just
Cause—an invasion of 20,000 U.S. troops with the goal of ousting him from power. After holing up at the
Vatican Embassy for approximately a fortnight, Noriega surrendered and was transferred to the United

States where he was convicted of a slew of charges in federal court.'

? The exception was 35 parcels of land (mostly held for military purposes) which were slowly returned to
Panamanian control over the next two decades (U.S. Department of State, n.d.c).

19 During his time in the embassy,U.S.forces used the tactic of blasting rock music day and night to attempt to drive
Noriega out, playing hits from Van Halen and most notably, Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up” (Dwyer,
2017; Archibold, 2017).
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The invasion in Panama was largely supported by the Panamanian general population, though the

U.S. were criticised for many of their actions during the invasion by Human Rights Watch (HRW, 1989).

Panama’s Electoral Tribunal reinstated the results of the 1989 election, but the next five years proved
fractious. In 1994, a new election was held under international monitoring and Ernesto Pérez Balladares
became president. Pérez Balladares’s presidency was marked by a capitalist boom and Panama’s entrance
into the global economy, including their admittance to the World Trade Organization. He also
restrengthened ties with the U.S. and during his time as president was considered to be a strong and
successful president (U.S. DoS, n.d.b). Over the next thirty years, the country has been fraught with
political tension and uncertainties. The most recent presidential election took place 5 May 2024, with José
Raul Mulino being elected with approximately 34% of the ballots. Mulino, a rightwing politician, “has
pledged to return the country to its economic heyday and to tackle high unemployment with a plan to

incentivise private hiring with government funds” (Paz & Alberti, 2024). He has also promised to shut

down the Darién Gap though has not given any indication as to how he would close the jungle to migrants

and refugees.

Reception of Migrants in Panama

In 2024, there are projected to be 513,600 Venezuelan migrants in Panama. In 2023, more than 520,000

people total crossed through the country, 328,000 Venezuelans, despite the dangers faced in the Darién

Gap (ACAPS, 2024). Panama assisted in the Comprehensive Regional Protection and Solutions
Framework in 2017, and in 2019 when the new government took office, they formally recognized the
framework and validated a new action plan (MIRPS) to strengthen protections and solutions of
asylum-seekers and refugees in Panama. The five pillars of the national action plan are 1) protection; 2)
jobs and livelihoods; 3) social protection; 4) education; and 5) health. Some of the goals as outlined in the

plan follow (Global Compact on Refugees, 2021):

Protection
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“Strengthen training processes for public servants at the national and local levels on
international protection, in order to enhance their capacity to identify and refer people
with protection needs. Special focus will be provided to SENAFRONT, SNM, SENAN,
ONPAR, INAMU, SENNIAF, Ombudspersons [sic] Office and local authorities in
priority areas (p. 22).”

“Improve the registration system (TRE) to facilitate a cross-cutting revision of asylum
claims among authorized [sic] public institutions, ensuring confidentiality (p. 22).”
“Facilitate the management of larger human and financial resources of ONPAR in order
to ensure the capacity to provide a response to an increasing number of asylum seekers,
which includes, inter alia, personnel for project management, data management, lawyers,
social workers, psychologists and other relevant professions (p. 22).”

“Engage legal clinics of Law faculties in private and public universities in providing free

orientation accompaniment and legal assistance to asylum seekers (p. 22).”

Jobs and Livelihoods

“Promote the issuance of work permits for asylum seekers admitted to procedure by
ONPAR (p. 23).”

“Manage the viability of opening bank accounts for refugees (p. 23).”

Social Protection

Health

“Promote existing programmes to cover basic needs with key actors (including food and
temporary shelter) for extremely vulnerable people (p. 23).”
“Promote community-based integration initiatives for refugees and host communities (p.

23).”



21

- “Promote and establish an attention roadmap and protocol between the Ministry of
Government (ONPAR) and Ministry of Health (Department of mental health and other
services) for the attention and referral of refugees and asylum seeker [sic] for whom it is

required as a result of their mental health (p. 22).”

Panama has made strides towards achieving the goals set forward in MIRPS but these attempts faced
many struggles in the form of the COVID pandemic in 2020 (United Nations Information Centre [UNIC]
Panama City, 2020). The Panamanian government relies heavily on outside assistance in caring for
migrants and refugees within their borders but most agencies struggle to handle the flood of people
crossing the Darién in need of help. Additionally, with resources stretched as they are, many migrants are

not getting the aid they need (Médecins sans Frontiéres [MSF], 2023a).

Methodology

Literature Review

The literature we have selected related to the Darién Gap is broken down into theoretical, country based,
and exclusively Darién Gap. The literature chosen was selected over a long process where we diligently
sorted through both academic and media sources to attempt to best exemplify how the Darién Gap
functions and how our academic theories can be properly explained. The literature introduced in this
section will for the most part be used in the background and analysis of our case study. Not all sources
will be properly introduced in this chapter as the sources used are numerous and it is not feasible for a
thesis of this length.

The theoretical literature used pertains to our chosen theories of critical border studies, migration
systems theory, forced migration, and the aspirations capabilities framework. In their article “Lines in the
Sand? Towards an Agenda for Critical Border Studies,” Noel Parker and Nick Vaughan-Williams et al.
(2009) discuss the potential and functionality of reframing border studies away from the traditional way

of focusing exclusively on the international or national lines drawn on maps and reframing research and
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analysis in new ways. This stems from the recognition that borders are complicated entities that cannot be
singularly analysed. This point is further made in “Critical Border Studies: Broadening and Deepening the
‘Lines in the Sand” Agenda,” also by Noel Parker and Nick Vaughan-Williams, that borders are “manifold
and in a constant state of becoming” (2012, p. 728). In our effort to better analyse the Durand Line
through a CBS lens, we have chosen the concept of soglia (space in-between) as a way to frame how the
jungle actually functions between Panama and Colombia (Parker et al., 2009, p. 585).

Our literature for migration systems primarily stems from the work of Oliver Bakewell. In his
article “Relaunching migration systems” (2014), Bakewell discusses migration systems as a set of
interacting elements. His own analysis is based on the idea that the feedback system of internal and
external forces influence how the flows of migration function and move.

For theories of forced migration, we have chosen to utilise Etienne Piguet (2018) and Anthony H.

Richmond (1993). In “Theories of voluntary and forced migration” by Etienne Piguet (2018), he discusses

anticipatory and acute refugee movements. He scrutinises how some governments will tolerate the ebbs
and flows of refugee migration and that these movements are directly impacted by the states of origin,
regardless of whether that state is in conflict or not. Similar to this is Anthony H. Richmond’s “Reactive
Migration: Sociological Perspectives On Refugee Movements” (1993). In his article he discusses reactive
and proactive migration and how, while the line between the two is somewhat obscure, proactive migrants
tend to have more freedom in decision making and tend to be more tolerated by the state for a plethora of
reasons. Within the Darién Gap this is evident in how both Colombia and Panama tolerate the reactive
migrants passing through the border because they have little options otherwise.

Our final theory stems from the aspirations-capability framework. Here we use the work of Hein
de Haas (2021). While in the case of the Darién Gap we do find his framework to be slightly more static
than necessary, it is still relevant. The discussion of voluntary/involuntary mobility in “A theory of
migration: the aspirations-capabilities framework™ (2021) does apply to many migrants passing through
the Darién Gap because of the vast collection of international migrants and refugees from all over the

world that pass through the border. We find the concepts given to be extremely relevant to the refugee and
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migrant crises worldwide even if they are slightly too static to fully encompass the scope of the Darién
Gap problem.

Our country-based literature is divided between both Colombia and Panama, as well as the major
refugee groups that travel through the Darién Gap: Venezuela, China, and Haiti. Our main source for
Colombia was “About Colombia/Colombian Armed Conflict” by JFC (n.d.). This provided a lot of
needed background on the conflict in Colombia over the last half century. For Panama, we used Panama:
A Country Study by Sandra W. Meditz and Dennis M. Hanratty (1989). While the book is outdated
(published in 1987), it provided valuable historical background on the founding of Panama as an
independent nation. For context on the crisis in Venezuela and why it is driving such a large number of
people to cross the Darién, we utilised José€ Briceno-Ruiz (2019) and gained insight on their “questionable
sense of democracy” (p. 184). We also wanted to understand some other groups crossing the Darién Gap,
using for instance “Why are Chinese Migrants at the Southern Border?” by Meredith Oyen (2024) and
“Haitians Flee a Nation Nearing Collapse” by Emmanuela Douyon (2023).

Finally we have the Darién Gap and its geographical specificities. For our background here we
wanted to understand more about the geography of the region that makes it such a deadly crossing for so
many people. Much of the information here was provided by the book Resilience of Regionalism in Latin
America and the Caribbean: Development and Autonomy (Rivarola Puntigliano & Bricefio-Ruiz, 2013). It
gave great insight into the uniqueness of the geography that creates the situation allowing for the major

migrant crisis through the Panama-Colombia border.

Document Analysis

To understand and explain documents'’ and documentary analysis, we are using Tanya Fitzgerald’s
“Documents and Documentary Analysis” (2012). Documentary research is valuable for research of for
example history studies or high-risk areas where travel and field work may not be possible. In any case,

documentary research may function as data collection for case studies. However, researchers are

' Documents can constitute just about anything: birth and death certificates, school records; IDs, passports, and
travel documents; CVs and résumés; blogs; videos; social media posts; and much more.
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cautioned to remember that documents “cannot be regarded as objective accounts” (p. 3). Nonetheless, we
have chosen this method as it would have been very difficult, not to mention dangerous, for us to conduct
field work in the Darién. Additionally, time constraints called for document analysis as an efficient data
acquisition method.

Fitzgerald posits ten stages of document analysis:

1. Identify the research problem or issue

2. Devise a list of possible aims and research questions

3. Identify the relevant theoretical and methodological frameworks

4. Develop a list of key words or themes from the literature

5. Locate physical (library, archives) and electronic documents

6. Classify documents

7. Collect and collate data

8. Identify emerging themes from the data

9. Interpret evidence and link with research questions and literature themes

10. Structure and write a report (p. 4)

In our research, we have already identified the research problem—the migration system across the Darién
Gap. Moreover, we have formulated a research question and identified theoretical and methodological
frameworks. As we dive into the analysis, we will decide on keywords and themes found through our
literature review, which will also serve to locate documents. As we are working with a topic that is still
relatively new and therefore under-researched, we are mainly focusing on electronic documents. Mainly,
for our textual analysis, we will consider news sources of various kinds. As we review the data, we will

identify the predetermined themes and structure them in accordance with our theoretical framework.
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Conceptual Framework

Critical Border Studies

One of our theoretical concepts identified is that of Critical Border Studies (CBS), in particular drawing
on the work of Parker et al. from “Lines in the Sand? Towards and Agenda for Critical Border Studies”
(2009). The authors discuss what they consider to be the human need to “draw fixed and tangible
territorial lines and to expect that no one will dare to cross them” (p. 582) and how this creates a critical
understanding of the way borders work. In recent years, the study of borders has mainly been laid out
along one of three analytically distinct tracts: epistemologically, ontologically, or spatiality-temporality
(p. 583). Using these past studies, the authors outline what they believe to be the questions to address
future critical work in border studies.

The epistemological tract suggests that much of previous border studies is based in Western
understanding of borders—that there is a ‘seduction’ in the idea of the border, a craving for order and the
sense of comfort and certainty that this order can offer (p. 584). The authors are influenced by the work of
philosopher Jacques Derrida and his work on ‘deconstruction’ in philosophical texts and political
institutions. Derridean deconstruction attempts to readminister justice on behalf of unequal and biassed
interpretations of institutions no matter what they are (Lawlor, 2021). Such deconstruction applied to the
border, despite the seduction felt by many Westerners, is theoretically possible. By removing the binary
afforded by the Western concept of the border, the metaphysical ‘us/them’ is destroyed and opens the door
for analysing borders in an alternative topology. However, Parker et al. (2009) also raise the question of
whether epistemological studies can be founded on such uncertainty of unfixed borders: how can the
theory of knowledge be applied to something that is uncertain and therefore partially unknown?

The ontological tract tends towards connections of foundational acts: who or what makes borders,
how is this established and reproduced, etc.. From this, Parker et al. attempt to drive forward the question

of how borders are a “fundamental element of any imagined world” (2009, p. 585). As pointed out by the
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authors, there are additional concepts such as thresholds and soglia (space in-between) that could provide
alternative ontological registers.

Finally, there is the space-time route of border studies which tends to be one of the most common
ways of discussing borders, even outside of academic works. News sources, academia, and even social
media are all full of discussions of what it means to transgress a border (‘illegal’ vs. ‘legal’ migration).
However, there is also the question of how borders change. Many studies focus on the historical aspects
of border movements, but these do not necessarily consider pre-emptive practices beyond the border.
Parker et al. (2009) believes that future border studies could move beyond the border itself: how do
alliances shift a border that is not necessarily as ‘foundational’ as the line in the sand that is the standard
now? Alternative border imaginaries move past the static of the Mercator projection'? and towards a

decentering of the border (Parker et al., 2009; Parker & Vaughan-Williams, 2012)."

Migration Systems

In this chapter, we will draw on Oliver Bakewell’s “Relaunching migration systems” (2014). Bakewell
writes that while popular in the 1970s, migration systems theory has since been neglected. As it is “not
clearly elaborated” (p. 300), migration systems theory is “little more than a heuristic device [...] to tie
together different aspects of migration” (p. 301). Bakewell criticises that it is never quite clear “what is
meant by a migration system in any particular context, let alone [...] how one system may compare to
another” (p. 302). However, he refers to a few different forms of migration system, most importantly the
embedded functionalist form which appears as a “self-regulating apparatus within a wider social system”
(p. 302), often referring to labour migration or guest workers. This system works “in response to systemic
stimuli rather than the result of human agency” (p. 302), while defined functionalism includes “the critical

role of feedback from earlier migration [...] if it is favourable, it encourages further migration” (p. 303).

12 The Mercator projection was created by Gerardus Mercator, a Flemish geographer and cartographer, in 1569. The
projection distorted global maps to help sailors navigate, making latitude and longitude lines intersect at 90-degree
angles. Because of this, land masses are distorted and are not properly represented in size. Despite this, the Mercator
projection is still one of the most popular maps used today (The National Geographic Society, 2023).

13 See figure 5.
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This system is often seen as the basis for migration systems theory. In the 1990s, this included analysing
international migration, i.e., a system of countries, or within countries ‘exchanging’ migrants. Bakewell
criticises this system for reducing migration to “a summary of flows” (p. 304), simply stating that a
system exists but not offering any explanation as to why. Bakewell further bases his own version of
migration theory on Mabogunje’s original defined functionalism, defining migration system as a “set of
interacting elements—including flows of people, ideas, and goods, institutions as in the sense of
discourses and associated practices (e.g. [...] smuggling, inequality) [...] and strategies as in plans for
action by particular actors” (p. 310, bold and italics in original) and “the dynamics governing the way in
which the elements (flows, institutions and strategies) change in relation to changes in both these systems
elements (feedback mechanisms) and in the wider environment” (p. 310, bold and italics in original).
Particularly feedbacks are crucial in a migration system as “migration induces changes in other elements
of the system which in turn changes to future migration patterns” (p. 310). Additionally, Bakewell
discusses “what is part of the system and what is part of the wider environment” (p. 312), looking at how
inter-system elements affect and are affected by “the behaviour of the system” (p. 312).

In a change to Mabogunje’s original system, Bakewell sees the crucial factors in “identifying
rules of the game that govern the emergence of new elements in the system, rather than the flows between
places” (p. 312). In other words, it is less about the movement of migrants and more about dynamic
changes in the system. Therefore, it is crucial to consider factors that influence movements between
places. Bakewell refers to the Mediterranean, looking at movement from North Africa to Europe, and how
the economic crisis “has generated levels of general unemployment and results in pressure to tighten
immigration control” (p. 312). He asks the question, “As conditions change in Europe, what is the
mechanism by which this may affect the decisions of people in North Africa to migrate?” (p. 312).
Bakewell refers to institutions that may influence migrants’ aspirations to migrate or “an ‘ethnic business’

niche in the destination area” (p. 313).
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Forced Migration

For theories on forced migration, we are basing ourselves on Etienne Piguet’s “Theories of voluntary and
forced migration” (2018). According to Piguet, voluntary and forced migration cannot always be
separated due to the notion of agency in migration. However, we operate under the understanding that
voluntary migration occurs in cases of labour migration when leaving a healthy labour market behind for
a new destination country, or moving to marry—outside of forced marriage. Hence, we understand forced
migration as moving for work when migrants cannot find employment able to sustain their families or if
they are pushed out by internal conflicts or crises. From our background chapter, we can deduce that
migration through the Darién Gap cannot be considered to be voluntary despite a choice being made to
travel through it as migrants are often in critical danger or facing inhumane conditions. Hence, we will
mainly focus on Piguet’s section on Theories of Forced Migration, rather than Voluntary Migration.
Following Kunz’s distinction between “acute and anticipatory refugees” (p. 21), ‘anticipatory refugees’
leaves home before conflict or crises erupt and travel in a somewhat orderly fashion, while “[a]cute
refugee movements arise from great political change” (p. 22) causing refugees to “flee either in mass or
[...] in bursts of individual or group escapes, and their primary purpose is to reach safety in a
neighbouring or nearby country” (p. 22). Our research will thereby look at whether we are dealing with
acute or anticipatory refugee movements. We would like to point out here that we do not limit ourselves
to refugee movements as many migrants across the Darién are not officially recognised as refugees under
the Refugee Convention; however, we believe that the theoretical elements integrated here are relevant
nonetheless.

Using Stephen Castle’s consideration of growing refugee flows, Piguet delves into the political
economy of forced migration. “Forced migration is not the result of a string of unconnected emergencies
but rather an integral part of North-South relationships™ (Castle as cited in Piguet, 2018, p. 23). Through
globalisation, so Piguet, economic inequalities are exacerbated which leads to increased conflicts and
abuses of human rights. The subsequent migration forms can “blur the distinction between forced and

economic migration” (Castle as cited in Piguet, 2018, p. 23).
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However, Piguet aims to focus more on migrant agency than posited by Castle. “In certain
circumstances the flight and the direction of the flight can be an autonomous choice” (p. 23). We will
therefore focus on the extent to which, despite our affirmation that we are operating in the field of forced
migration, migrants nonetheless make such autonomous choices, and their journeys are influenced by
their agency. Looking at specific refugee movements, Piguet’s research suggests that “some government
[sic] have deliberately tolerated or even encouraged the exit of refugees” (p. 24). Moreover, he considers
the possibility that “the state of origin plays a central role in shaping refugee flows” (p. 24) for example
through opening or closing borders.

Moreover, we are following Anthony H. Richmond’s 1993 Multivariate Model of Reactive
Migration. Operating with both the notion of “proactive migrants seeking to maximise net advantage” and
“reactive behaviour of those whose degrees of freedom are severely constrained” (p. 10, italics in
original), Richmond argues that most migrants fall in the grey area between the two. He argues that many
migrants make economically and politically informed decisions to respond to uncertainty caused by a
failing political and social system. Furthermore, he argues that while the line between reactive and
proactive is blurry, one clear distinction is the “greater freedom” (p. 12) in decision making, in the sense
that a proactive migrant has a larger array of choices available to them. Bringing in the distinction
between IDPs and recognised refugees, as well as climate change and other environmentally-induced
migration, Richmond goes on to say that “political factors are important but not exclusive determinants”
(p. 12), including “political instability” (p. 12), and that both states abusing their power and other
“agencies [that] may use violence in the pursuit of goals” can create “the potential for flight from danger”
(p- 13). We will evaluate these factors in the following chapters. Richmond further points towards the
right of sovereign states to protect “their border against illegal migrants and other unwanted persons” (p.
15), creating a situation of statelessness or limbo for many migrants. We may be able to note situations of
limbo due to states’ decisions to keep out ‘unwanted persons.” Another relevant factor to consider are
precipitating events, such as unforeseen changes in the political, economic, or otherwise situation to

people’s lives that may induce reactive migration. It should be possible for us to determine whether
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migrants across the Darién Gap, be that Venezuelan, Chinese, Afghan, Haitian or others, have been
compelled to move by such precipitating events. Additionally, Richmond identifies 25 categories of
reactive migrants. Amongst those are the political/economic type, including forced labour or human
trafficking, and “quasi-military threats, including the forcible recruitment of children into military
service” (p. 19); the political/social type in which migrants escape “major human rights violations™ (p.
19); the social/political type, which includes “general deprivation of human rights” (p. 20); the
economic/economic type which refers to people “forced to migrate as a result of [...] total economic
collapse, chronic unemployment and loss of livelihood [...]” (p. 20); etc. We will evaluate our data

against any of Richmond’s relevant categories.

The Aspirations-Capabilities Framework

For the aspirations-capabilities framework, we are basing ourselves on Hein de Haas’ “A theory of
migration: the aspirations-capabilities framework™ (2021). Opposing universal migration theories, de
Haas ponders Jorgen Carling’s 2002 exploration of “aspirations and ‘abilities’ in migration processes” (p.
16), describing the concept of “involuntary immobility” (Carling as cited in Haas, 2021, p. 16), or the
phenomenon of people often living in poorer countries who wish to but are unable to move, similar to
“‘displacement in place’ through ‘involuntary immobilisation’” (Haas, 2021, p. 16). The latter concept
can be used both in origin countries as well as in transit or destination countries when migrants are unable
to return due to various factors such as insufficient funds or border control and consequently becoming
‘stuck.” Finally, De Haas describes his own theoretical framework in which he considers “migration
aspirations” as “a function of people’s general life aspirations and perceived geographical opportunity
structures” (p. 17, italics in original) and “migration capabilities [...] contingent on positive (‘freedom
to’) and negative (‘freedom from”) liberties” (p. 17, italics in original). He describes how education may
increase people’s awareness of alternative lifestyles to their own as much as their skills, creating
aspirations for “new material and cultural lifestyles” (p. 18). Additionally, De Haas mentions “lifestyle

migration” (Benson and O’Reilly as cited in Haas, 2021, p. 19), explaining that “‘lifestyle motives’ are
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not the prerogative of privileged Europeans or North Americans” (Haas, 2021, p. 19). It may be possible
to see the extent to which migrants desire to create a different life for themselves drives their migration
efforts. From aspirations, De Haas moves on to “human capability” (p. 20, italics in original), defined as
“the ability of human beings to lead lives they have reason to value and to enhance the substantive
choices they have” (p. 20). Drawing on economics, social, political or otherwise changes in countries of
origin, De Haas posits that they are able to affect people’s inclination to migrate, as economic growth and
improved standards of living can increase migration capabilities “by increasing their ability to assume the
costs and risks of migration” (p. 20), just as “local opportunities allow people to lead the lives they have
reason to value” (p. 20). Mobility therefore goes beyond the pure capability to move but also the “ability
to decide [...] including [...] to stay at home” (p. 20, italics in original). As a result, De Haas draws up the

following table (p. 22):

Table 1 Aspirations—capabilities-derived individual mobility types

Migration capabilities

Low High
Migration High Involuntary immobility® Voluntary mobility
aspirations (feeling ‘trapped) (most forms of migration)
(intrinsic and/or . . e b . -
instrumental) Low Acquiescent immobility Voluntary immobility

and
involuntary mobility
(e.g. refugees, 'soft deportation’)©

3(Carling 2002); b Schewel (2015, 2020);  See Boersema et al. (2014)

It combines migration aspirations with capabilities theorising that low aspirations and capabilities create
an “acquiescent immobility” (p. 22), whereas high migration aspirations create an “involuntary
immobility” (p. 22), and “involuntary mobility” (p. 22) is the outcome of low aspirations and high
capabilities. Consequently, as De Haas purports that refugees and some forms of deportation fall under
involuntary mobility, “voluntary mobility” (p. 22) refers to most forms of migration, i.e. having both high
migration aspirations and capabilities. He furthermore points out that refugee migration is a response to
dangers at home rather than opportunities somewhere else, just as “‘voluntary return migrants’ (p. 23)
may not return because they wish to do so but due to a lack to “social amenities and shelter” (p. 23), etc.

We will apply De Haas’ table as well as his suggestions about voluntary return and refugee migration to
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consider to what extent they hold up to migration at the Darién Gap. Moreover, he adds that “‘voluntary
mobility’ and ‘voluntary immobility’ only apply to people who have the capability to move but also have
a reasonable option to stay [...] implying this would not put them in dangerous, highly exploitative or
life-threatening situations)” (p. 23). Other relevant concepts used by De Haas are negative and positive

liberty, the former referring to “the absence of obstacles, barriers or constraints” (p. 24) and the latter to

“the ability to take control of one’s life” (p. 24). As pointed out by De Haas,

People may aspire to flee situations of poverty, distress and danger but they still need

certain ‘positive liberties’ (capabilities) in the form of resources such as money, social

connections, knowledge and physical ability, in order to be able to flee (p. 24).

De Haas’ research can be summed up in another table (p. 27):

Table 2 Theoretical migration categories based on positive and negative liberty types

Positive liberty
(‘freedom to’; capabilities)

Low

High

Negative liberty
(freedom from’;
external
constraints)

Low

High

Precarious migration

Generally short-distance, often in-
ternal, by relatively poor or impo-
verished people vulnerable to
exploitation, i.e., poor rural-to-
urban migrants, undocumented
labour migrants, ‘failed’ asylum-
seekers, internal displacees) (rele-
vant theories: historical structural;
dual labour-market)

Improvement migration
Internal and international, often
through netwaorks, recruitment
and pooling of family resources
(relevant theories: new
economics of labour migration;
network and internal dynamics;
cumulative causation; dual
labour-market; mobility transition)

Distress migration

Deprivation of mobility freedom
through absence of reasonable
option to stay; applies to
refugees fleeing potentially life-
threatening conditions but pos-
sessing the resources to move
abroad and obtain legal status
(relevant theories: historical struc-
tural; network; new economics of
labour migration)

‘Free migration’

relatively unconstrained mobility
in and between wealthy
countries or by wealthy people,
skilled workers, ‘lifestyle” migrants
(relevant theories: neo-classical;
human capital; mobility
transition)

Listing precarious migration (as a result of low positive liberty or capabilities and low liberty or external
constraints); improvement migration (low positive liberty but high negative liberty); distress migration

(high positive liberty to but low negative); and ‘free migration’ (both high positive and negative liberty),



33

De Haas has created a template to consider the migrants at the Darién Gap under. From our data we might

be able to observe to which extent they have high or low positive and negative liberty.

Analysis

Document Research Analysis
To what extent does the Darién Gap function as a system and in what ways is it affected by its locality and

migrants flows?

For our documentary research, we will follow the previously laid-out structure, with point 10 removed as

the final report will be the paper this analysis will be embedded in.

1. Identify the research problem or issue

When deciding on a research topic, we quickly landed on the Darién Gap, the only land border between
South and Central America, Colombia and Panama. With migration numbers continuously rising,
reaching as much as half a million in 2023, and over 200 confirmed deaths, we believe more attention
must be paid to this one of the most dangerous borders in the world. As of now, research is
limited—albeit steadily increasing particularly since 2021—hence we are motivated to contribute to the
growing but necessary catalogue regarding the Darién Gap. Our main focus is the migration system, that
is to say, what checkpoints migrants cross; what groups and organisations are present at what points; risks
migrants are faced throughout their journey; and which, if any, differences exist between migrants of

varying backgrounds, such as nationality or gender.

2. Devise a list of possible aims and research questions

Drawing from the above, we have formulated a research question, together with a list of working

questions:
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How does migration across the Darién Gap work, to what extent does it function as a system, and in what

ways do migrants’ agency, aspirations, and capabilities play into it?

And the working questions:
1. How is migration across the Darién portrayed on social media?
2. How is it portrayed in mainstream media, and what is the focus and aim of a given article?
3. How detailed is academic research on the Darién?
4. What is the role of cartels in the (human) trafficking system?

5. How long has an active trafficking system in the Darién been active?

For this part of the analysis, we will focus predominantly on the working questions 2, 4, and 5.

3. Identify the relevant theoretical and methodological frameworks

For this section, we have identified literature review and this very methodology, together with Critical
Border Studies from Parker et al. (2009), Bakewell’s Migration systems theory (2014), Richmond’s
Multivariate Model of Reactive Migration (1993), Piguet’s Political economy of forced migration (2018),

and De Haas’ aspirations-capabilities network (2021).

4. Develop a list of key words or themes from the literature

From our preliminary research and background chapters we have identified the following themes and key

words we will search for and expect to find in our literature:

Forced migration

Darién Gap
Venezuela/Venezuelan migrants
China/Chinese migrants

Afghan migrants
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Haitian migrants
Panama
Colombia

Cartel violence
Sexual violence
Southern route

U.S.-Mexico border

5. Locate physical (library, archives) and electronic documents

Once the themes and keywords were identified, we were able to locate a large number of electronic
documents. For the sake of time management, we focused on digitally published mainstream media
articles and non-academic articles by human rights organisations. Among the publishers were the HRW,

UNHCR, Time Magazine, and Al Jazeera.

6. Classify documents

For the most part, the documents found are newspaper articles. However, we also found quarterly or

annual reports and press releases, as well as quantitative and qualitative data reports on mixed migration.

1. Newspaper articles

2. Press releases and qualitative reports
3. Annual and quarterly reports

4. Fact sheets and infographics

5. Briefing papers

7. Collect (and collate) data
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We will now begin to collect the data, going category to category. Drawing as much data as possible from

our literature, we will organise it in the following steps through relevant themes.

Newspaper articles
Panama and Colombia report overwhelming numbers of migrants across their border. Luke Taylor,
reporting for The Guardian in Bogot4, notes that “medical [...] NGOs [...] attending to injured and sick
migrants crossing the Darién Gap are increasingly unable to manage the record number of people”
(2023c, para. 1). Over 50,000 people made the journey in both July and August of 2023 alone, and
numbers jumped by 77% from June to July. Unsurprisingly, NGOs are struggling to provide assistance to
each individual, whose needs range from broken bones, dehydration and malnutrition, to “‘jungle rot’, an
aggressive fungal infection” (para. 8), as well as physical and mental support after robberies and sexual
assaults. MSF can now only “prioritise the most extreme cases” (para. 10). Numbers show no signs of
abetting, leading Panama to blame “Colombia for inaction” (Moreno, 2023a, headline). As we have seen
in previous chapters, Colombia is largely unable to control its border region. However, Panama’s head of
national migration service Samira Gozaine, “lamented the failure to reach any agreement with Colombia
to promote legal transit” (para. 2). Panama acknowledges a state of crisis but also points out the problem
of not reaching an understanding with Colombia on how to handle this crisis. While Panama has also “had
to deport many Colombian nationals [...] most having criminal records” (para. 6), Colombia has declined
to respond to Panama’s allegations. In September 2023, Panama announced “new measures to crack down
on migrants and asylum seekers” (Al Jazeera, 2023, para. 1), particularly of those with criminal records.
Maximum tourist stays have been decreased from 90 to 15 days as well, and tourists need to “demonstrate
they have at least $1,000 in funds, up from $500” (para. 5), which is not applicable to all visitors. In
coordination with the U.S. and Colombia, Panama agreed to put a stop to Darién migration, planning to
“address ‘root causes’ of migration in the region” (para. 12). These efforts are not likely to end most root
causes such as Venezuela’s economic downturn, Haiti’s political crisis, or Afghans’ persecution by the

Taliban—particularly “in the absence of accessible legal pathways” (para. 13): in 2023, the numbers of
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those crossing the Gap reached “unprecedented” (Moench, 2023, para. 1) levels, and it is not just the
number of migrants alone, but migrants who experienced elevated levels of violence on the journey.
Nearly a quarter report some form of abuse during the seven to ten day trek. The diversity of migrants in
the Darién Gap also speaks to their desperation: most are from Central and South America, particularly
Venezuela and Haiti, but also extra-regional countries in Africa and Asia. Pushed by various reasons such
as gang violence, extreme poverty, inflation, climate change-induced migration, many migrants have “‘no

299

reason to stay’” (para. 11). Moench also points towards the Biden administration’s similarly desperate
efforts to curb migration, shown in strict pre-pandemic regulations for irregular migrants, and New York
City mayor Eric Adams’ visit to the Gap in October 2023 “to discourage further migrants from making

313

the trip” (para. 12). While a spokesperson for the administration claimed “‘the largest expansion in lawful
pathways in decades’ (para. 19), the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) and UNHCR have
called out the “‘failing’ global immigration system” (para. 21). Laurent Duvillier, spokesperson for the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Latin America and the Caribbean, notes that “[i]t’s the entire
region that needs to turn what is often misperceived as a threat into an opportunity for growth and
political and social stability” (Duvillier as cited in Moench, 2023, para. 24).

As previously pointed out, migration in the Darién is increasingly becoming an extra-regional
issue, as visible in the numbers of “disillusioned Chinese” (Chen, 2023, subtitle) are rising. In the first six
months of 2022, approximately 400 Chinese citizens arrived in Panama, rising to over 900 in January
2023 alone. Making up more than a quarter of Darién migration since 2010, the Chinese are compelled by
Covid lockdown rules and the CCP’s rule over the country. These migrants cite various reasons for
leaving China behind, ranging from learning about human rights violations, zero-COVID policies,
detainment within city limits (Szeto, 2024), and economic struggles (Yeung, 2024). Chinese migrants,
having made up 25,000 of the overall 500,000 in 2023, have a different Darién experience than most other
nationalities. They take so-called VIP routes advertised as “quicker and less strenuous” (Yeung, 2024,

para. 9) often cost up to 2000 USD (Szeto, 2024). This is possible as overall, Chinese migrants in the

Darién are Chinese middle class, meaning that they have just enough capital to secure themselves a
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seemingly safe border crossing, but not enough to do so through study or work visas (Oyen, 2024). Their
seeming wealth also comes with its own risks, as they are regularly taken advantage of by traffickers, a
problem that is exacerbated by the language barrier (Yeung, 2024). Moreover, it appears that Chinese
migration is all but voluntary: “‘I was forced to do this [...] It’s really difficult for most Chinese people to

299

apply for a visa to America [...] That’s why we’re here in the jungle’” (para. 36). The above factors have

999

led to a feeling of “‘urgency’” and “‘hopelessness’” (Szeto, 2024, para. 28), leading to a sharp increase of
Chinese migrants and detainees at the U.S.-Mexico border. Not least of all, this is due to migrants
increasingly sharing information on social media: The Guardian’s Alicia Chen describes how Chinese
migrants find information on Telegram channels with “thousands of members” (2023, para. 21). Taking
the plane from China to Istanbul, then Ecuador, they take the bus into Colombia—final station
Necocli—where they wait to cross into Panama. Under the promise of anonymity, Chen’s sources confirm
that Chinese migrants usually have more money for their journey than other groups of migrants, but that
this exposes them to violent crimes and kidnappings. Additionally, the presence of Chinese and other
migrants has “drastically altered” (para. 31) Necocli with “many businesses now catering to the migrants”
(para. 31), including a new, popular Chinese restaurant. Social media information sharing has recently
reached a new level, with some migrants reaching influencer status (Turkewitz, 2023).

Meanwhile, Venezuelan migration is also at an all-time high. Propelled by an economic crisis at
home, many are also unable to find employment in Colombia. Many Venezuelan women therefore find
themselves in the position to seek sexwork in order to support their families (Moloney, 2018). Just like the
Chinese, Venezuelans find information for the journey on social media, but what they find is rarely
reliable. Ifiigo Alexander of The Guardian reports the implementation of a “VIP route” (2023, headline),
promising to avoid the dangers of crossing the Dariién Gap, but the route is hardly any safer: taking the
sea route from San Andrés off the Colombian coast to Nicaragua, migrants who often had been saving up
for years have gone missing, reportedly the victims of human trafficking. Advertised on TikTok and
WhatsApp as ““100% safe’” (para. 8), the sea route is anything but. Between 2022 and 2023, a reported

74 migrants have gone missing with over one thousand having been rescued. Desperate to avoid the lethal
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risks of the Darién, migrants are yet unaware of the ‘VIP routes’ risks prior to embarking on them, despite
the risk being equally high. Furthermore, traffickers charge migrants between 1,400 and 8,000 USD for
the trip, including flights, boat ride, and bus rides through Central America, as well as accommodation,
etc., and “guaranteed legal entrance into the U.S.” (para. 14). As the Darién crossing becomes more and
more diverse, so do the ‘VIP routes,” seeing migrants from countries such as Uzbekistan and Syria, as
well as African countries. African migrants in particular are becoming more aware of the risks awaiting
them in the Darién Gap as “macabre stories” (Diaz and Botts, 2023, para. 4) about its dangers are
spreading. Authorities on the Colombian side are either unable or unwilling to get to the bottom of these
new routes. Javier Sarmiento, “the deputy attorney for human rights at the office of the inspector general”
(Alexander, 2023, para. 16), claims that the government “hasn’t wanted to pay attention to this”
(Sarmiento as cited in Alexander, 2023, para. 17), going down the same vein as the Panamanian claims
above against Colombia. Evidently, even when willingness to tackle trafficking and illegal migration
exists, they are hindered by corruption. “All the authorities involved in this work are very susceptible to
corruption. They are practically in direct contact with traffickers” (Garcia as cited in Alexander, 2023,
para. 31), likely due to the lucrative nature of trafficking. And it is not likely that the movement of
migrants is going to stop anywhere in the near future. Colombia’s ambassador to the U.S., Luis Gilberto
Murillo Urrutia, refers to the movement across the Darién as an “unsustainable crisis” (Murillo Urrutia as
cited in Montoya-Galvez & Giraldo, 2023, para. 1). In September 2023 alone, U.S. officials “processed
roughly 50,000 Venezuelan migrants” (para. 3). Like Panama, the U.S. is “frustrated” (para. 5) by
“Colombia’s unwillingness” (para. 5) to take the necessary steps to curb the ongoing migration.
Conversely, Colombian President Gustavo Petro argues for a “humanitarian way” (para. 6) to deal with
the rising number of migrants. Similarly, a report by the Interagency Coordination Platform for Refugees
and Migrants (R4V) points towards Colombia’s efforts to offer legal pathways and extended integration of

(113

Venezuelan migrants into Colombia. One of those pathways are the “‘safe mobility offices’ (para. 10),
vetting migrants in Colombia for eligibility to enter the U.S. But for now, safe and legal pathways are still

out of reach for most people crossing from Colombia into Panama. MSF reported treating nearly 400
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survivors of sexual violence in 2023 alone, with more unreported cases presumed due to the stigma
experienced by survivors of sexual violence (Taylor, 2023b). Cases of rape are rampant with the victims
as young as 11. Reportedly, most of those occur in the “more lawless Panamanian™ (para. 14) jungle as
the Colombian side is managed by the Gulf Clan which severely punishes rapists “to prevent human
rights issues from denting their people-smuggling profits” (para. 14). Urging Panama and Colombia “to
deploy an effective security system” (para. 3), MSF already witnessed up to 35 cases a month, an
overwhelming number of survivors of sexual violence which has increased seven times by February 2024
(Taylor, 2024a). Most concerning are the instances of mass sexual violence which sometimes involves
“more than 100 victims at a time” (para. 16). The vulnerable status of migrants across the border is being
exploited not only by drug traffickers but also local politicians who aim to profit from the absence of state
actors. However, smaller groups and individuals tend to keep their exploitations to the Panamanian side,
partially due to the lack of state intervention and the Gulf Clan’s reign over the Colombian side, but also
due to the fact that Panamanian state actors, should they be present, prioritise border control over the
safety of migrants. Even more so, the International Crisis Group points the finger at Panamanian border
guards committing acts of sexual violence against migrant women. With that in mind, it comes as
something of a surprise that MSF is being ordered by Panama to stop treatment of migrants (Taylor,
2024b). Officially, 48 people have died in 2023 during the trek through the jungle and nearly 60,000
surviving migrants were treated by MSF, and it is expected that the number of migrants who make the
journey is going to continue to surge. Therefore, MSF reports concern over the effects of halting
treatment. Moreover, funding for NGO treatment of migrants is dwindling. R4V, formed as a response to
the crisis in Venezuela, found that by the end of 2023, their annual response plan had only received 16%
funding, over 20% less than the previous year, causing humanitarian NGOs like R4V struggle to support
all migrants in need (Marini, 2023). Afghans, Venezuelans, Chinese, and others share the many perils of

their journey: from the mud reaching high in the wet season, alligators in the waters, and dozens of dead

bodies along the pathways (Green, 2023), to robberies (Dell’Orto, 2023), dehydration, allergic reactions

and physical injuries (Buschschliiter, 2023), the journey is difficult at every turn. For instance, when
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migrants’ water supply runs out, they often have to rely on drinking from the river whose water pollution
poses just one of many risks (Green, 2023). Beyond the confirmed deaths and cases of medical treatment
and sexual abuse, IOM’s Missing Migrants Project found that “at least 207 migrants have been reported
missing or dead” (Chen, 2023, para. 29). This number shows that beyond the confirmed deaths, a large
number of migrants are never found, suspected to be dead or of unknown fates. Despite that, migrant
numbers are not letting up, although many are hindered by efforts to curb irregular migration. For
instance, the arrest of two boat captains on trafficking charges by the Colombian navy has left several
thousand migrants stranded in the remote town of Neoccli (Taylor & Landis, 2024).

Many of those both stranded and moving across the border are children. According to UNICEEF,
nearly 100 children “had died or gone missing” (Phillips, 2023, para. 2) in 2022, “more than any other
year since 2014” (para. 2). In 2021, a reported 29,000 children crossed the Darién, a number which more
than doubled by 2023—by August alone, over 60,000 children had made the journey, causing aid groups
to sound the alarm. But the risks and dangers of the jungle have little effect on the migrants. Originating
from countries like Ecuador, whose “murder rate rose by nearly 500% between 2016 and 2022” (para.
13), and Cameroon, many fear “‘the threat of death and torture’” (para. 17) every day, accepting the
dangers of the Darién so long as it takes them away from the those they face at home. This is true in
particular for Afghan migrants who cross a minimum of 11 countries with the hopes of receiving asylum
in the United States and Canada (Rosenberg, Cooke & Botts, 2023). Since September 2021, shortly after
the Afghan government fell to the Taliban, Brazil has issued humanitarian visas to around 4,000 Afghan
nationals, with nearly half having crossed the Darién Gap in 2022 alone. Not unlike the Venezuelan and
Chinese migrants, the Afghans too were unprepared for the risks they were about to face, and most
interviewed advised others not to follow their journey. Even after the often long trek across the Darién,
many have to wait additional months in Mexico for their asylum appointments, unable to return to their
countries of origin due to the dangers they face there. For most, the Darién is the last option and one only
taken because all legal options have failed (Green, 2023). Many Afghans in Brazil, Colombia, and

Panama are eligible for the Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) programme, but due to extended processing
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times, they opt for quicker solutions instead, such as humanitarian visas to Brazil. However, here they

encounter an additional challenge: misinformation. The issue is “tremendous” (Arango, 2023, para. 4) as

3

migrants are targeted by scammers to pay large sums of money for a “‘safe’ trip” (para. 4).
Misinformation is spread far and wide, from WhatsApp channels to social media ads, “and even

clandestine travel agencies” (para. 4).

Press releases and qualitative reports
From the MPI comes a feature about the development of the Darién Gap from an uncrossable barrier to

the “migration crossroads of the Americas” (Yates & Pappier, 2023, headline). Caitlyn Yates and Juan

Pappier describe the absence of any “infrastructure that would facilitate easy crossing” (para. 1), such as
cellphone service or roads of any kind. In fact, the authors point out that the biggest factor in the Darién’s
favour is its unique geographical location, as discussed in previous chapters—it is the “only land-based
pathway connecting South America to Central America” (para. 2). In the 2010s, this had fairly little
impact on overall migration, which Yates and Pappier describe as “relatively inconsequential” (para. 3),
but since 2021, numbers have been rising exponentially, from an average 11,000 a year to 130,000 and
250,000, and finally around 500,000 in 2023. But migration in the Darién region is not new by any
means, as it was originally used by Colombians fleeing internal violence. However, crossings were not
registered by Panama until 2010 and for the first five years, they remained well below any significant
number, until border crossings reached an average of 30,000 in 2015 and 2016. MPI mentions several
reasons for the exponential growth in migrant numbers: firstly, increasing visa restrictions, leaving many
South American and Caribbean migrants with few alternatives. Furthermore, communication between
migrants has led to more and more people learning about and choosing the Darién as an alternative route.
Last but not least, Yates and Pappier point out “multiple and compounding drivers of migration in the
Americas and beyond” (para. 7), ranging from the economy’s collapse in Venezuela, to increased internal
violence in Ecuador, crises in Haiti and Afghanistan, etc. MPI reports that this has put pressure on both

sides of the border, in part from the biggest destination country of Darién migration, the U.S. Regardless,
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efforts of deterrence have done little to decrease migration, as over 80,000 migrants were recorded in
August, although changes can be noted in the national makeup of migrants—while Venezuelans account
for more than half of the migration in 2022 and 2023, for most years, they were surpassed by Haitian and
Cuban migrants. Moreover, Venezuelan migration has decreased, partially due to the U.S.’s humanitarian
parole programme and the expulsion policy for Venezuelan nationals. Similarly to what has been reported
in mainstream media, MPI is concerned about the increased number of children which make up an
estimated 21% by August 2023 alone, many of which are unaccompanied. As reported by UNICEEF, as
many as ten unaccompanied minors cross the Darién every day. Regardless of age, however, all migrants
face similar risks and dangers. In the absence of governmental control and humanitarian assistance, the
jungle is controlled by smugglers, gangs, and drug cartels ‘guiding’ the migrants along most of the way.
The journey begins at the Gulf of Uraba from where a ferry is taken to the town of Necocli, and further to
Acandi and Capurgana, located closer to the Darién jungle. From here, multiple routes are available
which vary, depending on “restrictions imposed by the Panamanian authorities and the Gulf Clan” (para.
12), and other factors. Depending on the advertised ‘safety’ of a route, costs vary significantly, implying
that “migrants with fewer resources” (para. 13) take longer, more perilous routes, often “in the range of a
couple hundred U.S. dollars” (para. 13), while those who can afford it may pay up to 2,000 USD per
person. In contrast to the data from mainstream media, Yates and Pappier claim that those routes are
“shorter and safer” (para. 13). Land-based routes are overall cheaper and tend to take longer, between four
and ten days, but also very challenging. The maritime-based routes, more expensive and less frequented
by migrants, cross from the Colombian Juradé into the Panamanian Jaque to land in Puerto Quimba, from
where migrants continue on foot. The other journey takes migrants from Necocli to Capurgana at the
Panamanian border. From here, they continue by boat to either Caledonia or Carreto. Regardless of which
journey, none are genuinely safe, as migrants run out of water, rely on polluted river water, break bones,
drown or sometimes go missing. It is likely that only “a fraction of the number of deaths” are reported
(para. 17). Once the jungle is crossed, migrants reach either Bajo Chiquito or Canaan Membrillo, Panama.

They are registered by Panama’s National Migration Service and in Canaan Membrillo, “a prosecutor has
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been tasked with registering abuses against migrants” (para. 19), although language barriers often make
reporting crimes challenging. Other NGOs and humanitarian organisations and governmental
organisations in the area include the SNM and border patrol, run by Panama’s Ministry of Security, MSF,
the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), IOM, and UNICEF, although Panama’s child protection
agency is notably absent. MPI considers these services “useful” but “insufficient” (para. 25) due to the
lack of resources and high numbers of migrants paired with the dangerous nature of their journey. Besides
lacking running water, camps also have to make do without interpreters which increases the difficulty for
migrants to access available services or report crimes or a missing person. Yates and Pappier describe
how Panama and Colombia, largely due to the volume of migrants and in agreement with the United
States, aim to restrict northward migration. Although by the time the article was published in September
2023 irregular migration had all but increased, MPI also noted that “Panama announced the
implementation of Operation Shield to combat criminal groups and migrant smuggling in the Darien Gap”
(para. 29) as well as continued “frustration” (para. 29) with Colombia’s “lack of cooperation” (para. 29).
Yates and Pappier draw the conclusion that “the odds seem stacked against efforts to entirely halt
trans-Darien movement” (para. 30) and point towards research showing that “blocking established
pathways does not end migration” (para. 30) but instead forces migrants to find new and even more
dangerous routes. Furthermore, the authors believe that existing counter-migration efforts are unlikely to
have the desired effect of actually curbing migration and rather push migrants to find new routes which
are possibly more costly due to the increased need to go around authorities. Since the Darién Gap already
is a “last resort” (para. 32), they believe it is unlikely to see decreased foot traffic. As such, Yates and
Pappier propose a focus change on “the challenges that people on the move face in the Darién Gap and in
their origin countries” (para. 34), suggesting that involved countries create “legal pathways for more
diverse groups of migrants” (para. 34).

A similar report by the CFR, authored by Diana Roy, details the journey through the Darién. Roy
describes that the Darién Gap has become one of the main migration hubs in the Americas. This is largely

due to crackdowns on sea and air migration following a record-high number in 2023 of over a half a
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million migrants, risking a “deepening humanitarian emergency” (Roy, 2024, para. 2). Experiencing
pressure in their countries of origin, such as political and economic instability, violence, and climate
change-induced driving factors, migrants are again able to travel through Latin America since many
countries have lifted the Covid border and visa restrictions. Roy furthermore details the differences in
nationalities, pointing out that until 2021, over half of all migrants in the area came from Haiti, driven by
gang violence and political instability. Roy’s report appears to be in accordance with Yates and Pappier as
she describes the journey taken by migrants, starting in Necocli, while migrants from outside the region
often start out in Brazil or Ecuador due to more relaxed visa policies than for example Mexico. In a
relatively new development, African migrants fly to Nicaragua to avoid crossing through the Darién,
while the city of Turbo is also becoming a new starting point for migrants alongside the established
departure hub of Necocli. Roy notes that despite many available routes, most end at Bajo Chiquito and
Canaan Membrillo where humanitarian organisations like MSF and UNICEF provide medical services to
migrants. Additionally, temporary housing infrastructures are set in place by Panamanian authorities and
although there are calls for increased assistance, Panamanian Foreign Minister Erika Mouynes explains
that “the government lacks the money needed to provide long-term humanitarian support to migrants”
(cited in Roy, 2024, para. 15). Following initial health services, migrants are “biometrically screened by
authorities for the first time on their journey” (para. 15). In accordance with the U.S., Panama has laid out
a plan to dedicate around 1,200 government agents, including border police, “to combat transnational
organised crime in the jungle” (para. 16). However, partially due to increased unrest, political instability
and poverty in countries such as Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, migrant numbers have continued
to grow, resulting in Panama stepping up deportations.

Next, Refugees International visited two of the departure spots in Colombia, Necocli and
Capurgand, in an effort to understand the motivations behind migrants’ crossing of the Darién Gap.
Establishing background information, author Rachel Schmitdke (2022) describes the journey of 20
Venezuelan interviewees in Necocli who first entered Peru where they were met with “extreme

discrimination—including threats and robbery” (p. 6), then Ecuador. None of these, nor of another group



46

interviewed in Colombia, expressed any desire to remain in the country but were open to Panama or Costa
Rica should they be able to obtain work permits. Most were stuck in Necocli for the time being, having
spent most of their money on the trip thus far. This has had both an effect on the migrants, particularly
their need to earn more money during their wait, as well as on Necocli itself. Schmidtke describes how
the presence of migrants has changed the local economy, as reported by The Guardian’s Alicia Chen
above. Street vendors sell products such as gas stoves, tents, and animal repellent, while the overall
economy has ‘dollar-ised’ (‘se dolarificd’)” (p. 7), inflating prices significantly. As most migrants have
little financial support, they often cannot afford the hotel rooms costing 7 to 10 USD a night, and with no
shelters available, most resort to sleeping on the streets, tents, or public hammocks. Despite the presence
of paramilitary organisations upholding order in town, this still increases migrants’ risk to crimes like
sexual assault and robbery—oftentimes by each other. Refugees International describes individual reports
of a 13-year-old Venezuelan girl travelling with her older boyfriend “trying to force her into sex work to
make money for the trip” (p. 10) and a mother of four whose partner appeared to beat her to the common
knowledge of locals, but without intervention from authorities. Schmidtke also takes note of two existing
boat companies in Necocli, which cater to migrants and Colombian tourists respectively, with the
migrants’ data registered and passed on to Panama by a Migracion Colombia official. Prices differ wildly,
with migrants being often charged 50 USD while tourists are charged 30 USD. Clandestine night
departures, aiming to avoid authorities, can often cost less, although the “more attractive option” (p. 9) to
Carreto, Panama, can cost between 200 and 400 USD, despite the high risk of fatalities. Adding to that are
language barriers, confirming reports by MPI and others, that non-Spanish speaking migrants are
“especially isolated” (p. 10). During their research, Refugees International “did not observe any
humanitarian or government workers who could act as translators for the multiple languages spoken by
extra-continental migrants” (p. 10). Additionally, and in contrast to the reports on the Panamanian
receiving towns, Necocli has “limited” (p. 10) presence of humanitarian aid. While organisations such as
the Red Cross, UNICEF, and IOM are present, “their work must be scaled up to meet the needs of

displaced people” (p. 11). At the time of Refugees International’s visit to Necocli, UNHCR was not
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present in Necocli but in the city of Apartadd, two hours from Necocli. Additional support is provided by
local churches through snacks for children, food, or clothing. From Necocli, displaced persons cross into
Capurgand, concurring with Yates and Pappier’s research. Smuggling operations appear better set-up than
aid organisations as Migracion Colombia’s “main function is to help tourists” (p. 14) while smugglers
whisk away new arrivals “in a matter of minutes” (p. 14), taking them to shelters costing up to 50 USD a
night. Often closely tied to this, if not directly involved in, are paramilitary organisations, using the same
smuggling routes for people as for drugs. Refugees International mentions the COCOMANORTE, who
control this part of the jungle and routes going through it, charging 30 to 60 USD according to UNHCR
but 100 to 400 USD according to the migrants themselves. Prices depend both on routes and nationality,
with Cubans reportedly being charged 400 USD. Similar to news reports, Schmidtke describes reports of
“dead bodies [...] decomposing in the jungle” (p. 14). As a result, similarly to Yates and Pappier,
Schmidtke proposes Panama, Colombia, and the U.S.to “work together to reroute migrants [...] towards
safer routes” (p. 16). Panamanian policies limit migrants to certain entry points and areas where they can
receive humanitarian support, forcing migrants to cross through the jungle. Hence, Refugees International
calls for a change in Panamanian policies, as well as an end to deterrence practices, including visa
controls, which Refugees International believe “will only further [...] endanger migrants or push
displaced persons into the hands of smugglers” (p. 17).

As a result of many of the issues pointed out by Refugees International, a press release by IOM
and UNHCR “call[s] for a stronger response in the Americas” (UNHCR, 2023a, title). Citing
“‘unprecedented’” (para. 5) challenges, Filippo Grandi, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, explains
that no one country alone can address these challenges. Furthermore, the agencies stress the importance of
“regular migration pathways for saving lives” (para. 7) through for example humanitarian or work visas.
Restrictive policies can “create barriers to asylum” (para. 8), risking that migrants are returned “to places
where their lives could be at risk” (para. 8). Similarly, representatives from the U.S, Colombia, and
Panama are engaging in efforts to “strengthen migration coordination” (U.S. Embassy Bogota, 2023),

visiting the Darién Gap in February 2023. Pointing out that irregular migration “‘is a regional challenge
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that requires coordinated solutions’” (para. 4), the involved states released a trilateral joint statement in
April 2023, aiming to “[e]nd the illicit movement of people and goods through the Darién [...] [o]pen
new lawful and flexible pathways [...] as an alternative to irregular migration” (Labradorjm, 2023, para.
6-7) and “[l]Jaunch a plan to reduce poverty, improve public service delivery, create jobs, and promote
economic and sustainable opportunities” (para. 8) in northern Colombia and southern Panama. In a June
2023 U.S.-Colombia joint commitment media note, the Office of the Spokesperson further delves into the
“creation of Safe Mobility Offices that would identify, register, and categorise the reasons for irregular
migration and channel those who qualify through lawful pathways from Colombia to the United States”
(Office of the Spokesperson, 2023, para. 5), aimint to prevent migrants from taking the risk of irregular
migration. The note confirms the U.S. government’s commitment to additional legal pathways for
Colombians.

A report by HRW from November 2023 with the headline “‘This Hell Was My Only Option’”
confirms most of the above. Authors Martina Rapido Ragozzino, Americas senior research assistant, and
Juan Pappier, Americas deputy director, begin by introducing the geographical location of the Darién
Gap, as well as a historical insight into its migration, pointing out the recent dramatic increase in
numbers. Unlike the reports previously evaluated, Ragozzino and Pappier also pay close attention to the
role of the Gulf Clan or AGC, one of the principal players since 2016 and 2020 particularly, following the
peace accord between the FARC and the Colombian government, and the defeat of the ELN. The clan
with its estimated 9,000 members holds “‘hegemonic control’ over the Uraba” (p. 14). Ragozzino and
Pappier outline three main roles the Gulf Clan plays in region: first, regulation of the routes, controlling
which routes migrants can use and who can assist migrants, as well as using the “migration flow to divert
attention from the movement of cocaine by sea” (p. 15); second, extortion of “everyone who benefits
from the migration flow on the Colombian side” (p. 16), including “people who rent out their homes, sell
boat trips” (p. 16) or pose as ‘guides.” An approximation by Colombia’s Ministry of Defense states a
profit of 125 USD per migrant. Third, the Gulf Clan enforces rules on the migrants as well as locals,

sometimes carried out “through threats and killings” (p. 16), killing ‘guides’ who sexually abuse migrants.
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Moving on, Ragozzino and Pappier find similar conclusions to other reports and articles, describing the
sea route from Necocli to Acandi or Capurgana, outside the Colombian side of the Darién. Also similar to
previous findings is the inflated price migrants have to pay for boat tickets: 40 USD and more compared
to the tourist prices of 18 USD. Authorised docks and their boats are equipped with “lifejackets, formal
tickets, and established departure times” (p. 19) and furthermore provide Colombian authorities with
names and passport numbers of their passengers. The authors confirm the finding of Roy that the town of
Turbo is becoming an alternative starting point to Necocli, having gained popularity only in 2023.
Between 500 and 1,000 people are estimated to depart from Turbo every day as per September 2023. As
the Turbo route appears cheaper, it is popular amongst migrants from for example Venezuela and Ecuador.
When migrants arrive in Acandi and Capurgana, they have the opportunity to stay at shelters run by the
COCOMASECO or COCOMANORTE, two Afro-Colombian neighbourhood communities (Mataix &

Duran, 2023). COCOMASECO runs a shelter in Acandi, having lost another to COCOMANORTE’s

Neighbourhood Action Committee (JAC) in 2023 (Rapido Ragozzino and Pappier, 2023). But the price of
admission is steep—100 to 300 USD per migrant, and in return they receive “evidence” (p. 21) of
payment which lately looks like a sticker on their passport or ID; however, migrants are not allowed to
start their journey if they have not previously paid, and some report being threatened by “[a]Jrmed men”
(p. 22). In accordance with previous reports, the journey in Colombia is predominantly marred by natural
threats, such as the rivers, mud, and wildlife, but once having crossed into Panama, migrants are also at
risk of physical and sexual attacks. In particular women and girls are at risk, as migrants interviewed by
HRW confirm. Some detailed that Panama’s SENAFRONT “‘showed no empathy’” (p. 31) to the reports
of rape and that they received help from human rights organisations. Additionally, data from IOM’s
Missing Migrants Project reports “at least 229” (p. 33) missing persons between 2021 and September
2023, although “that figure represented ‘only a small fraction of the true number of lives lost™ (p. 33)
according to the report. In October 2023, UNHCR found that nearly half of the migrants surveyed had
seen “between 1 and 15 bodies” (p. 33), with the causes ranging from drownings to homicides. Weather

and natural conditions often force groups to separate, leaving family members to “never learn what
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happened” (p. 36) to a missing person. In November 2021, the UN Committee on Enforced
Disappearances (CED) reported allegations of “‘mass graves of unidentified migrants’” (p. 36) which has
since been dismissed by the Panamanian authorities. Another instance is misinformation. “Reliable
information about the Darién Gap is hard to obtain” (p. 25), causing Panama, Colombia, and the U.S.
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aiming to “‘combat misinformation’” (p. 25). Many migrants rely on social media and word-of-mouth,
with a reported seven out of ten surveyed by UNHCR receiving information from family and friends and
35% from TikTok. Traffickers reportedly benefit from misinformation as they can purposely spread
erroneous information” (p. 25) since “inaccurate information obtained from those sources can also be
difficult to counter” (p. 25). Lastly, in accordance with other reports, Ragozzino and Pappier discuss the
lack of legal pathways and the impact this has on migration through the Darién, identified by the IOM as
the “region with the highest growth globally of international migrants” (p. 38). The HRW report dives
into some nationalities’ causes and challenges for migrating through the Darién Gap, detailing for
instance Venezuelans’ struggle—while visa restrictions are in place in many countries, passports too are
“hard to obtain even for those who can afford them” (p. 43) as authorities “often lack basic materials to
issue the documents, such as paper and ink” (p. 43). Haitians, one of the largest nationalities in the region
next to Venezuelans, have similar problems due to the ongoing political crisis in their country. Visa
restrictions implemented for Ecuadorians initially led to a downturn in nationals arriving at the
Mexico-U.S. border; however, this coincided with an increase in Ecuadorian border crossings at the

Darién. As a result, HRW urges regional and the U.S. government to “[e]xpand legal, order, and safe

pathways” (p. 59) and to create a “rights-focused regional machism” (p. 58).

Quarterly reports, fact sheets, and infographics
The Mixed Migration Centre’s (MMC) Quarterly Mixed Migration Review (Quarter 1 2024) for Latin
America and the Caribbean sees a continued high volume of migrants crossing through the Darién Gap, in
particular Venezuelans and Ecuadorians. In a survey by IOM, 63% “declared their intention to migrate

abroad in the next 12 months” (Mixed Migration Centre, 2024a, p. 3). The conditions previously laid out
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in Venezuela continue to cause Venezuelans to emigrate, as nearly 8 million now live outside their home
country. Most of them are in Latin America and the Caribbean, particularly Colombia. Similarly,
exacerbated levels of crime drive Ecuadorian movement while Chile, Peru, Mexico, and Colombia aim to
“stem irregular migration” (p. 6). Colombia in particular has observed increased levels of irregular
migration, especially noting Chinese migrants. Additionally, MSF reports on its ban by Panama, despite
the “sharp increase in sexual violence” (p. 8). In a related press release in February 2024, MSF urged
Panama to “‘redouble their efforts to protect the most vulnerable people’” (MSF, 2024, para. 8), reporting
staggering numbers of sexual assaults and violence: in recent attacks, reports MSF’s head of mission in
Panama and Colombia, “armed men are detaining [...] between 100 and 400 people” (Eguiluz as cited in
MSF, 2024, para. 4), systematically abusing and assaulting migrants, particularly women, often in front of
their families. Reportedly, a lack of cooperation results in the killing of some migrants. Eguiluz goes on to
note that he has not seen such levels of violence, including sexual violence “in other humanitarian crises”
(Eguiluz as cited in MSF, 2024, para. 7). This concurs with MMC’s February 2024 report on Security
risks in the Darien Gap and assistance needed among migrants. 86% of the reports’ respondents
considered the Darién Gap to be the most dangerous section of their journey, with 91% “having
experienced at least one incident” (MMC, 2024b, p. 2), most of which occurred on the Panamanian side,
with 88% at the hands of local community and 53% by armed groups. This is in contrast to a similar
report from 2022 in which local communities were reportedly responsible for 54% of attacks and
smugglers for 20%, at the same level of other migrants (MMC, 2022, p. 3), a number that has since gone
down by 2% (MMC, 2024b). Risks for children remain equally high, with injury, death, and sexual

violence ranking among the top three main risks for children (p. 4).

8. Identify emerging themes from the data

Through evaluating and collating the data, we have found following emerging themes:

- Darién as a last resort for migration
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- Avoidance of the Darién with information coming from social media but little alternatives

- Counter-migration efforts and policies by involved countries (e.g., Panama, Colombia, U.S.)
- Inability or unwillingness to control migration at a governmental level

- National migration (Venezuelan, Haitian, Chinese, Afghan, Cuban, etc.)

- Health concerns, particularly treatment of sexual violence

- Migration of (unaccompanied) minors

- Legal programmes/humanitarian parole programmes (particularly U.S.)

- Routes, including safety and prices (land/sea based, nationality and income factors)

First and foremost, it has become clear that the Darién is a last resort to many, and that most migrants are
aware of its challenges. This can be seen as more alternative routes pop up, both maritime and on-land.
Through misinformation campaigns by smugglers, migrants are led to believe that such new routes are
safer than old routes, and safer than they actually are. Additionally, an emerging theme is
counter-migration efforts such as at the U.S.-Mexico border, Panama’s ban on MSF in the Darién, and
deportations or visa bans on migrants. Similarly, particularly from the Colombian as well as the
Panamanian side, we noted a certain level of inability, if not unwillingness, to control migration at a
governmental level. This was noticeable in the absence of Colombian authorities near the Darién,
particularly as the area was governed by the Gulf Clan, as well as an absence of Panamanian authorities in
the area altogether. Much data also perused the difference in national migration, i.e., the reasons for and
experiences of Venezuelans, Haitians, and other nationalities, and particular of regional migration versus
extra-regional. Moreover, most reports and articles clearly expressed, or relayed, concerns regarding
migrants’ safety and health, such as experiencing violence in the jungle, dehydration, or physical injury.
This was particularly salient for children. Many reports expressed concern over the increase of children in
the Darién Gap, particularly unaccompanied minors. Additionally, some information was found on the

routes available, including changes over the years from departure points, etc. For instance, the town of
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Turbo was mentioned as a growing departure point. Lastly, most of the data called for safe, legal routes so

migrants would not feel forced to take the route through the Darién as a last resort.

9. Interpret evidence and link with research questions and literature themes

To what extent does the Darién Gap function as a system and in what ways is it affected by migrants’

agency, aspirations, and capabilities?

To answer our research question, we will move on to link the previously defined theoretical elements to

the above delineated themes.

Migration Systems

Using Bakewell’s elaboration of migration systems theory, we will first look into what he considers to be
a “set of interacting elements” (Bakewell, 2014, p. 310, bold and italics in original). These elements are
defined as the movement of people, abstract ideas, or goods. As our data has shown, migration routes in
the Darién are the same as for drug smuggling purposes, largely as migration in the area is managed by
cartels and drug traffickers. People, the most important component of Bakewell’s elements, are naturally
migrants, who are trafficked across the Colombian-Panamanian border. As for ideas, these can be
considered to be ideologies as upheld by Colombian paramilitary groups which took over drug production
at the end of the twentieth century, which often subscribe to their own ideologies, ranging from
communist to right-winged, although these have a negelectable impact on the situation at the Darién Gap.
Additional ideas that consistently cross the border are the firm belief by migrants that life in the U.S. and
sometimes Canada will be better, constituting the primary reason for their crossing. ‘Better’ life, for our
purposes, entails the desire to live free from violence and state control, and have steady, dependable
incomes from respectable, safe jobs. Moreover, it is relevant to include Panama’s frustration with
Colombia, including the idea that Colombia is unwilling to curb migration in the Darién. This may impact

Panama’s decision to order MSF’s to stop treatment. Bakewell also raises the point of institutions in the
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form of “discourses and associated practices” (p. 310) which include for instance smuggling. Both are
clearly demarcated by our data. First and foremost is the practice of smuggling, as it constitutes the
primary element of migration across the Darién. This is due to the fact that unlike across many if not most
other borders, it is virtually impossible to cross from Colombia into Panama without ‘guides’ or
traffickers. Additionally, as mentioned above, this factor is influenced by flows, particularly of people and
goods. Flows and practices are intertwined here as it is the practice of smuggling that enables the flow of
people.

Next, Bakewell considers strategies or “plans for action” (p. 310) by relevant actors. Beyond the
drug trafficking business, which present actors have a stake in, human trafficking is equally beneficial as
our data has shown. A profit of approximately 125 USD per migrant compels the Gulf Clan to kill
‘guides’ who have been found to sexually abuse migrants, motivated to keep this profitable business
going, as a drop in migration implies a dent in the clan’s profits. For the clan, this is an important factor to
consider, as the data has shown that most migrants are aware of the dangers that will face them in the
Darién and often take alternative routes they believe to be safer. Hence, for the Gulf Clan to keep their
‘business’ going, they are motivated to keep a (barely) minimum level of safety. It should also be
mentioned that the Gulf Clan is not the only entity profiting from human trafficking but local politicians
as well who benefit from the absence of state governance. Other strategies include policy changes such as
by the U.S. to create more legal pathways for Venezuelans, as well as actively curbing illegal migration at
the southern border, and Panama’s efforts to make migration less attractive by for instance blocking MSF
from treating migrants exiting the jungle. This may be motivated by Panama’s above idea of frustration
with Colombia.

Furthermore, we are considering the dynamics, defined by Bakewell as “governing the way in
which the elements [...] change” (p. 310). These changes take place both within the system as well as in
its larger environment. Particularly relevant are feedback mechanisms which are part of inter-system
changes. One of these is certainly the changes observed in routes. For years, the town of Necocli was the

primary point of departure for migrants, but it has gained competition from Turbo, an alternative start to
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the journey. While the data has not clearly stated specific reasons for such changes, we are aware that
Necocli has struggled to host the migrants, and has itself changed to adapt. For example, Chinese
restaurants have been established and other businesses equally cater towards the migrants. Additionally,
street vendors in Necocli sell items migrants may find useful on their journey, such as tents. This is a clear
sign of a feedback mechanism, in which Necocli and its people have responded to changes in their native
system, and in turn changed how the migration functions. For that reason, Turbo may have gained
popularity as well, as it is a cheaper alternative to the Necocli route. As many migrants travel with low
funds, cost saving is a strong priority for them, causing them to choose Turbo over Necocli. Again, we
can see an example of a feedback mechanism, as the feedback in Necocli—responding to the influx of
migrants—has created yet another: popularising Turbo. An additional feedback is migrants’ response to
the dangers they face in the Darién. As mentioned above, the largest player in the region, the Gulf Clan,
has a stake in keeping migration as ‘safe’ as possible, a goal which they are largely able to uphold on the
Colombian side. Various sources agree that the Colombian jungle is significantly safer for migrants than
the Panamanian side, largely due to the presence of the clan. However, the clan’s efforts are only partially
successful, as the risks migrants are facing have become public knowledge, often shared on social media,
where migrants are actively and successfully sharing information on their journeys. Despite
misinformation campaigns, the migrants are trying to find safer routes, away from the Darién Gap.
Through these campaigns, available information is often unreliable, likely on purpose to benefit
traffickers. Migrants, particularly extra-regional ones, are often at the mercy of traffickers, from
information, to ‘guiding’ and protection. It is likely that misinformation campaigns are a feedback
mechanism response to migrants sharing information about routes and their safety, as migrants are
becoming increasingly aware of the risks they encounter in the Darién. Since, as mentioned previously,
migration is a non-neglectable income stream for the Gulf Clan and other illicit groups, they are likely to
do whatever is needed to keep the money flowing, setting these feedback mechanisms into motion.
Similarly, we argue that policy changes, as have been previously introduced as strategies or plans for

action, are feedback mechanisms. They do not occur in a vacuum, but are often directly related to the
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movement of migrants, such as the Biden administration’s decision to restrict migration at the southern
U.S. border, as is Panama’s recent decision to begin deportation of migrants. Much of our data has argued
that restricted /egal migration often results in increased illegal or illicit migration. Naturally, this is not the
only influencing factor; however, when enough motivators exist compelling migrants to leave their
homes, they are rarely halted by migration restrictions. The implementation of more legal pathways for
Venezuelans, for instance, has resulted in a temporary drop in Venezuelans at the Darién Gap. The same is
true for Cubans and Haitians who were amongst the largest numbers in the Darién for years until the
implementation of legal pathways allowed Cubans to migrate to North America in a safe, legal manner.
Similarly, Afghans migrate through South America in lieu of legal pathways. While some are available,
the threats against many are too imminent to wait out bureaucratic procedures. Ironically, the increased
migration due to a lack of legal opportunities often creates further restrictions on migration. Additionally,
the Colombian conflict has over the decades created a power vacuum near the Colombian-Panamanian
border, leaving it to be filled by illicit groups like the Gulf Clan. This in turn has made it difficult, if not
impossible, for the Colombian government to effectively enact any policies it may create.

Unlike feedback, the wider environment also impacts dynamics but is not itself impacted by it in
return. In this case, it is made up of a host of factors, starting with geopolitical events in sending
countries. For instance, in Venezuela, this refers to the economic crash and subsequent decades-long
exodus of Venezuelans into neighbouring countries and beyond, while Afghans were compelled to move
due to the collapse of the democratic government. For the various ‘environment’ factors motivating
migrants to move, we refer to the following chapter on theories of forced migration. However, all of them,
different as they may be, affect the migration system at the Darién. As Bakewell invokes migration from
North Africa to Europe, we must consider the factors that motivate migration from Cuba, African
countries, Afghanistan and Central Asia, and many South American countries to the U.S .and Canada. As
many of these crises worsen or remain ongoing, many people’s desire to leave increases, but in turn the
governments of many destination and transition countries, and their people, become unwilling to continue

to host migrants, as can be seen in the example of Panama and the U.S. But these factors, both strategies
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to reduce migration flows and feedback mechanisms that go hand in hand with increasing migration, are
unrelated and therefore unable to impact factors in the environment, that is to say, motivating factors.
Bakewell goes on to point out the importance of migrants’ agency, a factor which we will evaluate in the
following chapters. Important as those are, we agree with Bakewell’s point that migration systems,
particularly one as complex as the Darién Gap, cannot be broken down to individual motivation, as it is

impacted by and in turn impacts political decision making, economic and social circumstances, etc.

Border Studies

In the chapter introducing Critical Border Studies we discussed the alternative ways which Parker et al.
suggests the future of CBS should take. In this chapter, we will apply some of those suggestions to Darién
Gap in how it is viewed as a border. The focus we will be taking is in reframing the epistemological,
ontological, and space-time tracts of CBS to the Darién Gap.

To imagine the border as solidified ground ignores realities of changing borders. Less than fifty
years ago, the United States owned part of Panama—objectively a small map change. However,
thirty-five years ago Yugoslavia existed, and fifteen years ago, South Sudan did not exist. Countries and
borders change, and to act as though they are definitive and permanent is to ignore global realities. The
border between Colombia and Panama has been the same since 1938, but that is not to say it will stay that
way forever (U.S. DoS, 1966). Border permanence is framed by the epistemological and ontological tracts
presented by Parker et al. Derridean deconstruction dictates deconstructing the bias placed on institutions.
National borders are drawn by governments and/or treaties typically, whether that comes after a conflict
or not. Every ‘loser’ wants to imagine one day gaining back the territory they lost, and every ‘winner’
wants to think that they are the exception to the rule, that they alone will have the permanent empire.

The Darién Gap itself is a fascinating study in natural boundaries. It comprises a jungle so wild
and dense that the Pan-American highway was never completed, yet it also exists outside of what is
considered to be the ‘line in the sand’ between Colombia and Panama. The jungle straddles the

international border butcrossing that border means little. It is the Darién that migrants must survive, not
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the border crossing. To fully comprehend the migration going on across the border between Panama and
Colombia, the view must be expanded outward. The problem with focusing solely on the line drawn on a
map is that the actual cause of a migration crisis is ignored. Migrants crossing into Europe through the
Turkish border or into the United States through the Mexican border or into Panama from the Colombian
border are not the problems of those individual states. One must assess where those migrants are coming
from. It is a drastically simplistic point of view to approach critical border studies as though they only
have two sides to them.

We believe that the concept of soglia presented by Parker et al. (2009) is the best way to describe
the Darién Gap. To say that the Darién itself is a hard border does not make sense. However, when it
comes to the migrant’s journey it is indeed soglia. The international border between Panama and
Colombia makes little difference in the middle of the Darién jungle to the migrants struggling through it.
Though this does not make the international border irrelevant, the Darién is inherently a space in between.
Unlike many borders that may have camps on one side for refugees and migrants, the Darién Gap is a
place of movement and there is nothing static about it. The routes are constantly changing, the jungle is
changing, the ground beneath people’s feet is moving with the weather. The Western notion of borders is

too concrete for the fluid nature of the Darién.

Theories of Forced Migration

The first theoretical concept we identified under theories of forced migration is the distinction between
acute and anticipatory refugees, the former of which flee in reaction to an event or crisis while the latter
leave home in anticipation of a conflict. From what we have been able to observe, most migrants at the
Darién appear to be acute migrants. Particularly Venezuelans, whose country has been experiencing an
economic crisis for over a decade, are by default unable to anticipate a crisis but rather react to it.
Similarly, Afghans and Haitians are reacting to their respective state collapse rather than anticipating it,
and Ecuadorians also appear to react to the rising violence. As we pointed out in the subchapter of our

conceptual framework, acute movements are the result of political change, which for our purposes
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extends to social and economic change as well. As a result, it appears that from the data we have
evaluated, no significant case can be made for anticipatory migration.

Additionally, the identified concepts include economic inequalities as a result of globalisation.
While most of our data has focused little on the global relations behind migration causes, it is at least
possible to consider that increased global interaction has exacerbated economic inequalities. Certainly,
Venezuela’s crisis has led to increased abuses of human rights, not least of all as it often results in
life-threatening migration routes. Moreover, it is the result of poor economic management over several
decades, in particular the government’s sole focus on oil as an economic driver. Therefore, due to the
global demand for oil and Venezuela’s erstwhile ability to provide it, the case can be made for
globalisation to at least be connected to human rights abuses. However, the evidence is not structurally
sound enough for us to entertain it further; rather, we will consider Piguet’s notion of autonomous choice.
While we consider migration in the Darién to be forced, due to the untenable conditions migrants face
prior to departure, we have seen that a certain level of choice, agency, and autonomy factors into the
journey. For instance, we have laid out how communication between migrants allows more of them to
choose the Darién as an alternative route to now-restricted, more legal routes. Furthermore, some level of
choice exists between routes, as multiple points of departure exist, namely Necocli and from there Acandi
and Capurgana, and more recently Turbo. However, despite the seeming availability of choices, as several
routes are advertised as ‘“VIP’ or or are tailored towards more financially stable migrants, they are not
equally available to all migrants. Additionally, migrants are charged different prices based on nationality,
with Cubans reportedly paying 400 USD as compared to 100 USD. Therefore, even though we are
operating under the principle of migrant agency, it is clear that it is being severely restricted at many
points. Moreover, Piguet considers the point that some governments (in countries of origin) tolerate or
encourage the flow of migration. We would like to apply this notion to transit states, as we have seen that
both Panama and Colombia struggle in governing their shared border, and that particularly Colombia as
the sending or transit state neglects its responsibility to control the border region. While we have not seen

this notion verbalised, it is interesting to consider the possibility that Colombia’s governments have not
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stemmed and evidently are not interested in stemming the migrant movements, particularly as it already
hosts most of the Venezuelan migrants and refugees. This is part of the identified theme of ‘inability or
unwillingness to control migration on a governmental level,” relating to the evidence that Colombia is
currently unable to exert government control in the region; however, Piguet’s point allows for the
consideration that this inability may be partially unwillingness, as well. Similarly, Piguet also considers
the possibility that migrants’ country of origin also factors into the flow of migration. Certainly, we were
able to observe this, particularly in the differences in prices and routes available to migrants. As
particularly Chinese migrants often can afford the ‘safer’ routes, while some nationalities are only offered
more expensive routes to begin with, there is no doubt that nationality plays a significant role in migrant
movement. We have even identified ‘national migration’ as one of the salient themes, referring to the
differences between groups of migrants due to their nationalities. Therefore, we can confidently say that,
based on the data we were able to obtain, the notion that the countries of origin play a role in migration
movements can be confirmed.

Additionally, we are using Anthony H. Richmond’s Multivariate Model of Reactive Migration
(1993). Similarly to acute and anticipatory refugees are the concepts of reactive and proactive migrants,
the former of which operate under constrained levels of freedom, while the latter aim to maximise their
benefits. Although the line between the two concepts are blurry, Richmond posits that proactive migrants
have more options available to them. This is an indication for us that it is at the very least unlikely for
migrants in the Darién to be proactive migrants. Would they fall into this category, due to the dangers as
well as testimonies available to us, it is unlikely that they would choose to travel through the Darién. An
additional factor Richmond includes is political instability. While he makes clear that it is not the only
determining factor for flight, we have seen examples of political instability in several sending countries,
such as Afghanistan, Haiti, and Venezuela. While for some, personal liberty or economic conditions are
more important, political stability certainly plays a role in migratory movements. Moreover, Richmond
dives into states and other agents abusing their power or utilising violence for their means. We have not

seen much evidence for state violence in the cases of Panama and Colombia outside of claims that
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Panamanian border guards sexually abuse migrants; rather, we have seen detachment or individual
participation. That is to say, Colombian state players have been found to be complicit in or benefit from
the smuggling trade, for example in the report by HRW (Rapido Ragozzino & Pappier, 2023). Altogether,
there is little observable violence on the Colombian side, including other players such as drug cartels as
they benefit from the trade and have little incentive to disrupt it. Rather, some form of state or other
violence is observable in all sending countries, from Afghans fleeing Taliban retaliation, to Venezuelans
experiencing violent forms of coercion at home, to Ecuadorians, Haitians, and Colombians experiencing
gang violence, for all of which we have observed evidence in our data. In the case of the Chinese, where
we have not seen explicit examples of physical violence, other forms of coercion or state intervention into
private life have been noted. Therefore, we can confidently confirm that abuse of power both from state
and non-state actors creates potential for flight. Moreover, Richmond noted states’ right to protect their
borders, leaving many migrants in statelessness or other forms of limbo. We have seen many examples of
this, in which particularly Mexican state attitude towards migrants left many of them in limbo. However,
in the case of the Darién it is the lack of border protection as much as state presence at the border that
leaves migrants in limbo. From the data showing migrants stranded in Necocli or at the Panamanian
border, it is clear that a lack of finance or state-organised transportation creates uncertainty for many
migrants. It may be the case that should more effective border protection or border management be in
place, that migrants would have an easier (or at least safer) time moving across it. This may particularly
be so as Colombia, as a transit state, has an incentive in facilitating onward migration. Additionally, the
data has shown some readiness on Panama’s part to restrict even short-term stays in the country. For
instance, tourists need to demonstrate financial stability of 1,000 USD in funds, and while our research
does not concern leisurely travel, this change together with Panama’s crackdown on migrants with
criminal records shows a willingness to ‘protect’ Panamanian borders and limit foreign migration.
However, it is uncertain to which extent these changes actively impact migrants’ experience in and after
the Darién Gap, that is to say, whether migrant crackdown leaves more in limbo. Ultimately, we can

determine that at the very least, state intervention has an effect on migrants’ onward movement, however,
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we cannot say so with certainty. It will be for future research to ascertain the extent to which border
control in the area impacts migrants’ movements, for instance when considering the development of
policies in countries like Panama, Colombia, and Mexico. Especially the role of visa requirements will be
important to look into. Richmond has furthermore identified the category of precipitating events, i.e.,
changes in the political, economic, or social situation which can motivate people to migrate. Additionally,
Richmond identified 25 categories of reactive migrants. The first, political/political, are migrants from
“war-torn countries” (1993, p. 19), be that an invasion of external forces or internal conflict, such as civil
war. We can easily identify Afghans as well as Haitians as such a group, as both are fleeing internal
conflicts. In the case of Haitians, political instability has been waged particularly by gangs, resulting in
the stepping-down of the president. As for Afghans, many former interpreters and local staff of
international companies and organisations are fleeing Taliban retaliation since the fall of the democratic
government in 2021. At the same time, Afghan migrants can also be defined as political/social (category
4), as they are fleeing a regime committing human rights violations, such as mass executions, forced
disappearances of activists, and a complete ban of women from education. According to Richmond, the
latter category can be identified as social/political (category 8) as well, i.e., escaping a deprivation of
human rights. For that reason, Afghan female migrants may be considered under a separate category from
men, due to the complete loss of all human rights under the Taliban regime. Most Venezuelans are likely
to fall under the economic/economic (category 10), as they are forced to move due to “total economic
collapse, chronic unemployment and loss of livelihood” (p. 20). The Venezuelan economic crisis over the
past decade has led to the above ‘loss of livelihood’ for many people, forcing them to find employment in
other places. Colombians fall under a mix of categories, including economic/social (category 12),
migration that arises out of economic changes in for instance rural areas, regional inequalities, etc., and
political/social (category 4), escaping regimes committing human rights violations. However, Richmond’s
categories do not seem to take into account violations committed by non-governmental players; therefore,
we would like to clarify that the data has shown that most internally displaced Colombians, as well as

refugees, flee from violence committed by guerrilla groups and drug cartels rather than state violence.



63

Additionally, political/bio-psychological (category 5) reasons may factor in. This includes threatening
individuals with execution or torture for instance due to protesting against the state. However, we need to
again point out that this category does not so much relate to the Colombian state as to non-state actors,
and that Colombian IDPs are at threat of being recruited against their will by paramilitary groups rather
than the state. Chinese migrants equally appear to fall under multiple categories, including
political/bio-psychological and social/economic (category 18), migration rooted in strikes, curfews, etc.
The data has shown that many Chinese left their country due to strict zero-COVID policies and economic
downturn, as well as threats by the state or state-action that has led to a loss of employment or freedom of
movement. At this stage, we are not able to analyse other migrants, such as from Central Asian or African
countries, as we are limited by time and frame of this project. Therefore, it is likely that more of
Richmond’s categories apply to migrants at the Darién Gap. Nonetheless, we believe that the identified

categories are the most relevant.

The Aspirations-Capabilities Framework

Next, we will apply Hein de Haas’ (2021) aspirations-capabilities framework to our data. De Haas has
identified the concept of ‘involuntary immobility,” leading to ‘displacement in place.” This has been
observable in our data as migrants become stuck in transit due to missing funds, national disasters, or
slow bureaucratic processes. Most commonly, migrants wait in Necocli until they have assembled the
funds to continue their journey, but lack of integration or work opportunities are likely to keep them in
‘involuntary immobility’ in other places as well. De Haas’ concept of migration aspirations is equally
relevant to our data as it considers people’s increased awareness of ‘alternative lifestyles.” As many
migrants receive information—or awareness—of migration routes as well as a better life not only from
friends and family but increasingly social media, it is more than likely that such content can impact their
migration aspirations. In that vein, de Haas purports that migration restriction can increase the desire to
migrate as migrants may experience an obsession with leaving. As we are operating with a form of forced,

reactive migration, it cannot be said that migration restrictions enforced for example by Mexico or the
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United States have a strong enough impact on the desire to migrate. Instead, the less safe, legal routes are
available, the more migrants are forced to go through the Darién Gap, fueled by the desire to lead safer,
better lives. Our data showed that increased legal opportunities for Venezuelans lowered the numbers of
migrants in the Darién for a while. Similarly, De Haas’ concept of lifestyle migration was noticeable.
Generally applying to Chinese migrants, they have chosen to migrate to North America often due to
restricted personal freedom in China as well as struggling economically. As the data has shown, all
migrants in the Darién use this route to improve their lives, find jobs, and live in safety, yet there are
degrees to their aspirations. For some, migration is an absolute necessity as there are no legitimate
opportunities for employment, while others desire improvements to their current lifestyle. Nonetheless,
regardless of differences to which migrants desire a better life, our data has shown clearly that all are
fueled by migration aspirations. As for migration capabilities, there are again notable differences. Overall,
Chinese migrants have the most financial capabilities, that is to say, they have better funds than most
other migrants in the Darién Gap, allowing them to often take shorter—although not necessarily
safer—routes. As we have not found sufficient data explaining current Colombian migration, or lack
thereof, across the Darién, this will require further insight by future researchers, but nonetheless, we have
found that in the late twentieth century, Colombians fled to Panama to avoid the violence at home.
Nowadays, however, Colombian migration to Panama is noticeably low. Furthermore, more Colombians
are internally displaced today than become refugees, and most of the population of the Darién-adjacent
state of Choco lives below the poverty line, as does most of Colombia’s rural population. Therefore, it is
likely that many simply lack migration capabilities. In the cases of many migrants, we have seen through
our data that they often lack the capabilities to travel through safe or regular routes such as work, student,
or humanitarian visas, but are equally unable to stay due to lack of employment or threats to their life.
Examples for this are migrants from Haiti or Afghanistan, for instance, whose lives are being threatened
by state or gang violence, or Venezuelan women who can often only find employment as sex workers. It
is therefore clear that many migrants in the region both lack a viable option to remain in their country of

origin, as well as the funds and other options to move safely and humanely. Within the Darién migration,
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while many migrants can be placed in the category of voluntary mobility, such as Chinese migrants, many
others soon land in involuntary immobility as they are unable to move further on. Many others are
involuntarily mobile as they are forced out by conflict or a complete lack of employment. Similarly, De
Haas points out that voluntary mobility or immobility can only apply so far as potential migrants are able
to move but can choose to stay. However, these categories are somewhat limited, as voluntary mobility,
immobility, and involuntary mobility all assume high migration capabilities, yet, as we have seen, this is
rarely the case in the Darién. In fact, most migrants cross here due to a lack of viable options or
capabilities. In other words, many migrants in the Darién do not have sufficient migration capabilities in
the form of funds which leads to eventual involuntary immobility at some stage of their journey, yet only
temporarily. The data from the Darién Gap has shown that migration aspirations and capabilities create
categories too stagnant to explain the absolute need to move. For this context, we suggest the possibility
of movement between categories. This leads us to the additional category of migrants of ‘voluntary
return,” which does not sufficiently imply the genuine desire to return home but a lack of options
elsewhere. However, many migrants, and particularly Venezuelans who reside in Colombia, do not return
‘voluntarily’ but move further onwards. Additionally, we are considering De Haas’ concepts of negative
and positive liberty, i.e., the absence of barriers to migration and the ability to take charge. Across the
board, migrants at the Darién are faced with negative liberty as they encounter many obstacles to their
journey, ranging from a lack of passports, visa options, finances, and more. They therefore only have
limited negative liberty as well as they have little positive liberty or capabilities to migrate. Positive
liberties can however range from money to social connections and physical ability. Many migrants here
are able to move due to information sharing between friends and family, and on social media, but
nonetheless, our data has shown that much of this information is incorrect—often on purpose as
smugglers benefit from misinformation. Therefore, Darién migration is also limited in sufficient
migration knowledge. The same is true for social connections, as groups are split or some members may
die. The data shows that even a near-total lack of positive liberties does not, or only rarely does, lead to

any form of immobility in the Darién in the long term. In De Haas’ table combining positive and negative



66

liberty categories, low liberties of both forms is considered ‘precarious migration,” generally by poor
migrations moving from the countryside to the city, or internally displaced persons. This form of
migration is described as often being short-distance and internal. In the case of the Darién Gap, it
therefore needs to be expanded as extra-regional migrations equally fall into this category as regional
migrants. Without any resources to speak of, they embark on long-distance journeys, often between
several countries (e.g. Venezuela to the U.S. and sometimes even between continents (Asia or Africa to
South America, then North America). Chinese and some Afghan migrants fall into ‘distress migration,’
deprived of their mobility but with the resources to move, while Chinese migrants also fall under
‘improvement migration.” Previously, they might have been placed in ‘free migration,” however this too,
is no longer applicable as it is considered “relatively unconstrained mobility” (p. 27) which is not quite
the case due to visa restrictions. Nonetheless, it is valid to consider, as many Chinese migrants can be
seen as ‘lifestyle’ migrants. In short, precarious migration is insufficient to explain the Darién migration
because it is generally for short-distance migration, yet applicable as it includes ‘poor and vulnerable
migrants’; improvement migration is generally for labour migrants; distress migration refers to refugees,
however only with funds to move; and ‘free migration’ is virtually applicable to none as all experience
restrained mobility and most low migration capabilities. Nonetheless, De Haas’ categories are still very
relevant and inclusive of many forms of migration. We can find most of them to some extent, and it is

only the unique nature of migration at the Darién that makes categorisation more complex.

Perspective Chapter

For a well-rounded image, and to gain a good understanding of the journey starting in Colombia, it is
important to look at onward migration from Panama. While the Darién Gap might easily be the most
dangerous part of the migrants’ journey to the U.S. or Canada, migrants’ struggles are not over once they
survive it: afterwards, they must “cross some of the most dangerous countries in Central America only to
end up at the arid and hostile border of northern Mexico” (MSF, 2023b, para. 1). Camilo Velez, deputy

mission chief of MSF in Mexico and Central America, describes that MSF regularly receives information
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that migrants are threatened, kidnapped, tortured or sexually assaulted—*“even by authorities” (Velez as
cited in MSF, 2023b, para. 4). Velez further points out that a lack of safe and legal routes forces migrants
to use irregular routes, putting them at great risk. And according to MSF, the number of irregularly
travelling migrants only continues to rise, even in the face of non-existent healthcare and sexual and other
kinds of violence. By September 2023, the number of those migrants crossing into Panama had hit
400,000, double from 2022 (Moreno, 2023b). Deterring measures intended by the U.S. seem to have had
a rather limited effect as the intermittent drop of migrants crossing from Mexico into the U.S. has surged
again. However, CBC Radio reports of a “pitstop” (Moran, 2023, title) in Guatemala at the border to
Honduras. The Attention Center for Migrants and Refugees, built by UNHCR hosts “exhausted travellers”
(para. 4) and offers them medical and legal support, and shelter. Alex Burns, head of UNHCR’s field unit
in Guatemala encourages migrants to apply for asylum in Guatemala as “the government has been very

receptive” (Burns as cited in Moran, 2023, para. 26)—much unlike the United States government, which

is restricting migration at its southern border in an attempt to “stabilise the border region and discourage
illegal migration” (Dell’Orto, 2023, para. 5). However, the numbers clearly indicate otherwise, and the
unsafe remainder of the journey from Panama onwards only discourages few. The New Yorker’s
Stephania Taladrid (2023) describes a young family’s desperation to start a prosperous life in the U.S.,
relying on strangers’ kindness to feed or house them for the night. Their journey took over three months
from Colombia onwards, having spent half of that in Mexico alone. According to Taladrid it was difficult
to tell who was a trafficker and who was a legitimate immigration agent. By late 2022, just a few months
before the publication of the above article, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) announced
that Venezuelans illegally crossing into the U.S. would be sent back to Mexico (2022). They would now
only be eligible to legally cross if they had a U.S. sponsor, and fulfilled health requirements and biometric
screenings. But as dangerous as the Darién is, and as uncertain as the arrival to the U.S. the journey from
Panama to Mexico is equally rife with danger and uncertainty. The “craziness” (Maldonado as cited in
France24, 2023, para. 16) really began in Panama in a “lawless zone rife with bandits” (para. 16). But

even when gangs and cartels can be avoided, the real danger for many waits in Mexico. Feeling “like a
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‘prisoner’” (para. 45) in government shelters, Venezuelan migrants hide away from immigration agents in
the mountains. And their chances hardly increase once making it past the Mexican officials: since October
2022 when the U.S. border was shut to Venezuelans, many are stuck in Mexican or Panamanian camps, or
wherever else they found themselves on the journey when the decision was made. Thousands of

Venezuelans—and by default, other migrant groups—find themselves in limbo after U.S. policy change

(Perlmutter, 2022).

Discussion

This paper was as challenging to write as it was curious and thought-provoking. Due to the migration
surge in recent years, little academic research on the topic exists, aside from some by now long-outdated
papers. Therefore, unable to conduct interviews or ethnographic research, we found ourselves in the
position to undertake document analysis. Even though this research method is oftentimes criticised for
being open to bias, we also acknowledge that no methods are entirely exempt from bias. Additionally, we
made sure to draw from a wide array of documents, thereby being able to find agreements between
various sources. As they, often unknowingly, backed each other up, this increased the reliability of each
source. Moreover, many sources were produced by authors from the same cultural or national background
as their topics, allowing for a diverse background of authors as well. This is important to consider as
authors’ positionality can affect their writing, as well. However, even though we are content with the
paper’s findings, considering its scope and time constraints, we are also aware that more work can and
must be done. Firstly, it is helpful—although dangerous—to conduct additional ethnographic research
and/or interviews. Secondly, interviews with employees of NGOs active in the region. Thirdly, we want to
call attention to the field of social media. As we have pointed out, a new phenomenon of migrant
‘influencers’ has recently arisen. This includes platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube, and
includes migrants rising to internet ‘fame’ as they are sharing their Darién experience and aiming to help
other migrants. Similarly, much illicit and false information can be found on platforms such as Telegram

and Tiktok, where both migrants and their ‘guides’ to-be share insights and information on how to
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navigate the Darién. As much of this information is in Spanish, we chose to forego analysing social media
data but would like to call for future research to be conducted in this area. Doubtlessly, much more and

new information can be found here.

Conclusion

Through the above pages, we have worked to answer our research question, 7o what extent does the
Colombia-Panama border function as a migration system and in what ways is it affected by its locality
and migrant flows? Through utilising Bakewell’s (2014) migration system theory, we were able to
determine that migration at the Darién Gap is indeed a functioning system. Flawed as it may be, it
contains interacting elements made up of flows (of people, ideas, and goods), institutions (discourses and
practices), and strategies (plans for actions), as well as dynamics impacting the elements’ changes in
regards to feedback mechanisms and the larger environment. We were able to observe the flow of both
people, goods such as drugs, and abstract ideas such as the belief in a better life across the border, as well
as the existence of institutions such as various forms of trafficking. Next, we found the strategies by
various actors are in place, including efforts by the Gulf Clan to keep migration across the Darién ‘safe,’
and policy changes by affected and involved nation states. The dynamics impacting the elements’ changes
were particularly visible in feedback mechanisms in the form of changes to the local economy,
(mis)information campaigns, and again policy changes. The wider environment was noticeable through
factors motivating people to leave their homes behind.

Both De Haas’ (2021), Richmond’s (1993), and Piguet’s (2018) theoretical elements are
particularly interesting to understand the migrants’ behaviour, desires, and capabilities. We can therefore
now better understand what drives this side of the migration system of the Darién Gap. Our theoretical
explication has shown that a variety of types of migrants can be found in the Darién, with varying degrees
of legality, finances, aspirations, and capabilities. As a rule, virtually all migrants are reactive or acute
migrants, responding to one or multiple crises rather than anticipating them. While such migration does

exist, our data states explicitly that the Darién is a last-resort migration, allowing the conclusion that
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anticipatory migration would not occur in the Darién. Furthermore, our application of Parker et al.’s
(2009) border studies showed that the Darién does not function as a border in the strictest, Western sense
of the word. Rather, it should be considered to be a soglia or space in-between. It is a lawless, ungoverned
space in-between the countries of Panama and Colombia, but its status as a border is of little consequence
to the migrants crossing it. Although the Darién Gap, its geography, and the routes going through it are
constantly changing, this does not take away from its relevance as an international border. However, it
goes to show that it is a border like no other and cannot be captured and understood in the traditional
sense of the word.

In short, we were able to determine that the Darién Gap as the border between Colombia and
Panama is an active, functioning migration system, heavily impacted by its geographic location on the
Panamanian isthmus and consequent fluidity and lawlessness, as well as by the sheer desires and

desperations of reactive, acute type of migrants.
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Figure 1. Map showing the Darién Gap and the international border between Panama and Colombia
(Milenioscuro, 2018).
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Figure 2. Pictorial map showing the Pan-American Highway across North and South America
(Geographicus Rare Antique Maps, 1930).
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Figure 3. Map depicting territory in Colombia controlled by the government and guerrilla organisations
(Al Jazeera, 2017).
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Figure 4. Map showing the former Panama Canal Zone (National Atlas, n.d.).
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Figure 5. Image showing the Mercator world map (Evans, 2023).
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