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About UNPRPD: 

The United Nations Partnership on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNPRPD) is a unique partnership that 

brings together UN entities, governments, OPDs and broader civil society to advance the rights of persons with 

disabilities around the world. 

The Partnership was created to foster collaboration between its members and complement their work around 

disability inclusion through UN Joint programming. The Partnership operates through a Multi-Partner Trust Fund 

(MPTF) established to channel resources for participating UN organizations (PUNOs). 

The UN entities participating in UNPRPD are ILO, OHCHR, UNDESA, UNDP, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNFPA, 

UN Women and WHO. Other UNPRPD members include the International Disability Alliance and the 

International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC). 

The main contributors to the UNPRPD MPTF are Australia, Finland, Norway, Sweden, United Kingdom. 
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Disclaimer: 

The data and information presented in the report are based on the situational analyses conducted at the country 

level and were drafted by the UN country teams. Methodology for data collection included a desk review of 

relevant literature, key informant interviews and focus groups, stakeholder mapping exercises and consultative 

workshops with key stakeholders. The UNPRPD has not edited the report or verified the findings for accuracy. 

This report does not necessarily reflect the position of the UNPRPD. 
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Acronyms and abbreviations
 

ACP Panama Canal Authority 

ASD Autism Spectrum Disorder 

BCRP Meritorious Fire Service of the Republic of Panama 

CASPAN Ann Sullivan Centre of Panama 

CCA Common Country Analysis 

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women 

CGR Office of the Comptroller-General of the Republic 

CONADIS National Advisory Council on Disability 

CONAMU National Council for Women 

CONAMUIP National Coordinating Committee of Indigenous Women of Panama 

CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child 

CRI Rehabilitation Centre for persons with disabilities 

CRPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

CSS Social Security Fund 

FENAPEDI National Association of Persons with Disabilities 

FONAMUPP National Forum of Women in Political Parties 

ICERD International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination 

ILO International Labour Organization 

INAMU National Institute for Women 

INEC National Institute of Statistics and Census 

INMFRE National Rehabilitation and Physical Medicine Institute 

INSAM National Mental Health Institute 

IPHE Panamanian Institute for Special Rehabilitation 

MEDUCA Ministry of Education 

MEF Ministry of Economy and Finance 
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MiCULTURA Ministry of Culture 

MIDA Ministry of Agricultural Development 

MIDES Ministry of Social Development 

MINGOB Government Ministry 

MINSA Ministry of Health 

MITRADEL Ministry of Employment and Labour Development 

MIVIOT Ministry of Housing and Regional Planning 

MOP Ministry of Public Works 

MPI Multidimensional Poverty Index  

MPTF Multi-Partner Trust Fund 

NHDI National Human Development Index 

OEO Office for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities 

ONDIS National Observatory of Disability 

ONSIPD National Office of Comprehensive Health Care for Persons with 

Disabilities 

OPDs Organizations of Persons with Disabilities 

OPVG Panamanian Observatory against gender violence 

PEG Strategic Government Plans 

PEN National Strategic Plan 

PENDIS First Survey on Disability in Panama 

REINTEGRA Comprehensive Rehabilitation Centre 

RENACER National Certification Registry 

RET Refugee Education Trust 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 

SENADAP National Secretary for the Development of Panamanians of African 

descent 

SENADIS National Secretariat on Disability 

SIEGPA Gender-based indicators system of Panama 

SMEs Small and Medium-sized industry 

SNU United Nations System 
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UNCT United Nations Country Team 

UNPRPD United Nations Partnership to Promote the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities 

USAID United States Agency for International Development 

WB World Bank 

WHO World Health Organization 

Executive Summary 
Implementing the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) implies a valuable 

social change that involves modifying perceptions about disability, enacting and adjusting laws, universal and 

specific public policies for persons with disabilities, as well as providing inclusive services. This Situational Analysis 

refers to the advances made and the limitations of the Republic of Panama, as a State Party of the CRPD, in taking 

measures to enforce the rights of persons with disabilities, focusing on the identification of challenges and gaps 

that hinder the consolidation of the necessary preconditions to attain them, and taking into consideration the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).    

The figures of the First National Survey on Disability conducted in 2006 indicate an incidence rate of 11 per cent 

of persons with disabilities among the population of Panama. This rate is higher among women, and there is an 

evident prevalence associated with poverty and vulnerability conditions. The analysis of health care services, 

education, employment, access to justice shows that these are not inclusive, thus implying that there are obstacles 

to the access and enjoyment of such services for persons with disabilities. Furthermore, the socially and 

institutionally shared stereotypes and prejudice towards persons with disabilities are visible and persistent. 

The quantitative and qualitative data included in this Analysis, which has been collected through documentation 

revision, interviews and focal groups stem from governmental and non-governmental sources as well as from the 

civil society, organizations of persons with disabilities and persons with disabilities from urban, rural and 

indigenous areas, to the extent possible considering COVID restrictions. Triangulation processes to validate the 

available information were conducted. Beforehand, an induction workshop on cross-cutting approaches and 

preconditions for the inclusive development of persons with disabilities was conducted. Two hundred people from 

48 government institutions, associations of persons with disabilities and self-represented persons, from 

government entities, the civil society, the academy and the United Nations System attended such event and their 

opinions are a fundamental input for this situational analysis exercise on the rights of persons with disabilities in 

Panama. 

This document is organized into three large sections of information: the first one contains information that 

provides a context of disability in Panama; it describes the model of disability in force in the country, the scope 

through the available figures, a quick review on the public policies drawn during the period 2005-to this date, as 

well as other legal and programme initiatives promoted by the government and entities of the society with the 

purpose of including persons with disabilities as holders of rights and active subjects of development in Panama. 

The second section includes the description of the findings made throughout the analysis of the available 

information, which has been organized according to the following preconditions: participation of persons with 

disabilities, equality and non-discrimination, inclusive services, accessibility, budgeting and financial management 

6 | Situational Analysis of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama – 2021. 



   
 

            

          

            

         

       

       

 

                 

 
   

           
          

              
            

             
 

              
       

        
          

    

      

          
         
            

       
 

        
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

   

          
 

       
 

       
   

 

   
 

 

according to what is set out in the CRPD, and accountability and governance. Each of these sections identifies the 

problems and challenges that have to be overcome to make progress in the inclusion of persons with disabilities 

as active members of development in Panama. Results reveal the impact of the socio-economic condition, poverty, 

geographic inequality, gender, ethnic group, age and other factors on the life of persons with disabilities. The 

third section includes an analysis of the findings, conclusions and recommendations, emphasizing the conditions 

required to reverse to break certain stigmas and inequality conditions that may cause the exclusion of persons 

with disabilities and their families.    

Context 
Within the Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 2021-2025 agreed between the United Nations and 
the Government of the Republic of Panama to support the achievement of national priorities and the SDGs, the 
United Nations country team (UNCT) in Panama submitted an Expression of Interest in response to the first call 
for proposals of the UNPRPD 4th Funding Round with the aim of developing and implementing a Joint Programme 
to scale up CRPD implementation in Panama, focusing on the essential preconditions for disability inclusion 
across all sectors, policies, programmes and/or services, as well as on the implementation of disability-inclusive 
SDGs. 

In this regard, a Situational Analysis on the fulfilment of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is required to 
facilitate the identification of bottlenecks and priorities to be addressed in the future initiative. This process 
involved government bodies, associations of persons with disabilities and organizations of family members, as 
well as self-represented persons with disabilities. These groups have played a significant role in the promotion 

and implementation of a number of measures related to public policy and programme delivery in the country.1 

Purpose of the analysis 

Recognizing the need to translate the CRPD into concrete actions that uphold the rights of persons with disabilities 
and enable progress towards achieving the inclusive SDGs, this Situational Analysis has engaged stakeholders to 
jointly identify major obstacles and set key priorities to advance CRPD compliance and implementation, focusing 
on the identification of preconditions for disability inclusion and the realization of the inclusive SDGs, as well as 
the recognition of the key stakeholders in the process, the capacities that need to be enhanced, and the ongoing 
development processes in Panama that need to integrate disability-inclusive programmes or strategies in line with 
the inclusive SDGs.    

Under a human rights-based approach, the analysis focuses on showing: 

● The efforts made by Panama to comply with the provisions of the CRPD. 

● The challenges and gaps that hinder progress on preconditions to accelerate the implementation of the 
CRPD and realization of the inclusive SDGs in Panama (data, policies, institutional capacities). 

● The national and local priorities and key counterparts required for CRPD implementation and the 
realization of the SDGs. 

● The inequalities, discrimination and power relationships to which vulnerable, invisible or 
underrepresented groups are particularly prone (women, children, adolescents, people of African 
descent, indigenous peoples, LGTBQ population, migrants, persons deprived of liberty, among others). 

● The challenges and critical aspects that need to be considered in the COVID-19 recovery plans to ensure 
the inclusion of persons with disabilities. 

1  Policy  on  disability  of  the Republic  of  Panama. SENADIS. April  2009.  
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Introduction to disability in Panama 
Estimated figures for the profiling of persons with disabilities in Panama  

Guaranteeing the rights of persons with disabilities represents a major challenge for Panama. Official figures 
from the National Population Census conducted by the Office of the Comptroller-General of the Republic indicated 
that, in 1990, 31,111 persons (1.33 per cent of the total population) lived with a disability, a figure that increased 
in the 2000 Census to 52,197 (1.8 per cent of the total population for that year).2 

The most recent Population and Housing Census in the country (2010) used an abbreviated version of the six 
Washington Group questions, and determined a disability prevalence of 2.9 per cent (97,165 persons)3 out of a 
total population of 3,405,813 inhabitants, which poses a significant discrepancy with the results of the first 
National Survey on Disability (PENDIS).4 Moreover, it is noted that although the largest number of people with 
disabilities are found in Panama province, the highest disability rate is observed in the Embera-Wounaan comarca 
area with 50 persons with disabilities per thousand inhabitants, 42.6 per cent of which are located in areas where 
access is most difficult (Figure 1). The census only reveals the prevalence of severe disability and those that are 
obvious. 

The first National Survey on Disability (PENDIS-2006) conducted in 2006 indicates that 11.3 per cent of the total 
population (about 370,053 Panamanians) has some degree of disability (a figure also supported by the 
Comptroller-General of the Republic5). Throughout the country the disability incidence rate is higher among 

 
2 La Discapacidad en Panamá: Situación Actual y Perspectivas [Disability in Panama: Current situation and outlook]. Retrieved from: 

https://docplayer.es/5418914-La-discapacidad-en-panama-situacion-actual-y-perspectivas.html
3 11th National Census of Population and Housing, 2010. 

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS869US869&sxsrf=ALeKk00h7L5NJsDliXw_8Q-
llWBfWtbM3Q:1625441456314&q=Censo+de+poblaci%C3%B3n+2010 
4 Atlas Situación Social de las Personas con Discapacidad en Panamá [Atlas of the Social Situation of Persons with Disabilities  in Panama]. 2010. 

https://www.mef.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/08-Situacion-de-las-personas-con-discapacidad-en-Panama.pdf
5 National strategic plan of the Secretariat on Disability 2015-2019. Panama. 2015. https://www.senadis.gob.pa/transparencia/art93-plan-estrategico-

nacional.pdf 

https://docplayer.es/5418914-La-discapacidad-en-panama-situacion-actual-y-perspectivas.html
https://www.mef.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/08-Situacion-de-las-personas-con-discapacidad-en-Panama.pdf
https://www.senadis.gob.pa/transparencia/art93-plan-estrategico-nacional.pdf
https://www.senadis.gob.pa/transparencia/art93-plan-estrategico-nacional.pdf
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS869US869&sxsrf=ALeKk00h7L5NJsDliXw_8Q-llWBfWtbM3Q:1625441456314&q=Censo+de+poblaci%C3%B3n+2010
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS869US869&sxsrf=ALeKk00h7L5NJsDliXw_8Q-llWBfWtbM3Q:1625441456314&q=Censo+de+poblaci%C3%B3n+2010


   
 

           
    

      
        

 

      
    

  
  

 
   

       
   

 
    

  
 

 

  

              

            

              

 

     

 

women (12.4 per cent) than men (10.4 per cent)6, especially in the most vulnerable socio-economic groups and 
rural areas.7 

Figures from the time-use survey in Panama (2011), conducted in urban areas excluding the Darien province, 
indicate that female-headed households are 25 per cent more likely of having a family member with some type 
of disability than male-headed households. 

It is important to note that the largest portion 
of the population of persons with disabilities 
falls within the 25-64 age group (Figure 2), an 
age range associated with the active and 
productive population, which could adversely 
affect the economic and social development 
of the country.8 In addition, 11.5 per cent of 
the population of persons with disabilities are 
children9, considered to be doubly vulnerable 
since they are legal dependants who cannot 
actively participate in decision making and 
they have a disability. 

With regard to employment, only 26 per cent  
of  persons  with disabilities  are economically  active, hired as  unskilled  workers  in  services, mining, industry and  
construction, mainly in the agricultural sector  (2010 Census).10 On this point, it is important to mention that  only  
21.7  per  cent  of  the employed population with disabilities  has  completed basic  primary education, compared  to  
24.3  per  cent  for  the general  population.  Even worse is  the fact  that  only 7.8  per  cent  have  completed four  or  
more years of university education.11 

It is estimated that the public administration in Panama has 233,218 civil servants on its payroll. There are 85 

State institutions of which 49 (58 per cent) reported employing a total of 1,453 persons with disabilities. If we 

assume that 58 per cent of the total number of civil servants work in the institutions that furnished information, 

we could estimate that persons with disabilities represent one per cent of the public-sector workforce.  Curiously 

enough, the lowest number of civil servants with and without disabilities is found in the Ngöbe-Bugle indigenous 

6  Study  on  the Prevalence and  Characteristics  of  Disabilities  in  the Republic  of  Panama. SENADIS. Final  report. 2006. 

https://www.senadis.gob.pa/documentos/vitacora/informe-pendis.pdf  
7  National  strategic  plan  of  the Secretariat  on  Disability  2015-2019.  Panama. 2015. https://www.senadis.gob.pa/transparencia/art93-plan-estrategico

nacional.pdf  
8  Atlas  Situación  Social  de las  Personas  con  Discapacidad  en P anamá  [Atlas  of  the Social  Situation  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  in  Panama]. 2010. 

https://www.mef.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/08-Situacion-de-las-personas-con-discapacidad-en-Panama.pdf  
9  Atlas  Situación  Social  de las  Personas  con  Discapacidad  en P anamá  [Atlas  of  the Social  Situation  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  in  Panama]. 2010. 

https://www.mef.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/08-Situacion-de-las-personas-con-discapacidad-en-Panama.pdf  
10  Situación  de las  Personas  con  Discapacidad  en P anamá  [Social  Atlas  of  Panama:  Situation  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  in  Panama]. Ministry  of  Economy  

and  Finance. See:  https://www.inec.gob.pa/redpan/sid/docs/documentos%20tematicos/Atlas%20social%20de%20Panama/08%20
%20Situaci%C3%B3n%20de%20las%20personas%20con%20discapacidad%20en%20Panam%C3%A1.pdf  
11  La  Discapacidad  en P anamá:  Situación  Actual  y  Perspectivas  [Disability  in  Panama:  Current  situation  and  outlook]. MINSA  (Ministry  of  Health). 2005. 

https://docplayer.es/5418914-La-discapacidad-en-panama-situacion-actual-y-perspectivas.html  
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comarca area (1), and in  the provinces of  Darien  

(8)  and Bocas  del  Toro  (15). Between genders, an  

equal distribution can be observed (Figure  3).  

In 2013, the first National Survey on Autism12 

was  conducted in  inter-institutional coordination 

between MINSA, the Ann  Sullivan  Centre 

(CASPAN, in  Spanish),  the National Institute for  

Special Education (IPHE, in  Spanish)  and  NGOs  of  

parents  of  persons  with autism  spectrum  

disorder  (ASD). The survey was  administered to  

686  people  with autism  (83  per  cent  men, 16  per  

cent women, and 5  per cent unspecified). Of the  

sample, 50.5  per  cent  had some degree  of  

intellectual disability (42.5  per  cent  mild to  

moderate, and 8  per  cent  severe), 30  per  cent  

had motor  development  disorders, 12  per  cent  

had vision disorders, 4  per  cent  had hearing  

disorders, and only 3  per  cent  had no  additional co-occurring  conditions. Given these co-occurring  conditions, the  

survey  revealed that  slightly over  30  per  cent  of  the people interviewed had never  or  barely received medical  

treatment. It is thus recommended that strategies be developed to reach out to them, to expand the coverage of  

early stimulation services to  include the  most  remote areas, to  train parents, and to  review  and improve  the 

inclusive education plan in order to guarantee the right to education for persons with ASD.    

To  date, there is  no  information available on  the population distribution of  persons  with disabilities  by ethnic  

group.13 

Disability model and public policies in Panama 

Panama is  currently transitioning  from  a medical  welfare model  of  understanding  disability to  a human  rights  
model that seeks the inclusion of persons  with disabilities in all spheres of society.14 

Attention to disability as a public policy in Panama began, according to available sources of information, with the 
creation of the Helen Keller School (1942), the foundation of the Special Education School (1948) and the first Bill  
for  the Disabled  (Impedidos  was  the Spanish term  used at  the time to  refer  to  persons  with disabilities)  (1948).15  
In  1951, the Panamanian Institute for  Special Rehabilitation (IPHE)16  was  created with the mission of  providing  
learning  opportunities, education and rehabilitation to  young  persons  with disabilities  (Law  No. 53, art. 1)  Today  
the IPHE  offers  rehabilitation and education services to  children and young  persons  with disabilities  to  facilitate  
their  inclusion in  the regular  education system.  The education services provided, both formal  and non-formal,  
include early childhood, preschool, primary  school, middle school, high school and vocational education17  
(certifications  which cannot  be validated for  access  to  higher  education). In  1985, the Rehabilitation Centre for  

12  First  National  Survey  on  Autism. MINSA  and  partners. 2013. http://caspan.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/PRIMERA-ENCUESTA-NACIONAL

SOBRE-AUTISMO-2013.pdf.pdf  
13  Third  National  Compliance Report  on  the Inter-American  Convention  on  the Elimination  of  All  Forms  of  Discrimination  against  Persons  with  Disabilities  

(CIADDIS, in  Spanish)  and  the Programme of  Action  for  the Decade of  the Americas  for  the Rights  and  Dignity  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  (PAD). 2020  
14  Clara  Gonzalez  Report, (National  Institute for  Women [ INAMU, in  Spanish], 2017). https://inamu.gob.pa/informe-nacional-clara-gonzalez/  
15  Policy  on  disability  of  the Republic  of  Panama. SENADIS. 2009. https://www.senacyt.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Politica-de-Discapacidad-de

la-Rep%C3%BAblica-de-Panam%C3%A1.pdf  
16  Law  No.53. Legislative Assembly. 1951. https://docs.panama.justia.com/federales/leyes/53-de-1951-dec-20-1951.pdf  
17  See:  https://www.iphe.gob.pa/Servicios-y-Apoyos-Educativos-y-Tecnicos  
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the Disabled and the National Directorate on Disability were created within the Ministry of Youth, Women, 
Children and the Family (1997). 

The first turning point can be observed with the enactment of Law No. 42 of August 1999, which establishes equal 
opportunities for persons with disabilities. The 2004 constitutional reform incorporates non-discrimination on the 
grounds of disability in Article No. 19 of the Political Constitution. 

In 2004, the National Secretariat for the Social Integration of Persons with Disabilities was created in the Ministry 
for the Presidency, as an advisory body to the Executive Branch. Later, in 2007, the National Secretariat on 
Disability (SENADIS) was created, as an autonomous institution tasked with managing and implementing social 
policies for the inclusion of persons with disabilities, along with the National Advisory Council on Disability 
(CONADIS, in Spanish), an cross-agency and cross-sectoral advisory and support body, chaired at the highest level 
of the Executive Branch, responsible for pursuing SENADIS objectives and goals with regard to the implementation 
of social policies in this area. 

The human rights model of disability is further strengthened in the country with the enactment of a State policy 
on disability18 (2009), aimed at promoting and consolidating the social inclusion of persons with disabilities and 
their families, through identifying and managing risk factors, mainstreaming social inclusion practices and 
behaviours, and improving the quality of life and opportunities for access to services conducive to their autonomy. 

In 2016, the National Assembly of the Republic of Panama passed Law No. 15, which amends Law No. 42 of 1999 
on the promotion of equal opportunities for persons with disabilities19, laying out, among other measures, the 
obligation of all State entities to mainstream through their policies, programmes and services the principle of 
equal opportunities, and entrusts the Ministry of Social Development (MIDES, in Spanish) and SENADIS with cross-
agency coordination for the implementation of measures aimed at ensuring that persons with disabilities have 
their rights respected.     

The scope of Panama's efforts towards CRPD compliance can also be observed through the formulation and design 
of its public policies. In the document entitled La Discapacidad en Panamá: Situación Actual y Perspectivas 
[Disability in Panama: Current situation and outlook]20 published in 2005, the then Minister of Health stated that 
the challenge in Panama is to achieve equal opportunities for the social participation of persons with disabilities 
in Panamanian society, ensuring access to services such as health, education and work, recognizing their identity 
and enabling them to live their lives in society with dignity. 

With the creation of the current SENADIS, a new stage began in the care of persons with disabilities in Panama, 
from a human rights perspective21, reflected in practice in the development of the 2005-2009 first strategic plan, 
the establishment of sectoral and civil society coordination mechanisms, the conduction of the first specialized 
census on persons with disabilities (2006 PENDIS), the design of the National Disability Policy, as well as 
awareness-raising, promotion, research and human resources training activities. A composite and comparative 
table of the relevant aspects of each strategic plan from 2005 to 2020 can be found in Annex 2. 

2005-2009 first strategic plan 

18  Policy  on  disability  of  the Republic  of  Panama. SENADIS. 2009. https://www.senacyt.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Politica-de-Discapacidad-de

la-Rep%C3%BAblica-de-Panam%C3%A1.pdf  
19  Law  No. 15.  Amends  Law  No. 42  of  1999, which  establishes  equal  opportunities  for  persons  with  disabilities. SITEAL. 2018. 

https://siteal.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/sit_accion_files/siteal_panama_0042.pdf   
20  La  Discapacidad  en P anamá:  Situación  Actual  y  Perspectivas  [Disability  in  Panama:  Current  situation  and  outlook]. PAHO. 2005. 

https://docplayer.es/5418914-La-discapacidad-en-panama-situacion-actual-y-perspectivas.html   
21  2011-2014  national  strategic  plan  for  the social  inclusion  of  persons  with  disabilities  and  their  families.  SENADIS.  2011.  

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/wp-content/uploads/sites/15/2019/10/Panama_National-Strategic-Plan-for-the-Social-Inclusion-of
Persons-with-Disabilities-and-their-families-2011-%E2%80%93-2014.pdf  
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The 2005-2009 national strategic plan for the social inclusion of persons with disabilities22 (2005-2009 PEN) was 
conceptually guided by the principles of human rights, respect for diversity, equal opportunities, citizen 
participation, quality of life and the operational principles of standardization, universal access, autonomy and 
living independently. However, no evidence has been found that the plan set out particular or specific strategies 
to address vulnerable groups such as women and girls with disabilities in rural areas or migrants with disabilities, 
among others. 

Within the framework of this plan, in 2006, the results of the Study on the Prevalence and Characteristics of 
Disabilities in Panama were published, and the findings confirm “that the issue of disability is a multi-causal 
public health problem that includes social, educational, labour and socio-economic aspects which are not far from 
the already known significant gap between rich and poor in our country and that leads to a macro-social 
environment of inequity and inadequate distribution of wealth”/23 

Offices for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities in Government Agencies 

As part of the operational strategy, in 2008, the Office for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities was created in 
all government agencies, based on the principles of social inclusion of persons with disabilities and their families, 
as established in Law No. 23 of 28 June 2007.24 The amendment  to  Law  No. 42  of  1999, introduced through Law  
No. 15  of  2016, sets  forth that  the purpose of  these Directorates is  to  mainstream  disability inclusion in  the 
institutions, both internally and externally, as  well  as  advising  officials  and external users  with disabilities  to  help 
ensure the effective exercise of  the rights, duties  and fundamental  freedoms  of  persons  with disabilities  and their  
families.25 There are currently 45 Offices for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities26 (Annex 3). 

Also in 2008, through a joint effort with the University of Panama, SENADIS published the First Access Manual for 
the development of national accessibility regulations in the areas of urban planning and architecture. In 2009, 
SENADIS brought forward a process geared towards the development of the Policy on Disability. This policy 
document identifies the following barriers and strategies to overcome them: 

● From segregation and discrimination towards awareness and sensitization of the population. 

● From weak enforcement of legal provisions on disability towards respect and implementation of 
specialized legal regulations. 

● From invisibility of disabilities towards updated knowledge on their evolution and innovations in assistive 
technologies.  

In accordance with the identified changes, the State policy, still in force, puts forward four strategic components: 
promotion and prevention, equal opportunities, empowerment, and rehabilitation. 

2011-2014 national strategic plan for the inclusion of persons with disabilities 

In May 2011, SENADIS published its 2011-2014 national strategic plan for the inclusion of persons with 
disabilities, organized under three main areas: 

22  2011-2014  national  strategic  plan  for  the social  inclusion  of  persons  with  disabilities  and  their  families.  SENADIS.  2011.  

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/wp-content/uploads/sites/15/2019/10/Panama_National-Strategic-Plan-for-the-Social-Inclusion-of
Persons-with-Disabilities-and-their-families-2011-%E2%80%93-2014.pdf
  
23  Study  on  the Prevalence and  Characteristics  of  Disabilities  in  the Republic  of  Panama.  Ministry  for  the Presidency. 2006. 

https://www.senadis.gob.pa/documentos/vitacora/informe-pendis.pdf
   
24  Executive Decree  No. 56. Republic  of  Panama. 2008. https://www.gacetaoficial.gob.pa/pdfTemp/26101/12507.pdf
   
25Law  No. 15  of  2016. Amends  Law  No. 42  of  1999, which  establishes  equal  opportunities  for  persons  with  disabilities. SITEAL. 2018. 

https://siteal.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/sit_accion_files/siteal_panama_0042.pdf
  
26  Information  furnished  by  a  SENADIS r epresentative during the validation  workshop  of  the Analysis  –  2  July, 2021.
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● Cross-sectoral policies: favouring awareness-raising and sensitization, access to opportunities, services 
and information, coordination for mainstreaming disability and social inclusion, and knowledge 
management. 

● Sectoral policies: favouring comprehensive and affordable health care, inclusive and equitable quality 
education, access to productive and job placement opportunities, inclusion in sports, cultural, artistic, 
tourism and recreational activities, comprehensive family care, and the promotion of accessible housing.   

● Strategic  thrusts  of  the  programmes: sensitization, awareness-raising, and prevention  of  disabilities;  
universal  access  to  equal opportunities;  cross-agency coordination for  cross-sectoral  disability  
management- knowledge management- application of legal regulations and citizens’ rights/   

The priorities outlined in this 2011-2014 national strategic plan focus on municipal and local development, the 
implementation of an accessibility plan, addressing severe disabilities and situations of neglect, State intervention 
in situations of abuse, inclusion in banking and insurance services, as well as in SMEs, and the internal 
modernization of SENADIS. 

It should be noted that this plan is based on a revision of the lessons learned from the previous strategic plan 
(Annex 4). At the time of this analysis, there is no information on the potential results of implementing this 
strategic plan. 

National strategic plan of the Secretariat on Disability 2015-2019 

The development of this plan was constrained by the absence of updated data as pointed out in the Report on 
the Situation of Persons with Disabilities in Panama, contained in this plan and based on figures from the 2006 
PENDIS. The defined strategy sought to increase awareness about persons with disabilities who are in a situation 
of greater vulnerability in terms of their socio-economic level, geographic location (lack of access to basic services), 
ethnic origin or gender, to allocate more resources to the implementation of initiatives focused on raising 
awareness, to make decisions based on knowledge, communication and information, to motivate and support 
associations and organizations, and to support national and international cooperation. Therefore, the strategy 
lays out the following strategic thrusts (the lines of action for each strategic thrust are shown in Annex 2): 

● Management and governance capacity. 

● Awareness-raising and sensitization. 

● Regulations, research and technology. 

● Empowerment through organizations and full citizenship. 

● Partnerships and cooperation for development. 

● Universal access and equal opportunities. 

In 2020, SENADIS began to evaluate and reformulate State policy through consultations with associations of 

persons with disabilities and their families. This process was expected to include other citizen consultations and 

workshops with the civil society, public entities, and the private sector to validate a new nationwide disability 

policy. 27 Consultations also began to design the new 2020-2024 national strategic plan.28 The previous plan 

remains in effect until the new plan is approved. 

People with disabilities in a situation of poverty 

27 https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/200714/nueva-politica-discapacidad-panama-avanza-traves-consulta-ciudadana 
28 https://www.panamaamerica.com.pa/sociedad/senadis-impulsa-consultas-del-plan-estrategico-nacional-2020-2024-para-apoyar-personas-con 
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In  Panama, according  to  data contained in  the ATLAS  of  Local  Human  Development  (2015), households  with  
persons  with disabilities  reached a Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)  of  19.3  per  cent, compared to  13.9  per  
cent  for  households  without  members  with disabilities. The vulnerability of  households  of  persons  with disabilities  
was  9.8  per  cent  higher  than that  of  households  that  do  not  have  any members  with disabilities, which reached 
9.1  per  cent. Thus, the MPI is  29.1  per  cent  for  households  with persons  with disabilities. This  correlation of  greater  
poverty in  the presence of  a disability seems  to  be associated, on the one hand, with fewer  opportunities  for  
access to basic services, and on the other hand, with a more severe degree of disability.   

The concurrent  presence of  disability and  poverty generates a double di sadvantage in  situations  requiring  care or  
access  to  services (private or  public).  It  is  well  known that  persons  with disabilities  living  in  poverty face greater  
risk of  health problems. Both the WHO and the World  Bank  (WB)  have  warned about  the circle that  interlinks  
disability and poverty. There is  a two-way link between these factors  that  increase their  likelihood.  Poverty can  
increase the risk of  disability due to  multiple factors  such as  malnutrition, lack of  access  to  basic  services  
(education, health care, drinking  water  and sanitation), unsafe working  conditions, among  others, and disability 
can  increase the  risk of  poverty due to  limited employment  and education opportunities, lower  wages and a higher  
cost  of  living  as  a result  of  disability.29 Due to these limited opportunities associated with double discrimination 
or vulnerabilities associated with the life cycle, persons with cognitive or psychosocial disabilities, or multiple 
disabilities, women, children, adolescents, indigenous peoples and the elderly are more likely to be impoverished 
than the rest of the population. 

Health services and disability in Panama 

Panama, as  a  Member  State, is  committed to  making  progress  in reducing  gaps  or  inequalities  through the  
implementation of the WHO global disability action plan 2014-2021: "Better health for all people with disability", 
which aims  to  strengthen the health sector's  response by pursuing  a comprehensive approach to  support  persons  
with disabilities, their  families and caregivers, specifically, to  ensure an  appropriate response of  health services to  
the needs  of  this  population group.30 A  new  resolution on disability and health was  recently adopted at  the  World  
Health Assembly that builds on the human rights approach to disability in health programming.31 

The current National Health Policy (2016-2025) seeks to achieve universal access to health and universal health 
coverage ensuring equity, efficiency and quality. Consequently, Panama has reframed its model for the provision 
of care based on a primary health care strategy to facilitate access and coverage to health services, promoting an 
approach based on the social determinants that facilitate the achievement of the SDGs. In complementarity, the 
Comprehensive Health Plan for People with Disabilities 2015-2019, a strategic document aligned with the WHO 
global disability action plan 2014-2021, lays out a policy to guarantee that persons with disabilities receive health 
services in a timely and dignified manner at all levels of care throughout their lives ensuring accessibility, 
affordability, and quality. 

It should be noted that a draft bill was submitted to the National Assembly in 2012 for the inclusion of Braille 
labelling on medicines, but it has not yet been passed. 

The rights of children and adolescents with disabilities 

Children and adolescents are exposed to multiple and intersecting risks, both because of the stage they are at in 
the life cycle and because of their situation of disability, largely due to their high degree of dependency, the 

29UNESCO-SICA  (Central  American  Integration  System)  article:  ¿Qué dice la  información  estadística  de la  población  con  discapacidad  en l a  región  SICA?  

[What  does  the statistical  data  say  about  the population  with  disabilities  in  the SICA  region?]  WHO, 2011:  World  Report  on  Disability   
30  Executive Council, 134. (2014). Disability:  WHO  global  disability  action  plan  2014-2021:  Better health  for all  people  with  disability.  Retrieved  from  

Apps.Who.int:  https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/175064 
31  World  Health  Assembly, 2021  
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sensitive physical, cognitive and socio-emotional stage of  development  in  which they find  themselves, their  lack  
of recognition until recently as rights holders and their invisibility in making decisions to demand those rights.32 

In the case of vulnerable children and adolescents with disabilities, there are additional barriers in access to health, 
education and other basic services which can further hinder their development and exacerbate the accumulation 
of disadvantages. Hence, the need to design policies, plans and programmes that specifically address this special 
vulnerability and respond to the specific needs of the population of children with disabilities. 

Panama ratified  the Convention on the Rights  of  the Child  (CRC)  through Law  No. 15  of  1990. The National  
Secretariat for Children, Young Persons and the Family (SENNIAF, in Spanish) was established by Law No. 14 of 23  
January 2009  as  a specialized State entity in  charge of  coordinating, executing  and  monitoring  compliance with  
policies  for  the comprehensive protection of  the rights  of  children and adolescents. Recently, in  2020, Law  No.  
171  on the Comprehensive  Protection of  Early  Childhood and Early  Childhood  Development  was  enacted, 
incorporating an approach to disability.33 

In Panama, a Law guaranteeing the comprehensive protection of the rights of children and adolescents is still 
pending approval and implementation. It is important to note that two draft bills are currently being discussed in 
the National Assembly: No. 569, on the comprehensive protection regime for children and adolescents, and No. 
567, which establishes a public policy for the recognition and protection of the human rights of children and 
adolescents. However, it is not known whether the disability approach is being incorporated. Although Law No. 
15 of 31 May 2016 (art. 9) lays down the State's obligation to protect persons with disabilities from any 
exploitation, violence or abuse, Panamanian legislation does not provide for positive measures to prevent the 
abandonment, neglect and institutionalization of children and adolescents with disabilities. 

According to a study conducted by UNICEF and SENNIAF in 2018, a total of 1,202 children and adolescents are in 
46 protection institutions (shelters). Of these children and adolescents, 136 (11.3 per cent) have some kind of 
disability, with cognitive disability being the most prevalent (57.4 per cent), followed by physical (18.4 per cent), 
mental (11 per cent)34, hearing  impairment  (7.4  per  cent), visual impairment  (4.4  per  cent)  and visceral  disability 
(1.5  per  cent). In  early February 2021, a parliamentary subcommittee  presented a report  stating  dozens  of  minors  
had been sexually abused and  physically and psychologically mistreated since 2015  in  14  shelters  for  children an d  
adolescents in vulnerable situations.35 The percentage of children and adolescents with disabilities affected is yet  
to  be determined because these cases are  under  judicial investigation.  The National Assembly is  currently drafting  
a comprehensive bill  to  protect  children  and adolescents. The document  includes  the promotion  of  the foster  care  
system in an effort to replace shelters, among other topics.36 

Approaches  
Guiding principles 

The situational analysis examined the national context in relation to the guiding principles set out in: 

● The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

● The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

● The Convention on the Rights of the Child 

● The 2030 Agenda and the SDGs 

32  On  the vulnerability  of  children, see, among others:  C.  Rossel, M. Rico, F. Filgueira, Early  childhood  and  childhood. 2015.
  
https://repositorio.cepal.org/handle/11362/39672;  S. Cecchini  et  al. (eds.), Towards  universal  social  protection:  Latin  American  pathways  and  policy  tools. 

2015. https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/39484-towards-universal-social-protection-latin-american-pathways-and-policy-tools 
 
33  See  in  particular  articles  3  and  9  of  this  law.
  
34  When  referring to  “mental  disability  in  the study,”  it  refers  to  “psychosocial  disability/”
  
35  See:  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/210405/exigen-abusos-albergues-infantiles-panama-caigan-impunidad
  
36  See:  https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/APPS/SEG_LEGIS/PDF_SEG/PDF_SEG_2020/PDF_SEG_2021/2021_P_569.pdf
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● The Political Constitution of the Republic of Panama 

● The Strategic Plans of the Government 

● The United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 2021-2025 

Applied methodology 

In order to examine the current level of implementation of the CRPD, the scope of the disability-inclusive SDGs, 
as well as the situation of persons with disabilities and the social, economic, political and environmental context, 
a structured exercise for the systematic gathering and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data was conducted 
in collaboration with OPDs, government bodies and other stakeholders, with an effort to involve representatives 
of the most vulnerable groups. 

Data gathering 

Documentation revision
 

The primary and secondary data sources used in this analysis were:
  

● Data from the National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC), the Ministry of Health (MINSA), the Social 
Security Fund (CSS), the Ministry of Education (MEDUCA), the Panamanian Institute for Special 
Rehabilitation (IPHE), the National Secretariat on Disability (SENADIS), the Ministry of Employment and 
Labour Development (MITRADEL), the Ministry of Social Development (MIDES) and the Public Prosecution 
Service. 

● (i) PENDIS, (2006), (ii) national legal framework, (iii) Health Situation Analysis (MINSA), (iv) policies on 
disability, (v) MINSA/CSS epidemiological reports, (vi) databases and reports on COVID-19 Response and 
Rehabilitation Plans, among others. 

● (i) Information gathered during the United Nations Common Country Analysis (CCA), (ii) the 2021-2025 
United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF), and (iii) reports and fact 
sheets of the United Nations System Agencies. 

● Studies, articles, assessments and national reports on disability in Panama, such as (i) CRPD compliance 
reports; (ii) human rights treaties and human rights organizations and observatories reports; (iii) 
observations issued by the Human Rights Treaty Bodies and on the rights of persons with disabilities, (iv) 
progress reports on the implementation of the SDGs, (v) country reports on the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). 

● Relevant gender and human rights reports, such as the (i) Human Development and Multidimensional 
Poverty Report, (ii) Clara González Report, (iii) Beijing+25 Report, (iv) Universal Periodic Review, (v) 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) reports and 
recommendations, and (vi) the country profile on gender equality in Panama. 

All data has been duly referenced. 

Participation in the induction workshop (24 May to 4 June 2021) 

The induction workshop entitled “Induction workshop on cross-cutting approaches and preconditions for the 
inclusive development of persons with disabilities”, held between 24 May and 4 June 2021, enabled  a collective 
discussion process that allowed participants to reflect and exchange opinions, knowledge, and experiences, which 
were then systematized and summarized before being included in this analysis. The summary of the points 
discussed stresses the elements that hinder the effective implementation of the CRPD and the realization of the 
inclusive SDGs in Panama. Furthermore, it helped us map institutions in terms of their potential to influence the 
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dynamics  of  guaranteeing  and promoting  the rights  of  persons  with disabilities  as  well  as  their  level of  interest,  
from  the perspectives of  those who  participated, 200  people representing  48  institutions  (government  agencies, 
OPDs and self-represented people).37 

Focus group 

A focus group was held with four organizations of parents of children and adolescents with disabilities in the 
province of Chiriqui and another in the province of Colon, with the participation of people of African descent, 
young men and older adults with vision impairment, cognitive and physical disabilities.   

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were conducted remotely with key stakeholders (Annex 
5), such as organizations of parents of persons with disabilities, civil society organizations actively involved in 
promoting the rights of children and adolescents, institutional stakeholders, persons with disabilities (including 
persons from indigenous comarca areas), women, youth, persons of African descent with disabilities, 
representatives of the academia and United Nations officials. A total of 57 interviews were scheduled, of which 
55 were carried out. 

Different public and private actors were involved in the interviews, including fourteen (14) government 
organizations, twelve (12) persons with disabilities, ten (10) non-governmental organizations, nine (9) 
organizations of parents of persons with disabilities, five (5) organizations of persons with disabilities, two (2) 
parents of persons with disabilities, one (1) organization for persons with disabilities, one (1) expert and one (1) 
international agency. The participation of representatives of disability associations networks has been of special 
interest, on the understanding that their input, views and criticism would offer the best possible information of 
high added value and quality, in terms of a qualitative analysis. 

The government agencies involved in this stage were MITRADEL, MEDUCA, MIDES, the Ministry of Culture 
(MiCULTURA), as well as the National Institute for Women (INAMU, in Spanish), the National Secretariat for the 
Development of Afro-Panamanians (SENADAP, in Spanish), the Ombudsman's Office, the Public Prosecution 
Service, the Secretariat of the Social Affairs Office, the Social Security Fund, IPHE and SENADIS.  

Women's organizations involved in political participation, youth of African descent and indigenous women were 
included within civil society. 

The interviews covered one indigenous community, two rural areas of difficult access and five communities to 
ensure a balanced representation of the different associative and human profiles, thus yielding an informative 
structure of a comprehensive and explanatory nature. The questions asked in the interviews followed the 
guidelines set out in the Situational Analysis Guide provided by the UNPRPD Secretariat. The cross-checking of 
information from the documentation revision and the interviews and focus groups allowed for information 
triangulation or the identification of inconsistencies. 

Questionnaires/supplementary information to the interviews were received from the United Nations (2), 
SENADIS, MITRADEL, the Public Prosecution Service, INAMU, MIDES and the Ombudsman's Office. 

Identification and analysis of stakeholders 

Based on the mapping of organizations of/for persons with disabilities in 2021 carried out by the United Nations 
System in Panama and the induction workshop invitation and attendance list, a selection of key partners was 
made and they were consulted as primary sources of data reflecting the heterogeneity of the group of persons 
with disabilities. Special attention was given to women, youth, indigenous girls and women with disabilities, 

37  Induction  workshop  systematization  report  sponsored b y  the UNPRPD.  
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persons of African descent, migrants and refugees with disabilities, including the diversity of institutions that make 
up the associations and lead institutions. 

Validation 

Two workshops were held to validate the information and findings contained in the situational analysis document. 
The first was held on 1 July 2021 with the presence of OPDs and persons with disabilities, and the second on 2 July 
2021 with State institutions. 

Scope and limitations 

Scope 

Current situation of disability in Panama, focusing on preconditions for inclusion and cross-cutting issues. 

Limitations 

●	 Lack of up-to-date data disaggregated by income, gender, age, race or origin, migration status, type of 
disability and geographical location. 

● Health and mobility restrictions due to COVID-19 and the impossibility of carrying out face-to-face 
activities, thus limiting the possibility of interviewing children and adolescents directly. 

● Limited time to request, receive, identify and analyse relevant information. 

● Lack of information on the condition of children with disabilities in comarca areas and areas of very 
difficult access. 

● Difficulty in finding leaders and organizations of children and adolescents with disabilities. 

● Difficulty in obtaining appointments with institutions and the information required for this analysis. 

These limitations were overcome by identifying  suitable government  sources of information that  provided official  
data fulfilling  the quality criteria  of  the  public  administration.  Triangulation and validation processes were then 
implemented with informants  and stakeholders. The lobbying  capabilities  of  the United Nations  System in  Panama  
made it  possible to  hold  interviews  and  receive  official information  in  a short  time/ The United Nations  System’s  
high profile attracted a considerable number  of  persons  with disabilities, OPDs, and government  agencies  to  the 
various channels where information was discussed and validated during this process.   

Findings 
Stakeholders analysis and coordination 
This section shows the roles of persons with disabilities, organizations of and for persons with disabilities, 

government agencies, and the UNS. It focuses on the capacities and obligations of organizations of and for persons 

with disabilities and on the coordination mechanisms established. During the analysis, efforts were made to 

identify the challenges and capacity gaps these organizations face. The analysis includes the obstacles to 

establishing and running OPDs and focuses on underrepresented groups of persons with disabilities, the 

interaction or alliances of OPDs with other civil society organizations, the participation of OPDs in United Nations 

programming processes in Panama, and the interaction and degree of standardization of the most relevant 

government stakeholders to address disability under a human rights approach. 

Organizations of and for persons with disabilities and their environment for participation 
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Finding 1: There are no organizations of persons with disabilities in comarca areas. 

Organizations  of  persons  with disabilities  (OPDs)  are formed, led  and governed by persons  with disabilities  that  
share a common characteristic  and join  efforts  to  achieve an  objective. According  to  data provided by SENADIS, 
Panama has  112  organizations  addressing  the rights  of  persons  with disabilities;  53  of  them  are organizations  of  
persons  with disabilities  (OPDs), including  a federation: National Federation of  Persons  with Disabilities  
(FEN!PEDI, in  Spanish)/ These OPDs  are located in  the country’s  ten provinces/  So  far, no  association has  been  
established in  the indigenous  comarcas. An organization of  fathers  and mothers  of  persons  with intellectual 
disabilities reported a connection with the area of the Ngabe Bugle comarca.  

Persons with disabilities attribute this to the lack of solid or recognized leaders that would make it possible to 
formalize or create organizations in comarca or remote areas. 

SENADIS  notes that  organizations  of  persons  with disabilities  and their  families  are registered under  the same  
procedure applied  to  other  NGOs. This  may result  in  delays  when the Ministry of  Government  (MINGOB, in  
Spanish)  processes their  legal  status.38  SENADIS  had an agreement  in  place with a law  firm  until  2019  to  support  
organizations  that  wished to  become legal  entities. This  process  was  affected because associations  found it  
difficult to submit the documentation requested.39     

Finding 2: Some groups of persons with disabilities suffer multiple forms of discrimination and are invisible or 
underrepresented. 

Although we lack detailed information from each organization, the information available shows invisible or 
underrepresented groups such as persons with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities. Furthermore, as there is 
no solid cross-sectoral approach to address the issue, the challenges faced by people subject to multiple forms of 
discrimination, such as women, girls, indigenous women, people of African descent, LGTBQ+ people and migrants 
with disabilities, remain invisible.  There is also a significant underrepresentation of persons with disabilities who 
are deprived of their liberty, in rural areas, and organizations of persons with intellectual disabilities who represent 
themselves, migrants or refugees. This is partly because there are no specific organizations addressing these 
groups and no cross-sectoral approach showing the challenges faced by persons with disabilities subject to 
multiple forms of discrimination. 

Finding 3: The State has a limited capacity to provide guidance and information to persons with disabilities and 
their representative organizations. 

As noted by the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2017,40 and  perceived by  the organizations  
of  parents  of  children with disabilities  interviewed, the State has  a limited capacity  to  provide guidance and public  
information that  is  accessible to  persons  with disabilities, and that  can  meet  their  needs  according  to  each type  
of  disability. This  includes  the scarcity of  sign language interpreters, audio  descriptions, and easy language.  
Therefore, the organizations  interviewed admit  that  they need to  actively  disseminate information to  their  
members  on rights, available support  services, standards, and processes to  help people access  disability benefits.
 

41 

38  See:  https://www.mingob.gob.pa/ley-estrategias-y-tramites-osfl/ 
 
39  Cooperation  Agreement  between  SENADIS a nd  Morgan  &  Morgan. 2014.
    
40  Unedited  advanced  version  of  the concluding observations  on  Panama’s  report  by  the �ommittee  on  the Rights  of  Persons  with  Disabilities. 2017. 

Retrieved f rom  https://www.senadis.gob.pa/documentos/vitacora/VERSION-AVANZADA-NO-EDITADA-DE-LAS-OBSERVACIONES-Y-RECOMENDACIONES
DEL-COMITE-DE-EXPERTOS-DE-LA-CDPD-DE-LA-ONU.pdf  on  1  August  2021.  
41  Information  provided b y  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  interviews.  
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The capacity of the civil society and associations of parents of persons with disabilities to promote the 

implementation of the CRPD and the achievement of the inclusive SDGs 

Finding 4: Civil society organizations, including  OPDs, and parents’ associations  have  proven their  advocacy  

capacity to effect significant changes  in the legal framework and public policies  associated with persons with  

disabilities.  

An organization  of  and for  persons  with disabilities  is  a group  of  people who  organise themselves  to  take action  
to  improve  the quality of  life of  persons  with disabilities.  Associations  of  persons  with disabilities  and their  families  
in  Panama have  had a significant  political  and social impact  as  illustrated by the  creation of  the National Federation 
of  Parents  and Friends  of  Persons  with Disabilities  in 1994. The institution was  created to  improve  the quality of  
life of persons  with disabilities.42 

Finding 5: Families lack the necessary knowledge, skills and support to ensure the implementation of the rights 
of persons with disabilities regarding their autonomy and the effective management of the physical and 
emotional care-related burden, especially among women. 

Some opinions expressed during the interviews indicate that mothers’ and fathers’ associations should further 
encourage autonomy environments and opportunities for persons with disabilities—often overprotected, 
isolated, and unable to interact with society—by recognizing the capacities of persons with disabilities and their 
status as subjects of rights. 

In addition, fathers, mothers and caregivers need psychosocial support to reduce the stress and anxiety caused 
by the financial, physical and emotional pressures of caring for a child or adolescent with disabilities. 
Psychoemotional support can also help prevent violence and neglect against children with disabilities.    

Caring responsibilities must be shared within the family.43 Care tasks, usually borne by women, involve caring for 
a person with a disability and contacting the services this person may require, which implies both a physical and 
an emotional overload. 

Finding 6: Women’s civil society organizations lack the necessary knowledge and skil ls to ensure the full 
participation of women with disabilities in their programmes. 

The women’s  organizations  consulted stated that  they make efforts  to  include women with disabilities (of  !frican  
descent, indigenous  women, et c.)  when they organize a training  session.  These organizations  admit  that  the main  
obstacle to participation is the physical, architectural, information, and sign language interpretation accessibility. 
However, they  state that  they lack the resources  to  overcome these limitations,  so  it  is  difficult  for  women with  
disabilities to participate in or benefit from the activities organized by these institutions.44 

Finding 7: There is no coordination or creation of strategic partnerships between OPDs and other civil society 
organizations. 

The people attending the 2021 UNPRPD Induction Training and those interviewed believe that there is no 
coordination between OPDs and other civil society organizations although OPDs recognize that exchanging lessons 
learned and good practices with NGOs and other civil associations can significantly contribute to their capacity-
building efforts aimed at management and participation. There was no evidence of strategic alliances or the 
reasons why coordination is not achieved. 

42  Lecture by  Professor  Manuel  Campos. Session  held  on  Thursday, 3  June 2021. 
 
43  Induction  Training report. Session  of  4  June 2021. 
 
44  National  Forum  of  Women i n  Political  Parties- Fonamupp;  National  Coordinator  of  Indigenous  Women-Conamuip, CLADEM. 
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The capacity of the United Nations in Panama to build partnerships and improve coordination and capacity-

building mechanisms  

Finding 8: The United Nations system in Panama has initiatives addressing the rights of persons with disabilities 
in terms of programming and physical accessibility to information. However, it is necessary to further 
mainstream disability in the various projects and programmes of the United Nations system. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 2021-2025, based on the Common Country 
Analysis, makes particular reference to vulnerable populations, including persons with disabilities. Therefore, they 
must be considered when designing and implementing development initiatives. 

To promote compliance with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, the United Nations System in Panama is supporting: 

● the creation of incentives for persons with disabilities to find employment; 
● investment in turning general services into inclusive services; 
● research and capacity-building in data generation and analysis for public policy, such as developing a 

gender profile and the support provided to the Ministry of Social Development and other ministries 
through tools that help integrate SDGs into public policies, as well as support for development initiatives 
addressing vulnerable groups (indigenous people, people of African descent, women, people with 
disabilities and youth); and 

● programme management, by creating interagency thematic groups to monitor issues related to the SDGs, 
gender, migrants and disability; mainstreaming the rights of children and adolescents with disabilities; 
advocacy and awareness-raising to ensure that persons with disabilities can enjoy their rights fully; and 
the analysis of the socioeconomic impact of the pandemic and its effects on women and vulnerable 
groups. 

Despite the above, the United Nations System in Panama must further consolidate its efforts to mainstream 
disability throughout its projects and programmes. Likewise, it is important to note that until now, the UNS in 
Panama has not participated in UNPRPD initiatives. 

State institutions as governing bodies and facilitators 

Finding 9: The institutional framework for the fulfilment of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama is 
complex: it includes a large number of stakeholders who do not share the same disability model, nor do they 
have the same level of human, financial or technological resources. This makes it challenging to align the 
application of public policies and to coordinate the actions taken. 

The Panamanian State has several partners in charge of ensuring compliance with the rights of persons with 
disabilities. SENADIS has the regulatory responsibility for the policy of social inclusion of persons with disabilities 
and their families. However, there are other government and non-governmental partners that implement 
programmes and interventions to address disability in Panama: MIDES, MEDUCA, MINSA, INMFRE, INSAM, 
MITR!DEL, the Ombudsman’s Office, IPHE, CASPAN, the Office to promote equal opportunities in each 
government agency, non-governmental foundations and organizations, associations of persons with disabilities 
and their families, ONDIS, INAMU and SENADAP. 

In an interview with MIDES, the agency that governs Panama’s social policies, the interviewee stated that State 
agencies do not act in a standardized way and that they have varying degrees of development or strength in areas 
such as technological capacity, coverage and quality of care in rural or comarca areas, the ability to collect and 
analyse data, or the facilitation of proceedings. There are also differences in the budgets allocated. Similarly, the 
potential impact of other investment programmes is unknown since management indicators are neither created 
nor measured. 
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In  another  interview,  a national  expert  on disability emphasised the problem of  articulating  cross-agency 
coordination and the fact  that  the programmes implemented are welfare projects  in  nature;  even certain  
coordination bodies, such  as  the National Coordination  Council  for  Development, have  not  created spaces for  
persons  with disabilities  to  participate in  national debates even though disability is  mentioned twice in  the  
agreements.45 

SENADIS, MIDES, MINSA and other State institutions need to renew their efforts to mainstream disability for the 
human rights-based approach to prevail. The welfare, medical, and social models still coexist in the country. 

Finding 10: There is no systemic approach to public policy on disability since the governing body responsible for 
policy-making is not the implementation agency. This creates a gap in development, practical implementation, 
monitoring and assessment of the effects. 

Since SENADIS  is a regulatory body, many strategic lines  reflected in the various  National Strategic Plans must be  
implemented  by other  public  bodies.  This  implementation  depends  on the priorities,  capacities  and  budget  
resources  of the  institutions  that  implement  the  activities.46 According to SENADIS, the critical factors for 
ensuring the effective implementation of public disability policy are political will at the highest level, financial 
viability, skilled human resources, a disability-sensitive institutional culture and advanced technology.  

In addition, organizations of persons with disabilities are concerned about the lack of continuity in disability 
policies and programmes due to changing administrations and staff. 

Equality and non-discrimination 
The findings presented in this section describe the environment in which the equality and non-discrimination of 

persons with disabilities is sought, with an emphasis on vulnerable groups, such as women with disabilities. This 

section analyses the legal and regulatory aspects that facilitate and/or hinder CRPD implementation and 

guaranteeing the rights and autonomy of persons with disabilities. It also examines the political environment and 

the standardization of perspectives to ensure that persons with disabilities are included throughout society. This 

section also reviews sociocultural aspects such as the persistence of stigmas and stereotypes throughout society 

(families, institutions, and other sectors of society), the current approach to disability, and the degrees of inclusion 

of OPDs in the current participation mechanisms. 

Stigmas and stereotypes 

Finding 11: Disability-related stigmas and stereotypes still prevail in Panamanian society. 

Persons with disabilities are victims of constant attitudinal barriers that hinder their effective participation in 
society. In particular, the discrimination they endure is stronger when certain conditions intersect, such as 
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation and type of disability, the most vulnerable being 
persons with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities. The CRPD Committee has expressed concern regarding 
public campaigns, such as Teletón, that use images of children and adolescents with disabilities, thus reinforcing 
the disability welfare model rather than promoting persons with disabilities as rights and skills holders.   

Persisting stigmas and stereotypes hinder the visibility of the potential and capacities of persons with disabilities 
to be active members of society and contribute effectively to the development process.    

Most organizations of persons with disabilities consider it necessary to implement a continuous training, 
sensitization and awareness-raising plan on disability for government officials, families and the general public to 
combat stigmatization and prejudices. This would promote better care practices and effective responses to the 
needs of persons with disabilities and improve their inclusion and integration into society. 

45  See:  https://www.pa.undp.org/content/panama/es/home/library/democratic_governance/los-acuerdos-de-la-concertacion-nacional-para-el

desarrollo.html  
46  https://www.senadis.gob.pa/transparencia/art93-plan-estrategico-nacional.pdf   
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The persons with disabilities consulted believe that the State’s efforts to combat prejudice and negative 
stereotypes remain insufficient. Public campaigns should be launched to promote the concept of persons with 
disabilities as subjects of rights. 

The 2006  First  National Disability Survey (PENDIS  2006, in  Spanish)  is  the only official source that  studied  inequality 
and discrimination in  a timely manner.47 It found that persons with intellectual and mental disabilities have a 
greater perception of rejection, followed by persons with multiple disabilities. According to this report, persons 
with disabilities, their parents, relatives or guardians feel great distress at the degree of discrimination their 
children are subjected to by the community. 

Panamanian legislation  recognizes  the various  groups  of persons with disabilities and  states that it  is  necessary to  
build the capacity of  organizations  and persons  with  disabilities  to  provide reasonable accommodations,  
employability and  other  administrative measures.  However, associations  indicate that  laws, regulations, and  
political  agendas  are  not  implemented.48 Additionally, there are still laws, rules and civil and criminal codes that 
are not aligned with the principles of the �onvention and that use pejorative terms, such as “disabled,” “retarded” 
or “mentally ill” to refer to persons with disabilities. This is the case of articles 404 to 407 of the Family Code, and 
of article 45 of the Civil Code. 

Inequality and discrimination 

Finding 12: Expressions of inequality and discrimination towards persons with disabilities persist, particularly 
against women and children. 

Expressions of inequality and discrimination are found in various sectors of society. For example, the certified 
education provided by the formal non-regular education system that persons with disabilities attend does not 
allow them to access higher education, as these courses are not equivalent to those of the regular system. This 
curbs their right to professional development and their chances to have skilled, better-paid jobs. Although Law 
No. 15 of 2016 outlines a process seeking to gradually integrate students with disabilities into regular schools, and 
though there has been some progress in terms of the number of schools that have qualified staff for inclusion,49 

segregated education continues to prevail. To date, there is no transition plan aimed at inclusive and quality 
education with deadlines, indicators and allocation of sufficient human and material resources to include all 
children and adolescents with disabilities,50 particularly in rural and remote areas. According to MEDUCA, IPHE 
and other institutions that make up the CONADIS Education Commission, a roadmap is under development to 
advance educational inclusion in accordance with the recommendations of the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child and the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  

Similarly, parents’ associations  indicate that  children  with disabilities  do  not  have  the  opportunity to  participate 
in  sporting, recreational or  cultural  activities  because the State does not  improve  access  to  such  activities. This  
shortcoming was also identified by the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.51 

Furthermore,  although several  regulations  seek the  integration of  persons  with disabilities  into  the labour  market,  
they are not  observed/  This  is  the case  of  the legal  provision that  establishes  that  2  per  cent  of  a  company’s  payroll  
must  be covered by persons with disabilities  receiving  equal pay for  equal work. Very few  companies hire persons  
with disabilities. Only 10 per  cent  of  persons with disabilities  who  apply for  the support  of  the Department  for  the  

47  When  the PENDIS  refers  to  “mental  disability,”  it  is  referring to  “psychosocial  disability/”
  
48  Opinions  summarized i n  the induction  training, May–June 2021
  
49  !ccording to  Meduca  and  the parents’ organizations  interviewed/ 
 
50  As  noted b y  the Committee  on  the Rights  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  in  its  concluding observations  CRPD/C/Pan/CO/1  of  29  September  2017, para. 48 
 
and  49/ In  the same vein, the concluding observations  on  Panama’s  combined  fifth  and  sixth  periodic  reports  of  the Committee  on  the Rights  of  the Child, 

CRC/C/Pan/CO/5-6, 28  February  2018, para.  28  (a). 
 
51 As  noted b y  the Committee  on  the Rights  of Persons  with  Disabilities  in  its  concluding observations  CRPD/C/Pan/CO/1, 29  September 2017, para.  58.
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Socioeconomic Integration of Persons with Disabilities of MITRADEL find employment: usually a minimum wage 
job.52 

Persons with disabilities stated that some actions taken during the pandemic increased their exclusion from 
society. For example, mask use limits the communication skills of persons with a hearing impairment. 
Furthermore, lockdowns affected persons with intellectual disabilities, and additional care and responsibilities in 
the home during the pandemic affected women with disabilities, indigenous women with disabilities, and women 
of African descent with disabilities to a greater extent than their peers. 

The alternative reports submitted by OPDs and NGOs to the CRPD, CEDAW, CRC and Human Rights Committees, 
the Alternative Universal Periodic Review, and the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) 
include other forms of discrimination that appear when gender, disability and ethnicity intersect. 

Finding 13: Panama has made efforts to comply with its reporting obligations as a State party to human rights 
conventions. 

Panama has  ratified  human  rights  treaties  and conventions  addressing  vulnerable groups, such as  CEDAW, the  
Convention on the Rights  of  the Child  (CRC), the Convention on the Elimination of  Racial Discrimination (CERD)  
and the CRPD, which include reporting mechanisms to assess the human rights situation.53 

Panama has prepared the relevant reports such as the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in 2010, 2015 and 2020,54 

to the CRPD (latest report in 2017)55, CEDAW in 201056 and CERD in 2010.57 OPDs and NGOs have submitted 
alternative or shadow reports describing the different forms of discrimination that address the intersectionalities 
of gender, disability and ethnicity. 

The country report for the CRPD Committee is being prepared and is expected to be submitted in September 2021 
“!t the time this report is written, Panama is preparing its combined reports II, III and IV to be submitted to the 
�ommittee/”58 

The recommendations made to the country in the reports to the committees (CEDAW, CRDP, others) agree that 
the information systems must be improved and that the data must be disaggregated by sex, age, disability, 
ethnicity, among others. 

Finding 14: Some legal provisions are not aligned with the principles of the CRPD. 

Although Law No. 15 of 2016 provides for the equality of persons with disabilities, the Civil Code, the Family Code 
and the Commercial Code still restrict their legal capacity and use derogatory language. 

52  UNICEF, UNDP, FAO, UNFPA, UN-Women. Country  Profile according to  Gender  Equality  (PPIG, in  Spanish). 2020.  
53  See:  Ratification  status  of  human  rights  treaties  and  conventions  

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=133&Lang=SP  
54  See:  https://www.ohchr.org/SP/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/PAindex.aspx  
55  See:  https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.aspx?Lang=en&TreatyID=4&DocTypeID=5  

56  See:  https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/pan/CO/7&Lang=Sp  
57  See:  https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CERD/C/pan/CO/15-20&Lang=Sp  
58  Information  reported b y  SENADIS i n  response to  a  questionnaire sent  in  June 2021.  

24 | Situational Analysis of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama – 2021. 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=133&Lang=SP
https://www.ohchr.org/SP/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/PAindex.aspx
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.aspx?Lang=es&TreatyID=4&DocTypeID=5
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/PAN/CO/7&Lang=Sp
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CERD/C/PAN/CO/15-20&Lang=Sp


    
 

        
          

       
 

 

                 
 

  

        
         

           
      

  

 

               
  

  
         

        
  

         
        

           
          

         
 

 
       

        

      

 

The criteria for qualifying disability are neither standardized nor in line with the Convention. Additionally, the 
legislation does not state that denying reasonable accommodation is a form of discrimination and there are no 
policies to combat multiple and intersectional discrimination, especially against women, indigenous people and 
people of African descent. 

Finding 15: The legal provisions include elements that hinder the autonomy of persons with disabilities to make 
their own decisions. 

The latest  �RPD �ommittee’s  recommendation report  on Panama  expressed  concern about  the  
institutionalization of  persons  with disabilities, treatments  without  the free  and informed consent  of  persons  with  
disabilities, the existence of  mental  health care regulations—including  the lack of  information on sterilizations  and  
forced abortions, the lack of  autonomy, and the  current  civil  code provisions—that  prevent  persons  with 
disabilities from exercising their right to marry and their  reproductive rights.59 

Panama has mechanisms established by law60 to guarantee the autonomous, prior and informed consent of 
persons with disabilities. According to MINSA statistics, 38 salpingectomies have been performed in adolescents 
aged between 10 and 15 with psychosocial or intellectual disabilities in the last five years, which shows that sexual 
and reproductive health rights are not fulfilled (annexes 6 and 7).61 

62 

  Any surgical  procedure must  comply with Law  
No. 68  of  20  November  2003, which regulates the rights  and obligations  of  patients  regarding  information and  
free and informed choice.

Finding 16: Discrimination and violence against women with disabilities, particularly those living in rural and 
regional areas, is rendered invisible. 

Although there are specific legal provisions that protect women and girls with disabilities in Panama, such as Law 
No. 4 of 1999,63 which establishes equal opportunities for women, integration into the labour market and the 
elimination of all forms of discrimination against women with disabilities, or the Public Policy on Opportunities for 
Women (Executive Decree No. 244 of 201264)—which promotes equal opportunities for women from indigenous 
or rural populations, of African descent and that are persons with disabilities—they are not implemented. SENADIS 
plans and policies require gender mainstreaming to show the existence of discrimination and violence against 
women with disabilities and to recognize the specific vulnerability of those who belong to rural and regional areas; 
even more considering that, as Clara González categorically states in her report,65 women’s social problems are 
harder to overcome when a disability is involved because they find greater obstacles to equal opportunities in 
access to health, employment, justice, community life and other areas. 

Similarly, resources are required to analyse the impact that State initiatives (such as the MIDES Urban Renewal 

and Human Integration Project)66 may have on women and girls with disabilities, promote the empowerment of 

women with disabilities, and design and implement an equal opportunities plan for women and girls with 

59  Committee  of  the Convention  on  the Rights  of  Persons  with  Disabilities  (CRPD). Final  remarks  on  Panama’s  Initial  Report  submitted  to  the �RPD  (2017)/  
60  Law  No. 68  of  20  November  2003.  
61  MINSA, 2021.  
62  MINSA, 2021  

63  Law  No. 4  of  1999. Republic  of  Panama, Legislative Assembly. 1999. https://utp.ac.pa/documentos/2010/pdf/LEY_DE_GENERO(8).pdf  
64  Executive Decree  No. 244  issued b y  MIDES. Republic  of  Panama. https://inamu.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Decreto-Eecuutivo-N%C2%B0244

de-18-de-diciembre-2012.-Que-adopta-la-Politica-Pu%CC%81blica-de-Igualdad-de-Oportunidades-para-las-Mujeres..pdf 
65  Clara  Gonzalez  Report, (National  Institute for  Women [ INAMU, in  Spanish], 2017). https://inamu.gob.pa/informe-nacional-clara-gonzalez/ 
 
66  See:  https://www.mides.gob.pa/programas/proyecto-renovacion-urbana-e-integracion-humana/ 
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disabilities, as well as policies to prevent and punish violence against women and girls with disabilities, including 

indigenous people and people of African descent with disabilities. 

Finding 17: OPD inclusion is limited because these organizations cannot fully engage actively and in a binding 
and permanent manner in the existing participation activities or mechanisms. 

All  legally formed  organizations  in  Panama  have  the right  to  participate in  debates and  decision  making  on  
disability laws, regulations and policies.67 However, their participation in advocacy spaces has not been steady. 

Representatives of associations of people with disabilities and their families who participated in the UNPRPD 
Induction Training in 2021 repeatedly stated the need to expand their training, receive information and 
strengthen their association movement. This would help them achieve visibility and advocacy to be heard and 
considered as partners and stakeholders in the country’s development efforts/ 

According to their experience, organizations of parents of children and adolescents with disabilities68 find that  
their  participation is  minimal  and often dependent  on the goodwill of  institutional representatives.  More powerful  
and influential organizations  may participate more  actively.69 Still in general, all the organizations interviewed 
regret that they have limited participation in policy-making and programming and that they are not consulted 
regularly/ !s indicated by the parents’ organizations interviewed, this situation may be attributed to. 

●	 Weak leadership and ability to  influence public  policy-making  in  the areas  of  health, education, recreation, 
sports, and other  environments, especially where children and adolescents  with disabilities  should already  
be included.70 

● Lack of organizational development and adequate and solid training on disability based on rights 
principles, which prevents associations from claiming rights proactively71,72 (the welfare approach still 
prevails). 

● Organizations  lack the motivation  to  participate in  formal  coordination mechanisms  despite being  
invited.73 

● Organizations are not invited to participate.74 

● Associations have limited management and organizational capacity for project implementation, financial  
sustainability and overall coordination.75 

● Associations are not solid enough to strengthen their advocacy and participation efforts. 

● Each organization is perceived to focus on its obstacles and priorities by directing its advocacy efforts only 
to the rights of the group it represents. 

67  Article 10  of  Law  No. 15  of  2016.  
68  See  Annex  5  for  the list  of  organizations  interviewed.  
69  Fundación  Sindrome de Down, Mi  mundo  es  diferente, Pasitos  de Ángeles  and  Madres  Unidas  por  el  Autismo  are organizations  of  parents  who  work  

closely  in  Chiriquí.  They  report  greater  participation  because they  make strong  claims  about  the rights  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  social  media 
 
campaigns, articles  sent  to  institutions  both  locally  and  nationally, and  other  means  of  advocacy  seeking to  promote their  inclusion  in  coordination
  
mechanisms  such  as  CONADIS. 
 
70  Recommendation  report  of  the Committee  on  the Rights  of  the Child.
  
71  Information  provided b y  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  interviews.
  
72  Information  collected t hrough  interviews.
  
73  Information  provided b y  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  interviews.
  
74  Information  provided b y  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  interviews.
  
75  Strategic  Plan  for  Persons  with  Disabilities  2015-2019  - SENADIS. 
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● Few  partnerships  between organizations  of  persons  with  disabilities  and other  civil  society organizations  
to  conduct  advocacy activities  together- for  example, organizations  promoting  children’s  rights  tend  not  
to include the disability component and focus only on advocating for children without disabilities.76 

The National Council  on Disabilities  (CONADIS, in Spanish)  is  the primary  participation and coordination forum  for  
OPDs  and their  public  policy advocacy efforts. Through CONADIS, OPDs  participated in  the creation of  the 2006  
Disability Policy77 and in  all the development  and validation processes and accountability seminars  organized by 
SEN!DIS  as  the technical  secretariat  of  �ON!DIS/ The “�icentennial  Pact  –  �losing  Gaps”  is  also  a debate and  
participation forum  that  addresses the current  gaps  in  Panama in  thematic  areas  such as  disability, gender, 
migrants, indigenous  people, and people of  African  descent. Additionally, interviewees  did  not  feel included in  
social security and national agreement debates.   

Accessibility 
This section of the findings reviews the real opportunities for persons with disabilities to live independently, fully, 

and equitably. It focuses on the physical environment, communication, and access to technology. The findings 

focus on adopting accessibility standards or practices, especially regarding access to information and how the 

available formats cater to the different needs of each type of disability, cross-disability, or intersectional disability.  

This section also focuses on how to implement reasonable accommodations in public and private spaces, 

architectural accessibility to the physical facilities of government buildings and the UNS. Finally, the findings 

review how the global COVID-19 pandemic has affected persons with disabilities to a greater extent concerning 

access to employment, education, and health. 

Finding 18: Information relevant to persons with disabilities is not available or accessible in formats suited to 
the specificities of each disability. 
It is evident, in the various web pages or in the forms of State institutions, that information is not available in the 
formats required to provide access to persons with disabilities (Braille, large print, sign language, alternative 
language, among others). Likewise, according to some of the views gathered during the workshops and interviews, 
the information is not available for their organizations, especially those located in rural or remote areas. In 
comarca areas, this situation is even worse since access to technology and mass media is even more limited. 

There is  lack of  awareness  among  persons  with disabilities of  the range of  services provided by  the State, which 
indicates that  it  is  not  available or  widely disseminated. Information that  is  available and accessible is  not  that  
easy to  obtain and institutions  do  not  have  it  in  formats  that  can  be used for  all persons with disabilities, although  
they sometimes have it for certain groups.78 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, access to information was enabled through sign language interpreters during 
press conferences, written materials and informational brochures with alternative language.  

SENADIS has conducted awareness-raising activities in some institutions. With regard to information accessibility, 
as of 2019, 95 healthcare collaborators from the different regions, except for comarca areas, have been trained 
in basic sign language. 

76  Information  provided b y  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  through  interviews.  
77  Disability  Policy  of  the Republic  of  Panama. SENADIS. 2009. https://www.senacyt.gob.pa/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Politica-de-Discapacidad-de-la

Rep%C3%BAblica-de-Panam%C3%A1.pdf  
 

78  Indicated i n  the focus  group  conducted.   
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Finding 19: Employers do not make the efforts needed for implementing reasonable accommodations in order 
to expand the opportunities of persons with disabilities for the proper performance of their duties in the 
workplace. 
One of the main challenges faced by persons with disabilities is unemployment and labour marginalization. The 
lack of training, inaccessibility of workplaces, lack of accessible transport and economic issues are factors that 
contribute to this situation, which is exacerbated when the persons or families have very low or even no79 income. 
There is also very little information about the participation of persons with disabilities in professional associations 
or trade unions, factors which can have a significant impact on their labour rights and lifelong learning.    

Finding 20: Efforts have been made to ensure that reasonable accommodations are provided in State 
institutions in order to improve accessibility for persons with disabilities. 

SENNIAF, the Panama Canal Authority (ACP, in Spanish), the Caja de Ahorros bank, the Panama Metro, and 
international and domestic airports in different provinces have made reasonable adaptations and 
accommodations in the various forms of accessibility, not just in architecture but also in means of transport and 
accessibility to communication information, as set out in the universal access manual prepared by SENADIS, 
(SENADIS, Acceso, 2019). 

Finding 21: Initial steps have been taken to improve the architectural accessibility of the physical facilities of 
MINSA and UNS that need to continue consistently in order to achieve inclusive accessibility that removes the 
barriers of the physical environment that prevent the free movement of persons with disabilities. 
The accessibility of 35 health care facilities in the Province of Panama was assessed in 2018, and it was found that 
the infrastructure of only 30 per cent of the facilities complied with universal accessibility measures, 9 per cent 
had facilities for persons who are deaf, and none complied with accessibility requirements for persons who are 
blind. (Ministry of Health, 2019). It is important to point out that corrective measures have been taken in order to 
make the appropriate adaptations in the oldest facilities. All new buildings conform to universal accessibility 
standards. As of the year 2019, 228 collaborators had been trained in the national universal accessibility 
regulations. The Social Security Bank (CSS, in Spanish) also received training for its employees and started 
adaptation processes in several facilities, such as improving ramps, placing the logo in parking spaces and Braille 
signage, among others. (Ministry of Health, 2019). 

UNS in Panama has been implementing a series of measures to improve the accessibility of persons with 
disabilities in the facilities and premises of the different agencies (see Annex 8).  Of the agencies consulted, 69per 
cent has some kind of accessibility element in its offices or facilities, and 46per cent have their facilities located in 
buildings that do not have any kind of accommodation. The measures implemented include: access ramps and 
bathroom adaptations, such as space and grab bars. Only one agency reported the use of audible signals in 
elevators and two agencies reported using Braille in elevator call and control buttons. 

A package of informational materials in formats accessible to persons with disabilities, which includes guidelines 
for developing materials and creating accessible websites. 

Finding 22: The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic with regard to access to employment, education and health 

have affected persons with disabilities to a greater extent, especially those who live in rural and indigenous 

areas. 

Access to education services was very limited during the COVID-19 crisis. IPHE reported that the main challenges 
during the pandemic were the lack of resources on the part of families, the digital divide which still exists in society, 
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the connectivity issues of students, and maintaining the connection between teaching and learning in virtual 
contexts. 

In the opinion of families, children and adolescents with disabilities were especially affected by the lack of access 
to electronic devices and the Internet (extremely high cost thereof). For the persons with disabilities from rural 
areas interviewed, the challenges were associated with the lack of time or skills, such as in the case of non literate 
parents, which has exacerbated the isolation of children and adolescents with disabilities even more and has 
caused a delay in their education. 

MEDUCA and IPHE took certain measures to ensure the continuity of education, but they were not robust enough 
to overcome contextual constraints; for example, IPHE distributed 1,000 tablets to students throughout the 
country80, whereas MEDUCA distributed 1,943 tablets to students with disabilities81. Several  programmes were  
implemented in  different  media outlets  such as  the television programme “La Estrella se conecta con la  
diversidad” (The Star connects with diversity) and “!ctívate en casa” (!ctivate yourself at home), broadcasted on 
the radio. An emotional support  phone line w as  launched  in  the 16  educational regions  of  the country,  and a  plan  
to  provide social and emotional support  to  students  with disabilities  was  carried out  with capsules that  were  
included in  radio  and television programmes.  In  addition,  links  to  downloadable guides  and tools  for  working  with  
students  with disabilities  were included in  the educational portal  of  MEDUCA;  training  in  specific  topics  of  
disability was  provided to  4,895  people between directors, supervisors, special and regular  teachers. Accessible 
and adapted materials  were also developed in IPHE to support students  with disabilities  during distance learning  
and teachers  received training  for  enhancing  the use  of  digital  pedagogical  tools  and resources.  Moreover,  
strategies  to  reach out  to  students  at  their  homes  were developed during  2020  and, as  educational institutions  
gradually reopened, services were provided in  the educational institutions  to  those students  without  connectivity 
resources and to those who needed very individualized support.  

In Panama the unemployment rate increased from 7.1 per cent in 2019 to 18.5 per cent in 2020, as a consequence 
of the crisis caused by the pandemic in different sectors of economic activity82 at the global level. It was also 
estimated that the levels of informality increased by almost 10 percentage points, reaching 52.8 per cent83. 
Panama has faced challenges regarding the understanding of the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the work 
environment because, since their participation in the labour force is not measured by annual household surveys, 
there is a significant information gap regarding their actual contribution to economic activities at the national 
level. It is considered that the COVID-19 pandemic may have exacerbated the social and labour difficulties of 
persons with disabilities, even though there are no related statistics. 

According  to  information provided by the Office of  the Director  of  Planning  of  MITRADEL  on 12  November  2020,  
a total  of  20,246  companies had suspended employment contracts  due to  the pandemic  (mainly companies in  the  
tertiary sector:  75.52  per  cent). According  to  Forbes  Magazine, out  of  a total  of  281,966  workers  suspended, 43  
per cent were women.84 Out of all reactivated jobs (89,550 from 7,298 companies), 38 per cent belong to women 
and 62 per cent to men; which indicates that women have been affected to a greater extent by the suspension of 
contracts and that theirs are not being reactivated at the same rate as those of their male counterparts. In the 
absence of specific data that describes the effects of COVID-19 on persons with disabilities, it could be assumed 
that the situation is similar to the one described by the figures mentioned. 

Those consulted85 stated that during the pandemic accessibility to public services was limited in part due to the 
safety restrictions established. These restrictions also affected the possibility of accessing the mechanisms 
through which complaints are received; even though support phone lines were set up, the fact that all members 

80  Information  provided b y  the Director  of  the IPHE  in  a  written c onsultation.
  
81  Information  provided b y  the MEDUCA.  

82  https://www.efe.com/efe/america/economia/la-pandemia-disparo-hasta-el-18-5-desempleo-en-panama-mayor-tasa-20-anos/20000011-4425664
  
83  See:  https://forbescentroamerica.com/2020/12/22/pandemia-disparo-hasta-18-5-el-desempleo-en-panama-la-mayor-tasa-en-20-anos/
  
84  See:  https://forbescentroamerica.com/2020/08/18/panama-eleva-25-tasa-de-desempleo-debido-a-pandemia/
  
85  Discussed i n  the workshop  and  during the focus  group  conducted.  
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of  the family were confined in  the home prevented victims  of  domestic  violence from  having  the opportunity to  
make a complaint. INAMU  activated a support  line for  making  complaints  and  inquiring  about  women’s  rights/  
This  agency recognizes the lack o f  additional measures for  providing  these services in  formats  suited to  different  
kinds  of  disabilities.86 The Public  Prosecution Service, in  turn, activated an  email  for  complaints  and a phone line  
for the same purpose, in addition to the referrals it receives from the National Police.87 

Regarding access to information, the persons consulted state that, even though there was up-to-date and relevant 
information about the COVID situation and context, not all of it was available in indigenous languages or it was 
not distributed in meeting points for migrants. 

One critical aspect to note is that, even though MINSA developed digital applications for accessing the vaccines 
which gave priority to persons with disabilities for vaccination, they could not access them because they did not 
have the disability certification from SENADIS. 

To date, organizations of persons with disabilities do not have rigorous data on the effects of COVID-19 on the 
population of persons with disabilities. Some NGOs have conducted polls or surveys to have estimates of the 
impact on women, people of African descent, LGTBQ+QI and migrant people, but no conclusive data was obtained. 

Provision of inclusive services 
Disability assessment and referral systems, support services, and cross-cutting services are observed when 

analysing gaps in service provision. Regarding the ability to determine eligibility and referral to needed disability-

related supports and services, the findings seek to show gaps in referral systems, disability assessment processes, 

the various administrative records, the crossover of initiatives between government institutions, and the 

inclusiveness of services. The analysis of support services seeks to show the potential gaps between the supports 

needed and those provided, the scope and coverage of the services, and the extent to which they are sensitive to 

the most vulnerable groups, such as women with disabilities. In terms of cross-cutting services, the aim is to ensure 

equal access to basic services, such as education, health, justice, recreation, among others, providing support 

when necessary. 

Disability assessment and referral system 

Finding 23: The coverage of the disability certification process and the referral system is inefficient, and they do 

not take into account the differentiated needs of the various disability types and geographical location. 

Difficulties were found in disability early identification processes, especially for non-visible or mild disabilities. The 

health care system likewise does not distinguish support needs differentiated by disability type. 

According  to  associations  of  parents  from  the different  provinces, in  rural  and indigenous  areas,  access  to  early 
diagnosis and intervention becomes more difficult as compared to urban areas.88 

Access to screening tests in rural areas is scarce and, often, families of limited means do not follow the 
recommended therapies and treatments due to the difficulty and high cost involved in travelling to the capital 
from the provinces and comarca areas of the country, to attend appointments with specialists. There is a lack of 
human resources for conducting hearing, visual and neurodevelopmental screening tests. Moreover, the lack of 
technological equipment in these areas is a major limiting factor, consequently, actions must be taken in order to 

86  Interview  with  INAMU.  
87  Interview  with  the Public  Prosecution  Service.  
88  Along the same line, see  the Concluding observations  on  the combined f ifth  and  sixth  periodic  reports  of  Panama  of  the Committee  on  the Rights  of  the 

Child, CRC/C/PAN/CO/5-6, 28  February  2018, para. 28, c).  
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make these services more accessible to  the population.  In  2020, the Social Security Bank  performed 15,184  
neonatal screening tests.89 

The Unified Referral and Counter-Referral System 
(SURCO, in Spanish), is the instrument used for 
referring people to the different health services. This 
system operates only in the health sector, because the 
disability certifications are conducted by the SENADIS, 
which has certified 9,997 (Figure 4) persons with 
disabilities as of the date of preparation of this 
document. 

A health team comprising various disciplines has been  
formed to  conduct  assessments  and certifications. To  
date, 72  professionals  have  been trained to  form  the  

teams, distributed as  follows:  43  in  Panama, 4  in  Chiriquí, 5  in  Veraguas, 8  in  Herrera,  8  in  Los  Santos  and 5  in  
Cocle.  These figures show  the concentration of  resources in  the capital  city. As  of  2019, 6  speech therapists,  13  
physiotherapists,  19  social workers, 6  occupational therapists, 11  psychologists, 13  general  practitioners, 1  
physiatrist, 1 psychiatrist, 1 paediatrician. This training has enabled the decentralization of assessing boards.   

In Panama there are two State laboratories for the production of assistive devices (orthoses and prostheses only) 
located in the Metropolitan Hospital Complex Arnulfo Arias Madrid of the CSS and in the National Institute of 
Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation. The cost of materials for producing these assistive devices makes it difficult 
to keep them permanently stocked. 

In Law 3 of 5 January 2000, which regulates STIs/HIV/!IDS, the State of Panama sets out the country’s fundamental 
commitment by declaring them a State issue of national interest. This is why the MINSA, in Executive Decree No. 
428 of 2004, made maternity care and services free in all MINSA centres, both for the insured and uninsured; for 
antiretroviral therapy there are 16 clinics nationwide, however, some patients report that their stock of medicines 
is insufficient. 

With regard to the implementation process of the offices for the promotion of equal opportunities, the MINSA 
has an equivalent – the National Office of Comprehensive Health for the Population with Disabilities (ONSIPD); 
there is not a similar office in primary, secondary and tertiary care facilities, however, at the regional level there 
is an ONSIPD liaison person who is in charge of mainstreaming disability in facilities. CSS also has an OEO. 

General inclusive services 

Finding 24: Even though Panama has an extensive legal framework that fosters the provision of inclusive 
services, in practice, general services have not been appropriate in guaranteeing the right to inclusion, 
participation and autonomy of persons with disabilities, and they offer a coverage that is not sufficient to 
guarantee care to persons with disabilities, particularly in rural and indigenous areas. 

Although Panama has regulations that are not aligned with the CRPD, the country has a legal framework based on 
international commitments and national laws (Annex 9) that establish the right of the population with disabilities 
to equal opportunity access to general public and publicly accessible private services, which bind the State of 
Panama to carry out the legal and functional adaptations necessary to guarantee this right to inclusion, 
participation and autonomy of persons with disabilities. 

89  Information  provided b y  the National  Directorate of  Physical  Medicine and  Rehabilitation  of  the CSS  (2021).  
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The quality of the general services provided in the country does not enable autonomy for persons with disabilities. 
The people consulted indicate that the most critical general services are transport, education, employment, 
health, justice and housing. In all of the interviews conducted and the statements collected it was pointed out 
that there is a systematic lack of support in communication (such as sign language interpreters or documents in 
�raille’s system), community services, and assistance related to mobility and technology. 

Social protection / non-contributory programmes 

The following programmes for the inclusion of persons with disabilities are implemented in Panama for the 
purpose of overcoming the conditions of poverty and extreme poverty that may lead to situations of 
abandonment, neglect or institutionalization: 

1) Rotary  Disability  Fund  (FODIS,  in  Spanish)  for  persons  with disabilities  to  receive  the assistive devices they 
require for  their  functionality. In  2021, FODIS  delivered  assistive devices and treatments  with a total  value of  
Panamanian balboa (PAB)  75,053.95, while 195 applications with a total value of PAB  700,000.00 are undergoing  
administrative processing  for  procurement. No  data disaggregated by number  of  beneficiaries, sex, age or  
disability type was received.   

2) Fami-Empresa, programme for guiding, training and promoting the creation of small family enterprises in the 
agricultural, commercial and service sectors for persons with disabilities and their families living in rural, marginal 
urban and hard to access areas. During the 2021 pandemic period, 240 families are benefiting from the 
programme, through virtual trainings and follow-up of entrepreneurs by phone in the programme of Panama, 
West Panama, Colon, Chiriqui, Veraguas, Bocas del Toro, Los Santos, Herrera and Darien. No data disaggregated 
by disability type, age, sex, etc. was received. 

3) Angel Guardian Programme, created by Law 39 of 14 June 2012, consisting of monthly financial assistance 
payments of eighty balboas (PAB 80.00) for persons with severe disabilities in a condition of dependency and 
extreme poverty. According to data provided by the Ministry of Social Development (MIDES, in Spanish), as of 
June 2021, 19,106 people are benefiting from the programme (10,581 men and 8,525 women); 5,058 are children 
with disabilities. Of them, 712 beneficiaries are from hard to access areas in Colon, comarca areas Embera, Kuna 
Yala and Ngäbe-Bugle, Darién and Veraguas.  

4) Network of Opportunities Programme, implemented by MIDES, it aims to guarantee the protection of the 
rights to education and health of children living in poverty and extreme poverty. As a condition for receiving the 
cash transfers of one hundred balboas (PAB 100.00), beneficiary families of the programmes agree to attend 
pregnancy checkup appointments, keep the vaccinations of children under 5 years of age up to date and ensure 
that they attend school. It was not possible to determine the number of beneficiaries with disabilities. 

5) Subsidy Programme, which provides PAB  150.00 in  financial aid quarterly, to help pay for some of the priority  
basic  needs  such as  health care, education,  medicines and food of  persons  with disabilities  and their  families  living  
in  poverty and extreme poverty. Between January and August  2021, the programme has  benefitted 273  persons  
with disabilities, with a total amount of PAB  130,500.00.  

6) Financial Benefits associated with the disability certification card, which include discounts in public transport 
services, meals in restaurants, electricity, water and Internet services, among others. 

7) Disability Scholarships, which serve incentives for students with disabilities, conditional on school attendance 
and academic performance. 

8) PAB 120.00 at 65 Programme which, as of June 2021, has 5,743 elderly bedridden persons in its list of 
beneficiaries at the national level90. 

90  Information  provided b y  the SENADIS i n  an  interview  conducted i n  June 2021.  
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While organizations of parents of children and young people with disabilities recognize the value of the assistance 
provided by the different programmes, they note that they are insufficient to cover the high costs associated with 
disabilities. Another limiting factor is, according to reports, the fact that it is not possible to benefit from two 
programmes at the same time. Beneficiaries of Angel Guardian interviewed91 claim that, for this reason, they could 
not access the emergency and social assistance plan “Panama Solidario” (delivery of a P!� 80 voucher or a bag of 
food) intended for the families in greatest need affected by the COVID-19 pandemic). 

In  order  to  support  the achievement  of  the SDGs, the  national Government  has  implemented the Colmena plan  
“Panama free  from  poverty and inequality, the sixth  frontier”- a 2030  !genda  accelerator, conceived for  
overcoming hunger, poverty and inequalities through the harmonious and integrated articulation of the range of  
public  services offered, and which includes  the programmes and projects  of  SENADIS  and conditional cash transfer  
programmes.92 To date, there is no official information showing the results. 

Health legislation and policies.  

The country has a network of rehabilitation facilities made up of 9 facilities dedicated exclusively to rehabilitation, 
8 centres located in province capitals and a National Institute of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation in the capital 
city, which require more qualified human resources to deal with the demand for care. 

Organizations of parents of children and adolescents with disabilities complain about the lack of a comprehensive 
and cross-sectoral rehabilitation response. The capacity of comprehensive rehabilitation centres (REINTEGRA), 
present in province capitals, is not sufficient to serve the population of children and adolescents with disabilities. 
Organizations of parents of Chiriqui reveal that there has been a reduction in the provision of services starting in 
the year 2017, when – according to reports – the regular therapy of many children was discontinued and parents 
were recommended exercises to be performed at home, with checkups every three months in REINTEGRA93. 

In 2019, the construction of 4 rehabilitation centres in the interior of the country and a Specialized Institute of 
Comprehensive Neurodevelopment (IENDI, in Spanish) was completed, awaiting the start of operations, and 
construction of the REINTEGRA centre in Caimitillo is expected to be completed in 2021, with which 13 of the 15 
health regions will be covered. 

All secondary and tertiary level hospitals have rehabilitation departments; some primary level facilities have 
physiotherapy and early stimulation services, however, human resources in rehabilitation are scarce, and even in 
hospitals in the provinces with rehabilitation departments there are no doctors specialized in physical medicine 
and rehabilitation. 

Since 1985, IPHE has carried out a community-based rehabilitation programme; after a long pause, it was 
reactivated in 2006, impacting 56 communities in the different provinces of the country, including the comarca 
areas. 

Sexual and reproductive health services are extended to people with disabilities, including adolescents, for which 
family planning statistics are available.  It is of concern that in the last 5 years there is evidence of pregnancies in 

91  As  reported b y  three  organizations  interviewed f rom  Chiriqui  and  one from  Cocle. Oddly, a  mother  from  the organization  Pasitos  de Angeles  de Chiriqui,  

who  is  a  beneficiary  of  the Angel  Guardian  programme, reported  having attempted  to  access  the support  voucher  and  only  achieving to  do  so  (with  great  
surprise)  recently, while other  mothers  in  the same circumstances  were never  able to.  
92  Interview  of  the Social  Cabinet  in  June 2021.  
93  As  indicated b y  four  organizations  of  parents  of  children w ith  disabilities  of  Chiriqui  in  a  focus  group  conducted f or  the purposes  of  this  situational  

analysis.  
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adolescents with disabilities (57), with a greater number in the provinces of West Panama (13), Veraguas (11) and 
Los Santos (9)94 (Annex 7). 

Regarding accessibility to professional childbirth care, 95it is important to note that in Panama, 90 per cent of 
births occur in hospitals and all are registered in the Civil Registry, because it is mandatory for the institution to 
register children born in a hospital if they were not entered during that period by their parents, outside hospitals, 
in remote and hard to access regions, as well as in communities in border areas.  According to the data provided, 
the remaining 10 per cent does not receive timely care for early detection of health problems, including those 
resulting in disability. Prevention and detection in the primary health care model are essential for any process and 
public policy on disability. It is necessary to monitor how many children have access to neonatal, hearing and 
visual screening, and how many pregnant women have access to screening services for congenital malformations. 
In addition, the country evaluates child development (applied by IPHE, MINSA, CSS, etc.). However, it is unknown 
if this information is consolidated and used by the State and the civil society/ Under MINS!’s leadership, Panama 
is updating this evaluation with the adoption of the electronic data interchange flow tool: Electronic Data 
Interchange–EDI). This could be included and taken as a reference to promote the use of the information 
generated in the system (SEIS). 

In  the focus  group  on health-related issues, it  was  pointed out  that  in  the pr ovinces there are  no  programmes or  
specialists, and that the latter are concentrated in  Panama City, so travel costs are high (approximately 50 dollars  
to attend a doctor's appointment).96 

Health indicators in rural and indigenous areas continue to lag behind and progress is slow.97 

98 

Education legislation and policies 

Regarding education, the laws indicate that inclusive education involves curriculum adaptation, refurbishment of 
physical spaces, and the provision of assistive devices and technologies that enables persons with disabilities to 
access the curriculum and equal opportunities. 

MEDUCA and IPHE have statistics on the population with disabilities served by their different programmes,99 

disaggregated by age, type of disability and province, reporting a total of 5,056 students with disabilities at the 
national level in regular schools, of which 3,093 are men and 1,963 are women; while IPHE has 14,487 students 
enrolled, 9,180 of which are men and 5,307 are women, resulting in an overall total of 19,543 students with 
disabilities at the national level. 

Obstacles to full participation across the different education levels are recognized. The education system has not 
been able to create an inclusive environment. The coverage and extension of inclusive education programmes are 
limited due to the lack of resources available for providing it, both for the implementation of reasonable 

94  Ministry  of  Health. (15  June 2019). Obtained  from  the Ministry  of  Health  of  Panama:  http://www.minsa.gob.pa/cartera-salud/cartera-de-servicio-por

nivel-de-atencion.
  
95  National  report  filed  pursuant  to  paragraph  5  of  the  annex  of  Resolution  16/21  of  the  Human  Rights  Council, (2020).  Panama
  
96Indicated i n  the focus  group.  


97  Informe  Nacional  de  Desarrollo  Humano  - Panama  2019  "Renovando  las  Instituciones  para  el  desarrollo  sostenible".  UNDP. (2019). Panama.  

98  Caito, G. (7  June 2021). Interview  with  a  father  of  a  child  with  disabilities. (M. Díaz, Interviewer)  
99  See  statistics  of  inclusion  students  enrolled i n  the MEDUCA  and  the IPHE  in  Annex  1.  
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accommodations and for training teaching staff in the needs differentiated according to disability type.100 In 
addition, there is no monitoring system to verify that such adaptations are being made. 

Currently, according to MEDUCA and IPHE, both institutions, together with SENADIS and other institutions that 
make up the Education Commission of the National Council for the Development and Inclusion of Persons with 
Disabilities (CONADIS, in Spanish), are preparing a roadmap to make progress on the issue of educational inclusion, 
in accordance with the recommendations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child101 and the Committee on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.102 

MEDUCA recognizes the urgent need to unify the education system and move towards an education that is 
inclusive of all children and adolescents, including those with more severe conditions, to ensure accessibility to all 
educational institutions, to strengthen teacher training in the use of inclusive tools such as universal design for 
learning, and to raise awareness regarding inclusion among all staff members of the education system to fight 
stigmatization and discrimination.103 

According to IPHE, the main challenges to the full inclusion of children with disabilities in the education system 
are: 
●	  

	  

	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

poor accessibility in the infrastructure; 

● lack of preparation for receiving students with multiple challenges, such as deafblindness, cerebral palsy, 
neuromotor disorders, among other disabilities; 

● an attitude of educators, administrative staff, senior staff of respect for the rights of children and 
adolescents with disabilities and for making and implementing reasonable accommodations to the 
curriculum; 

● limited coverage to serve students with disabilities in hard to access and indigenous comarca areas; 
● few appointments of support teachers or teaching assistants in many educational institutions;104 

● limited number of educators trained in the ecological functional approach,105 curriculum alignment and 
the application of the functional assessment to each student; 

● limited training of the education community in the issue of augmentative alternative communication; 
● the discretion of the directors of these inclusive schools to allow children and young people with 

disabilities to enroll in their institutions; 
● insufficient implementation of intermediate technical courses in official schools in the country; 
● limited monitoring and professional resources available to support homeschooled students. 

In the opinion of the parents interviewed: 
●	 there is a need for a structured adaptation plan that allows for a real inclusion in the regular school of 

children coming from special education; 

● few schools have an educational psychology cabinet, and when there is one, it is not always fully 
staffed due to the lack of some specialist (either the psychologist, or the educational psychologist, or 
the special teacher; 

100  Opinions  consolidated f rom  the Induction  workshop  of  the Beginners  Course May-June 2021.
  
101  See  CRC/C/PAN/CO/5-6, para. 28, a).
  
102  See  CDPD/C/PAN/CO/1, para. 48  and  49. 
 
103  Information  from  interview  with  the Director  of  Special  Education  of  MEDUCA.
  
104  It  is  important  to  note that  special  teachers  appointed b y  MEDUCA  accumulate to  date a  total  of  1,400  units  (July, 2021), according to  reports  from
  
MEDUCA.  
105  The functional  ecological  approach  refers  to  the child  being able to  learn, regardless  of  their  disability. To  this  end, the activities  must  take place in  

natural  and  functional  environments  that  are useful  for  life (practical  situations).  
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● incomplete training of the teaching staff in dealing with diversity and specific learning strategies for 
each type of disability; 

● curriculum adaptations suited to the needs of the child – as provided by law – are not made according 
to the different types of disability, nor is there a monitoring system to verify that teachers are making 
such adaptations; 

● classes have large numbers of students, and teachers do not have the capacity or tools to devote to 
individually address the children with special needs, and there is also persistent rejection and 
prejudice among some teachers towards the inclusion of children with disabilities. 

● the implementation modality for inclusion in the regular education system varies from one school to 
another (total, partial inclusion, integration only for a few hours)106. This creates confusion for families 
and limits the enrolment of children with disabilities, leaving them exposed to the violation of their 
right to inclusive education. 

This situation contributes to the elevated school dropout rates, as parents – especially those living in poverty – 
lose motivation to keep bringing their children to school because they do not see progress in their learning. 
Organizations of parents report that there are no official school dropout numbers and are concerned about the 
estimated severity of the phenomenon.107 

All the organizations of parents interviewed, that act in different provinces (Chiriqui, Bocas del Toro, Herrera, 
Cocle, West Panama), note the lack of technical courses and vocational workshops – for example, courses in 
dressmaking, baking, design, art, music or skills and preparation for life – accessible to adolescents and young 
people with disabilities, which harms their subsequent chances of integrating into the labour market and future 
chances of living independently. 

Employment and sustainable livelihoods legislation and policies 

According to the 2006 PENDIS, women with disabilities account for 67.1 per cent of the not economically active 
population of persons with disabilities, which means that a large group of women do not have economic autonomy 
and experience higher levels of social vulnerability and psychosocial risk factors that exacerbate their disability 
situation. 
The Ministry of Labour and Labour Development (MITRADEL, in Spanish) has a Department for the Socio-Economic 
Integration of Persons with Disabilities, which offers guidance services and job placement training for persons 
with disabilities. The information provided by MITRADEL indicates that there 3,890 persons with disabilities are 
enrolled, 1,244 of which are women and 2,646 are men, and among the registered disabilities are visual, hearing, 
physical, visceral, mental and intellectual disabilities. Records are not disaggregated by disability, ethnicity, age. 
There is no information disaggregated by disability regarding the suspension and reactivation of contracts, but 
they note that they may get this information when they finish reviewing the companies.108 MITRADEL points out 
that in the comarca areas, the labour integration of people with disabilities is very difficult because there are no 
companies that comply with the minimum 2 per cent quotas established by Law for the inclusion of persons with 
disabilities. By law, the companies that refuse to hire persons with disabilities to cover 2 per cent of their staff 
must pay to the Ministry of Labor an amount equal to the minimum wage for each worker with a disability not 
hired for the duration of their reluctance (Article 53 of Law No. 15 of 2016). 

106  According to  what  was  reported i n  interviews, some schools  require a  tutor  to  work  with  the child  with  disability, which  has  an  especially  high  cost  –
  
entirely  at  the expense of  parents  (around  600  balboas  a  month).
  
107  As  stated i n  interviews  and  during the validation  workshop.
  
108  Information provided during the interview with the Ministry of Labour and Labour Development.   
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Disaster risk reduction and emergency response 

In the country report submitted to CEDDIS, (SENADIS, CEDDIS Report, 2020-2021), SENADIS developed the Guide 
for Comprehensive Disaster Risk Management in Inclusive Education Centres and the Signabulary for Disaster Risk 
Reduction and Immediate Response, which was promoted in 2017 in the Rank Promotion courses for the various 
Regional Zones of the Meritorious Fire Service of the Republic of Panama (BCBRP, in Spanish). Members of official 
education agencies, (MEDUCA, IPHE), emergency services (911, the National Civil Defence System [SINAPROC, in 
Spanish], BCBRP) and SENADIS participated in the development of this guide, under the coordination of the NGO 
Refugee Education Trust (RET) with funding from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 

MINSA, in coordination with PAHO, began a cycle of trainings for the implementation of the Inclusion of Disaster 
Risk Management in Hospitals (INGRID-H, in Spanish). 

SENADIS, working in conjunction with SINAPROC, developed a Roadmap for inclusion, protection and care of 
persons with disabilities in comprehensive risk, emergency and disaster management in Panama, and the 2016
2019 safety plan for persons with disabilities in emergency situations.109 

Access to justice 

Panama recognizes the right to access to justice for all persons, but OPDs and NGOs complain of the difficulties in 
the access to justice for persons with disabilities, although there are regulations in place to guarantee this right, 
it is also true that measures need to be applied for it to be effectively enjoyed, for instance, to ensure physical 
accessibility to the buildings holding houses of peace, courts, and tribunals, to hire sign language interpreters for 
judiciary proceedings, and to provide documents in simplified language. 

The administration of justice has carried out actions to guarantee access to justice. The Access to Justice and 
Gender policy of the Judiciary was enacted in 2008 and the Access to Justice and Gender Unit was created. 

In addition, the Brasilia Regulations Regarding Access to Justice for Persons in Conditions of Vulnerability, which 
establish guidelines for access to justice for women, indigenous people, persons with disabilities, persons living in 
poverty, migrants and persons deprived of liberty, were adopted by agreement of the plenary session of the 
Supreme Court of Justice number 245 of 2011.110 

Persons with disabilities face restricted access to justice as they do not have the accessibility they require to be 
able to actively participate in processes where there is a violation of rights, related to the still pending issue of 
legal capacity, which to this date has restrictions, despite the recommendations of the CRPD Committee in this 
regard. 

The Public Prosecution Service shared statistics of cases heard in Gesell observation domes, which are 
disaggregated by age and disability. Most of the people referred to in these data are minors (Annex 10). Data 
shows that during the 2017-2021 period, 31 complaints have been heard in Gesell observation domes (Annex 10). 
Of the total, 71 per cent of the people heard were women and 29 per cent were men. Most of the complaints 
were heard in 2018 (12 cases) and 2019 (10 cases). The cases reported, by province, were: 8 in Bocas del Toro, 17 
in West Panama, 1 in Central Panama, 2 in Los Santos and 3 in Chiriqui. The main crime type is Offences against 
sexual freedom and integrity (78 per cent) mainly committed against persons with intellectual disabilities (88 per 
cent). The great challenge lies in disaggregating data by sex, ethnicity and disability, something that was 

109  Information  obtained f rom  the web p age of  SENADIS, https://www.senadis.gob.pa/documentos/vitacora/HojaRuta-InclusionProteccion%26PcD

RiesgosEmergencias.pdf  



110  See  https://www.organojudicial.gob.pa/uploads/blogs.dir/2/2019/08/462/cien-reglas-de-brasilia-actualizadas-version-abril-2018-xix-cumbre-judicial

asamblea-plenaria-san-francisco-de-quito.pdf;  the reply  from  the Judiciary  of  Panama  is  pending.   
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acknowledged by the representative of the Public Prosecution Service.111 The Public Prosecution Service did not 
provide information on the results of the cases because many of them are still under investigation. 

With the support of the UNS, the informative booklet “Mujer conoce tus derechos” (Woman, know your rights) 
was translated into the Ngäbe-Buglé and Guna indigenous languages. In addition, with the support of the Luz del 
Ciego Foundation, the booklet was translated into Braille.112 Publications updated in 2016 and 2018.  

Participation in public and political life 

The results of the last elections held in 2019 provided by the Electoral Court, show a low representation of women, 
indigenous people, people of African descent and people with disabilities. 

In the Executive Branch, there is representation in the Cabinet with a Vice Minister of Culture with a hearing 
disability, the Deputy Director of SENADIS who has a visual disability, but representation is minimal among highest 
ranking officials. 

Budgeting and financial management according to the CRPD 
Budget allocation is a measure of prioritization and political will. Budget analysis aligned with the CRPD entails 

examining the gaps between the investments and the magnitude of the obstacles faced by persons with 

disabilities. It also involves monitoring efforts for CRPD implementation and SDG achievement and the 

participation of persons with disabilities in administrative budget design processes. 

Resource allocation 

Finding 25: There is no disaggregated information to identify the budgetary allocation for specific programmes 
addressing persons with disabilities, or the mainstreaming of disability in the budget allocated to State 
institutions. 

At the time of this analysis, there are no disaggregated figures available to determine the investments in actions 
by State institutions aimed at providing inclusive services to persons with disabilities. The only budget that can be 
identified as direct investment by the State to address disability is the budget allocated to SENADIS, for reasons 
inherent to its nature. It is important to note that the SENADIS budget is approved by a Board of Directors 
composed of MIDES, MINSA, MEDUCA, MITRADEL, MIVIOT, MOP, MEF, IPHE, 2 representatives of organizations 
of persons with disabilities, 2 representatives of organizations of parents of persons with disabilities and a 
representative of NGOs that work with persons with disabilities. The available information indicates that 7.6 
million dollars (Annex 11) was allocated to SENADIS in 2021,113 68 per cent of which is allocated to its operation 
and 32 per cent to investments. It was also possible to identify the allocation to the specific MIDES programme 
of conditional cash transfers for people with disabilities (Guardian Angel) which received around 4.6 million dollars 
for 2021.114 

In  addition, the equal  opportunity offices or  directorates do  not  have  their  budget, i.e., they do  not  control the  
allocation of  budget  items;  these are  centralized budgets, whose spending  is  approved by the general  directorates.  
Aside from  that, the sources of  funding  of  organizations  of  persons  with disabilities  or  the budgets  that  they 
manage are unknown. The various  national strategic  plans  leveraged by SENADIS for  the inclusion of  persons with  
disabilities (2005-2009, 2011-2014, 2015-2019)  do not include estimated implementation cost, nor the available  
budgetary sources/    MINS!’s  budget lacks funds earmarked exclusively for disability and rehabilitation care/  

111  Stated i n  an  interview  with  Maruquel  Castroverde of  the Public  Prosecution  Service.  

112  Obtained f rom  the Beijing+25  report  of  Panamá.   
113  Gaceta  Oficial  Digital.   Digital  Official  Gazette No. 29153-B. Law  N°  176, 13  November  2020.  Page 24  
114  See:  Mides  pagará  $56.8  millones  en s ubsidios  |  La  Prensa  Panamá  
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No evidence has been found that persons with disabilities or their organizations have been consulted or involved 
in the decision-making processes of the allocation of the national budget. 

Costs 

Finding 26: Even though there are subsidy programmes, they are not sufficient to cover the costs associated 
with disabilities. 

Several of the people consulted stated that the costs they must incur to actively participate in society are onerous 
and, on recurring occasions, out of their reach. 

Accountability and governance 
This section of the findings refers to two major components: inclusive evidence and data collection systems and 

national accountability mechanisms. The findings, therefore, focus on detecting potential gaps that prevent the 

data from effectively providing an accurate picture of the situation of persons with disabilities, the inequalities 

they experience and the barriers they are subject to, observing progress in the inclusion of persons with 

disabilities, designing inclusive public policies that address the different needs by type of disability, and 

considering the most vulnerable groups in particular. They also focus on observing accountability mechanisms 

for monitoring the implementation of public policies and decision making. 

Inclusive data and evidence collection systems 

Finding 27: There are no official statistics on disability updated or disaggregated by gender, age, ethnicity, 
origin, geographical distribution, type of disability, migration status, LGTBQ+. 

The various  interviews  and  literature reviews  show  scarce disaggregated data that  would  make it  possible  to  
identify vulnerable groups within persons with disabilities, their socioeconomic status, and the areas that require  
greater  investment  to  fulfil  the rights  of  persons  with disabilities. The data collected did not  allow  us  to  determine  
the updated  prevalence of  disability among  women  and men, the age group  or  the province with the highest  
prevalence. There is  insufficient  data on disability. Only the PENDIS  presents  information disaggregated by 
disability in  different  areas. However, it  is  necessary to  update the data as  the survey goes back to  2006. The 
disaggregation of  data by g ender, ethnicity, geographical distribution or  type of  disability is  still pending, as  noted 
by the various  treaty monitoring  mechanisms  when recommendations  to  Panama are made.  This  has  been 
recognized by the country in  its  voluntary report  to  the  Committee  on the  Rights  of  Persons  with Disabilities.  
Before the COVID 19  Pandemic, Panama was  preparing  to  conduct  a new  statistical  study  on disability (National  
Census and Disability Prevalence Survey).  

From the health perspective, the information system is the critical hub to create and analyse indicators, especially 
those related to the SDGs. There is no disaggregated data on disability despite the efforts made to modernize the 
electronic records of MINSA and CSS. Furthermore, there is no unified data to obtain nationwide information in 
real time to support decision making. Several institutions interested in implementing INGRID-H have been trained 
with the support of PAHO. This has helped them improve the inclusion of persons with disabilities when managing 
health disaster risks at hospitals. (PAHO, 2021). 

Mechanisms for accountability and monitoring of public policies 

Finding 28: Although there is legislation in force and mandatory accountability mechanisms for public servants, 
they have weaknesses that hinder the creation of systems for monitoring and evaluating public policies and the 
permanent participation of persons with disabilities and the organizations representing them. 

Some of the weaknesses in the public administration are the lack of interinstitutional coordination and of 

continuity and follow-up in the implementation of policies, plans, and programmes caused by changes in 
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administration, including the dismissal of technical officials. This discontinuity affects the consolidation of OPDs 

within the mechanisms of accountability and monitoring of public policies. 

OPDs state that they do not know about the mechanisms of accountability regarding international conventions 

and treaties, the National Assembly, their operation and the role they can play within them. These mechanisms 

are mentioned in every report, but the content is not widely consulted. 

The accountability channels identified in the information search process show that: 

● Annual accountability reports are prepared by government agencies, but the documents are not widely 
disseminated or accessible in all the necessary formats. 

● The National Observatory of Disability presents significant institutional weakness that stems from limited 
budgets.115 

● Although OPDs participate in CONADIS, this participation is not constant or permanent. 
● The Ombudsman’s  Office prepares an  annual  management  report  including  the work done in  the disability 

unit  in  terms  of  training  (internal and external)  and  receiving  and handling  complaints, petitions  and  
requests for  mediation.116 

No evidence was found of the existence of a monitoring methodology or indicators to evaluate programme 
implementation. 

Analysis 
Stakeholders analysis and coordination 

Ensuring that all persons with disabilities enjoy the same human rights and opportunities as all other members of 

society requires strengthening the capacities of both the rights holders (persons with disabilities) and the 

organizations that represent them, as well as the duty bearers (State actors, the ombudsman office, but non-State 

actors can also be considered) who have obligations to fulfil these rights. The findings presented indicate that 

OPDs’ week areas are their capacity to organize (especially in rural and comarca areas or indigenous territories, 

where there are no registered OPDs), to cater to the most vulnerable types of disability (intellectual and 

psychosocial disabilities, or intersectionality), the operations and financial areas (strategic management, resource 

mobilization), and their association efforts (joining efforts and setting common goals). These weaknesses affect 

the capacity of OPDs to guarantee their active and binding participation in public-policy design and access to 

inclusive universal services. 

The main difficulties  in  advancing  the creation or consolidation of  OPDs  in  the country are not  only legal, as   they  

are subject  to the same administrative procedures as any NGO, even before  considering the specific needs of this  

population and the institution’s  operational and financial aspects/ In  this  regard,it  becomes evident  that  the 
barriers  faced by people who  exercise consolidated leadership roles  given their  life trajectory of  activism, 

background, training, network building, among other factors that contribute to their visibility and leadership, are  

multiple and complex. These barriers  range from  a structural  lack of  resources, difficulty in  accessing  services, to  

dealing  with mental  and attitudinal  barriers  linked  to  cultural  issues  and imaginaries  that  naturalise forms  of  

discrimination.  These factors hinder the process of mobilization and organization of people with disabilities.  

In rural and comarca areas, where there are no registered OPDs, the OPDs interviewed state that this is mainly 

why OPDs are invisible and lack representativeness. As mentioned in the findings section, only one organization 

115  Information  provided i n  an  interview  with  the Director  of  the observatory.
  
116  Information  provided  by  the Ombudsman’s  Office in  an  electronic  communication  dated  17  June 2021/
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of parents of persons with intellectual disabilities stated that it had links with an indigenous comarca. The 

invisibility of groups of persons with psychosocial and intellectual disabilities, as well as groups of persons with 

disabilities affected by multiple and simultaneous forms of discrimination, such as women, girls, indigenous 

women, people of African descent, LGTBQ+ people and migrants with disabilities, and the organization and 

positioning of groups of women with disabilities, are current challenges we need to address. 

The lack of information on the various available funding sources or existing funding opportunities shows that 

either OPDs lack information on existing opportunities or that they do not have the necessary financial and 

programme management skills to keep accurate administrative and accounting records or to access new sources 

of funding. Operational capacity is limited, probably due to weaknesses in operational and strategic management. 

Most of the comments made by the OPDs consulted in the different training, consultation and validation processes 

in the inception phase, reflect their search for welfare support rather than access and capacity building for the 

full exercise of rights. 

In addition, OPDs are disconnected. Organizations are not united because they lack a common goal on which to 

focus their efforts. Although FENADEPI is associated with regional networks, it does not seem to have the 

necessary capacities to transfer the knowledge obtained through this exchange or harness the benefits of this 

connection in favour of the movement of persons with disabilities in Panama. Nor is there an approach to 

intersectionality or a rights-based approach. 

Participation mechanisms are just emerging. Although there are opportunities like CONADIS and National 

Coordination, the main space for participation at the highest government level for OPDs has been limited, partly 

due to their own association and organizational weaknesses, and also because of inefficient invitation 

mechanisms, and the physician-centric vision of the institutions that does not see OPD involvement as valuable. 

In Panama, the association of family members of persons with disabilities has contributed to decision making in 

government, such as the creation of the National Secretariat on Disability and the development of the National 

Disability Policy. The opposite has been the case of persons with disabilities. Although they have made efforts to 

join and form a national federation, they have not been able to achieve similar visibility or impact. They have also 

failed to include persons with disabilities from indigenous comarcas or other places that are difficult to access as 

members. 

There are coordination mechanisms in place with decision-makers like, CONADIS, which is a consultation 

mechanism that, with the participation of OPDs and government institutions, develops institutional plans that, 

despite carrying out awareness-raising and training activities, have not been efficient in changing systems 

integrally, so that they align with the principles of the CRPD . 

Better follow-up and participation of persons with disabilities is required. Mapping of persons with disabilities 

should be updated, especially in comarca regions, rural areas, and underrepresented groups. Representativeness 

of persons with disabilities among the national debate topics must be promoted. It is necessary to contribute to 

the organizations of persons with disabilities and the civil society to raise awareness on underrepresented groups. 

It is also essential to build alliances between the academic and private sectors. Since there are no well-organized 

or managed organizations representing persons with disabilities, their capacity to actively take part in public 

policies, strategies and programmes is quite reduced or inefficient. This reduced participation has had an impact 

on the inclusion of the specific needs and perspectives of persons with disabilities in the COVID-19 response plans, 

whose implemented measures had an even greater negative impact on the population of persons with disabilities 

experiencing higher levels of vulnerability. For example, the unemployment rate increased during COVID-19 

pandemic, which most detrimentally affected those families that have a member with a disability, and access to 

general and specific services was restricted. In addition, the pressures of isolation had a greater impact on persons 
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with cognitive and psychosocial disabilities, and access to communication and information was affected. Similarly, 

the spaces for receiving and dealing with complaints show that in times of pandemic domestic violence has 

escalated. Despite this, no evidence was found indicating that persons with disabilities have been incorporated in 

a binding manner in the preparation of post-COVID-19 recovery plans. 

Regarding the role of the State of Panama as guarantor of rights, the general analysis determines that there 

are multiple factors that influence the medical model of disability that persists in the State and Panamanian 

society. Public legislation, policies and programs are not harmonized with the human rights-based disability 

model established in the CRPD. 

On the other hand, it can be pointed out the limited financial, material, technological and human resources to 

implement the National Strategic Plan for Disability and the Institutional Plans that take into account the 

mainstreaming of disability approach. 

The lack of updated and disaggregated statistical data and integrated information systems among State 

Institutions to respond to multiple forms of intersectional discrimination is evident, through the 

establishment of indicators that allow crossing variables from the social model of disability, the gender 

perspective and the diversity perspective (by gender, age, ethnicity, origin, geographic distribution, type of 

disability, migratory situation, LGTBQ +) that allow the compilation of qualitative and quantitative 

information that crosses the different indicators for the design of programs, plans, programs and projects that 

consider the unique impact on the quality of life of people with disabilities. 

The foregoing makes it difficult to articulate between State institutions, it hinders the monitoring and 

evaluation of public policies and the permanent participation of people with disabilities and the organizations 

that represent them in the programming, execution and evaluation of Disability plans, programs and 

programs, including the disability qualification and certification process, which must be aligned with the 

human rights approach and requires close coordination between state institutions. 

Equality and non-discrimination 
Non-discrimination means that all rights are guaranteed to all without distinction, exclusion or restriction based 

on disability or on the grounds of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social 

origin, property, birth or age, or other status. Discrimination on the basis of disability shall mean any distinction, 

exclusion or restriction on the basis of disability which has the purpose or effect of impairing or nullifying the 

recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal basis, of all human rights and fundamental freedoms117. 

It could be stated that Panama is currently transitioning from a medical welfare model of understanding disability 

to a human rights model that seeks the inclusion of persons with disabilities in all spheres of society. In assessing 

the legal framework, a wide range of legal instruments with a human rights-based approach to disability are found, 

as evidenced in the Constitution, the ratification of the CRPD, the CEDAW and others. 

However, there are still derogatory regulations that prevent the full recognition of persons with disabilities as 

rights holders. This leads, among other things, to a lack of standardization in the actions of State institutions, to 

the prevalence of stigma and prejudice, and to the persistence of practices that are discriminatory and violate 

rights, such as exclusion from the education system or non-consensual sterilizations. 

117 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Disabilities_training_17_sp.pdf 
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The persistence of stigmas and prejudice towards persons with disabilities, as well as a welfare and medical 
model to address disability in Panama, restrict the advance towards an understanding of disability from a human 
rights-based approach. The decisions made for such purpose, such as the enactment and implementation of laws, 
public policy making, creating an entity aimed at mainstreaming disability among sector-specific policies have not 
been enough to promote a social change which enables the inclusion of persons with disabilities as holders of 
human rights in the Panamanian society. 

Although there is a national disability strategy, the content of which has been developed under a human rights-
based approach to disability and is tied to the achievement of the SDGs, it does not have an evaluation and 
monitoring framework to assess the impacts or outcomes achieved, nor does it have a budget allocated to carry 
out activities or implement measures envisaged. Disability mainstreaming, one of the crucial elements of the 
strategic plans formulated to date, has not been fully taken on board by State institutions. It is worth mentioning 
that even though the available data and testimonies gathered during this analysis process show that women and 
girls with disabilities are twice as vulnerable, and this limits, even more, their exercise of rights, mainstreaming of 
the gender-based approach in disability policies has not been observed. 

It should be further noted that the United Nations system in Panama has opened up space for the participation of 
persons with disabilities in programming processes, which is reflected in the Sustainable Development 
Cooperation Framework 2021-2025, in its theory of change, intervention strategies, as well as in the established 
outcome indicators. 

Accessibility 
Accessibility means that society, both in its public and private dimensions, is organized to enable all people to take 

part fully. In order to achieve full inclusion, an accessible, barrier-free social and physical environment is required. 

Despite the moral, legal and fiscal incentives that may exist, there are no sustained efforts to ensure accessibility 

for persons with disabilities in public and private spaces. During the analysis, many opinions shared by persons 

with disabilities and the organizations that represent them mentioned a setback in the progress made in 

accessibility in recent years, for example, voice announcements in the transport system had been removed. It is 

also noted that the investments made in accessibility are based on meeting the needs of the most visible groups 

of persons with disabilities (visual, hearing and physical disabilities), but other conditions are not considered. 

Efforts were observed in the inclusion of accessibility standards for new buildings, but the retrofitting of existing 

infrastructure will take time and resources to complete. 

Access to information is a critical issue. Persons with disabilities do not have access to relevant information, not 

only because they do not know where to look for it, but also because it is not available in the formats that are 

required to guarantee access. Efforts are made to provide sign language services, but it is restricted to limited 

domains, that is, it is not available in all schools or universities, in workplaces, or in government offices. Private 

sign language interpreters' services are expensive, so the population of persons with disabilities living in poverty 

cannot afford to pay for them. Even more complex is the access to information for persons with cognitive 

disabilities, because the country and its institutions have not made sufficient progress towards generating 

information in plain language. 

Early warning systems are not adapted to the different needs of each type of disability. Moreover, the measures 

that have been taken to respond to the global COVID-19 pandemic did not consider the effects on accessibility for 

persons with disabilities, so no mitigating measures were implemented. This affected the continuity of education, 

medical treatment or professional support, employment, complaints handling mechanisms and information, 

thereby increasing levels of poverty, vulnerability and inequality.  

43 | Situational Analysis of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama – 2021. 



    
 

             

           

    

 

      

  

   

            

 

 

 

   
      

      

       

  

       

 

          

 

 

          

 

 

  
         

             
               

 

   

         

 

  

         

        

        

 

       

         

  

 

The conducted analysis identifies several barriers and obstacles that prevent the full inclusion of children and 

adolescents with disabilities. Parents state that the most significant gaps are the access to inclusive and quality 

health and education services, family support, society’s knowledge and awareness on disability and the rights of 
children with disabilities. 

Efforts should be made to strengthen early detection and stimulation programmes, which parents of children with 

disabilities consider necessary. Improve the availability of specialized health services and professionals, currently 

concentrated in more urbanized areas and the capital. In the case of children, early detection and intervention 

are crucial. Recognizing the needs of children with disabilities allows for the application of actions to promote 

their development, but, actually, this does not take place; therefore, these children tend to be marginalized from 

education and recreational, sport and cultural activities. 

Provision of inclusive services 
The certification process in itself, implemented by SENADIS, is an obstacle. The certification has several 

shortcomings: a limited number of accredited professionals and existing evaluation boards, a restricted 

geographical coverage (not available in remote, rural, and comarca areas), requirements that do not consider the 

realities and needs by type of disability and condition, all of which results in greater obstacles for the system. 

In addition, other government institutions keep alternative administrative records that help determine the 

beneficiaries of the programmes. These institutions do not have standardized approaches, which makes it harder 

to compare and complement actions and to implement follow-up and accountability activities. As records are not 

standardized, there is a severe lack of information on the conditions of persons by type of disability, geographical 

location, gender, or age. Additionally, these groups are not referred to the relevant benefits, support, or services 

within their communities. The inefficiency of the system has meant that some of the persons who needed to 

receive certain benefits or support did not receive them, thus depriving them of their rights; or that the received 

support is not adequate, thus having an impact on the public budget. 

No evidence has been found that inclusion and non-discrimination policies have an intersectional approach. The 
measures and strategies are applied without any kind of disability-based differentiation and without assessing 
the particular context of conditions that may concur. Given the fact that the contexts of the different types of 
disabilities are not recognized, it is difficult to devise adequate strategies to address the requirements of each 
group and therefore ensure the access to the services in each one of the sectors of the society. 

The lack of inclusive services hinders the full participation of persons with disabilities in the Panamanian society, 

and therefore they face exclusion process in the access to services, participation in the society and control of 

their lives. 

The 2019 UNDP Human Development Report indicates that the efficiency of public institutions in Panama is also 

an unresolved challenge. In the Global Competitiveness Report of the World Economic Forum, where Panama has 

been ranked in the 50th position, two of its main weaknesses have been mentioned: health and education policies 

(79th position) and the fragility of its institutions (79th position, where the rank of the country is the furthest from 

the best one). These two areas are key to make progress in the attainment of SDGs. According to this report, the 

quality of health services, education, transport, water and electricity, the existence (or not) of care centres for 

adult people or to support persons with disabilities, as well as the exclusion suffered by women, indigenous 

people, people of African descent, are related to the quality of institutions118. 

118  UNDP. (2019). Informe Nacional  de Desarrollo  Humano  - Panama  2019  "Renovando  las  Instituciones  para  el  desarrollo  sostenible". Panama  
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The allocation of  sufficient  and  adequate economic  resources is  essential  to  design policies  that  guarantee  that  

persons  with disabilities  exercise their  rights  under  equal  conditions. Beyond the budget  allocated to  SENADIS,  

the largest  percentage of  which covers  its  own  institution’s  operating  expenses (%), and the amounts  allocated 
to  MIDES’ cash transfer  programmes, it  is  impossible to  determine what  percentage is  assigned to  including  
persons  with disabilities  in  the national or  public  institutions  budget. For  example, the Offices for  the Promotion  

 

The health system has several inequities regarding quality and quantity of comprehensive health care; 

shortcomings have been identified in the actions to promote health and prevent disabilities, in the access to 

specialized medical and surgical services, in the distribution of health human resources, and there are shortages 

of supplies, medicines and technical aids/ This has a more significant impact on rural and regional areas/ MINS!’s 
budget lacks funds earmarked exclusively for disability and rehabilitation care. 

Health indicators of rural areas and of indigenous people are still lagging behind and progress slowly (UNDP, 2019). 

Health care facilities in these areas have very low resolution rates, which are null or very precarious for the 

population with disabilities, which have to travel to other provinces or districts, as is the case for people from 

Bocas del Toro and the comarca areas, to receive care; with the corresponding cost that this entails, which further 

increases poverty levels.119 At MINSA, there are significant limitations in terms of management and governance 

of disability issues, particularly in services management that focus on taking care of particular conditions, and 

therefore weaken specific prevention and promotion actions, including rehabilitation, thus hindering, even more, 

the provision of the services. One of the main gaps is the distribution of health human resources, since the highest 

percentage is located in the capital city (57 per cent), compared to the remotest provinces such as Bocas del Toro, 

Darien (2.4 and 0.6 per cent, respectively) and almost inexistent in comarca areas such as Guna Yala (0.4 per cent), 

Ngäbe- Buglé (0.4 per cent) and Embera (0) (Annexes 12 and 13). Similarly, the CSS has social workers assigned to 

the various provinces and comarcas, serving the general population, with and without disabilities. Like health 

professionals, social workers are concentrated in the capital city (45 per cent), with a limited presence in the 

provinces of Bocas del Toro (3 per cent), Herrera (3 per cent), and Los Santos (2 per cent). There are no records of 

social workers working for the CSS in the province of Darien or the indigenous comarcas (Annex 14). 

Employment  promotion  policies  have  not  been  harmonized with the principles  set  out  in  the CRPD.  Although 

there are initiatives to  promote job placement  of  persons  with disabilities, these have  not  been integrated and  

therefore do  not  guarantee  certain rights  such as  equal  pay  for  equal  work, labour  continuity, among  others. It  

is  worth mentioning  that  the approach  to  such employment  gaps  should  have  a multidimensional  and  

interinstitutional perspective  that fosters  optimal employment preconditions  such as an adequate education or  

training  that  matches  the market  demands. As  an opportunity to  promote job placement  of  persons  with  

disabilities  in  rural  or  comarca areas, an  intervention action called  “�ommunity employability”  has  been  
implemented by the Ministry of Labour.  

There are regulations in place to protect the human rights of persons with disabilities, but their effective 
application remains weak. Although there is interest in promoting the exercise of human rights of persons with 
disabilities, programmes keep having a fundamentally welfare-based approach: for example, donations and cash 
handout. Programmes to foster microenterprises, such as the ones from SENADIS, have limited allocated 
resources and therefore have a low coverage. According to the participants of the induction workshop, disability 
certification, which among its benefits includes income tax exemption, is a burdensome process which is highly 
time-consuming and implies too many requirements.    

Budgeting and financial management according to the CRPD 
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of  Equal  Opportunities  do  not  have  their  own budget, nor  are MITR!DEL’s  employment  support  programmes  
clearly specified. As  mentioned in  the findings, the portion of  the government  budget  allocated to  disability-

specific  and/or disability-inclusive programmes is unknown.    

Since the budgetary  allocation  to  address  disability issues  at  government  institutions  is  unknown, it  is  impossible  

to  determine  whether  the  investments  made to  implement  regulations, policies, programmes  and services to  

attain the CRPD and inclusive SDGs  are adequate, efficient, or  effective. As  there are no  follow-up  mechanisms  

of the  impacts  after  implementing  public  policies  on persons  with disabilities, no  results  of  the State’s investments  
can be assessed.  

In general, there is no mainstreaming of disability when government agencies prepare their budgets or design and 

follow up of public policies, which could be overcome if instructed by the Ministry of Economy and Finance, the 

governing body of Panamanian public finances. 

Similarly, it was not possible to determine the certain proportion of international resources allocated to disability 

inclusion, partially because these actions are not included in the work plans, and also because monitoring and 

accountability mechanisms have not been consolidated. There was also no evidence that OPDs, or the 

organizations that represent them, actively participate in the budget processes, so there are weaknesses in the 

dissemination of information, inclusion mechanisms, and technical capacities of OPDs to contribute to these 

processes. 

Accountability and governance 
Accountability implies that rights holders participating in development processes have open access to information 

through transparent processes and comprehensive and sufficient disclosure.120 Governance refers to the 

mechanisms, institutions, and processes through which authority is exercised when leading public affairs. The 

concepts of human rights and good governance are consolidated as they are based on basic principles of 

participation, accountability, transparency, and State responsibility. In addition to relevant laws, there is a need 

for political, management, and administrative processes and institutions that are responsive to the rights and 

needs of the population.121 

The information about the persons with disabilities in Panama shows a lack of disaggregated data and a variability 
of approaches among the definitions, standards and methodologies used to determine the characteristics of 
population and their conditions, which hinders the drawing up of policies, programmes and inclusive actions , 
the follow-up and assessment of the progress made in terms of the rights of persons with disabilities and 
accountability. It is necessary to adapt the information to the provisions set out in the CRPD. 

There is a significant lack of trustable information about persons with disabilities at a national, regional or local 
level, both qualitatively and quantitatively, which may offer evidence about their current situation or about the 
efficiency of social, economic and cultural policies implemented for this group. There is little to no information 
from an intersectionality perspective about persons with disabilities, migrants, and LGBTQ+ people. This implies 
that it is very likely that the currently implemented systems are not addressing structural causes of discrimination 
against and violation of the rights of persons with disabilities. 

Criteria about the generation, management and updating of data must be aligned through different programmes 
and interventions (administrative records). Although there are some sources of information, the generated data 
are restricted to show the reality specifically of the group that takes part in the programmes (beneficiaries). There 
are some initiatives in the country to collect information that are useful for the defence of persons with disabilities. 
These include a gender-based and ethnicity-based (afro descendants) approach such as the following 

120 https://www.aecid.es/Centro-Documentacion/Documentos/Evaluaci%C3%B3n/EvaluacionEBDH%20+%20NIPO+%20logo.pdf 

121https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/faqsp.pdf 
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observatories: ONDIS, SDG, OPVG, Observatorio Afro, Data INAMU, ODENA, among others. Furthermore, the 
Gender-based indicators system of Panama (SIEGPA) is being reactivated, so the strengthening and the 
articulations of the National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC), as well as other ways of producing 
information (conformation of a network of information), have become necessary to obtain standardized and 
reliable information. 

Representatives of the National Secretariat for Disability (SENADIS) declared and publicly emphasised on the 
imperative need that a National Survey of persons with disabilities should be conducted and in fact SENADIS 
plans to develop it in 2023, after the General Census is carried out in 2022 by the National Institute of Statistics 
and Census. This will identify geographic distribution, population per type of disability, causes and sources of 
disability, required differentiated supports, gender, age, sexual orientation, and the degree of discrimination from 
an intersectional approach, among other aspects. 

The lack of knowledge of information about the conditions of persons with disabilities per type of disability, 
geographic location, gender or age implies that they are not referred to the appropriate benefits, supports or 
services within their communities. The inefficiency of the system has meant that some of the persons who needed 
to receive certain benefits or support did not receive them, thus depriving them of their rights; or that the received 
support is not adequate, thus having an impact on the public budget. 

It is worth mentioning that although the available data and testimonies gathered during this analysis process show 
that women and girls with disabilities are twice as vulnerable, and this limits, even more, their exercise of rights, 
mainstreaming of the gender-based approach in disability policies has not been observed. 

Although there are accountability mechanisms at the national level and before international conventions and 

treaties, persons with disabilities have not been fully included in these processes. Interestingly enough, it is not 

that that the issue of disability has been left aside. Instead, the participation of persons with disabilities and their 

organizations is not promoted largely due to the prevalence of the medical welfare model and the non-recognition 

of persons with disabilities as rights holders. The scenario becomes more complex because accountability 

instruments do not have the necessary formats, which limits their access to information. 

In addition, weaknesses were noted in the role of the National Observatory on Disability as a mechanism for 

follow-up on the implementation of the CRPD, possibly due to its recent creation or the lack of strategic alliances 

with similar organizations, such as the Human Rights Observatory, which could enrich the work of the National 

Observatory on Disability.  

In reviewing the observations received by the 2017 Committee on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities, and the gaps found in this analysis, we could not detect significant changes in the context of the last 

four (4) years. Therefore, it could be inferred that the current mechanisms to transform these observations into 

policy or programming changes have not been effective or that the follow-up mechanisms are not adequately 

established. 

Critical gaps and opportunities 
The gaps identified are many, complex and intertwined. However, within each precondition, critical gaps are 

identified, which, if addressed, would mean making progress in establishing an enabling environment for the 

implementation of the CRPD, the attainment of the inclusive SDGs, and addressing the causes that prevent the 

recognition of persons with disabilities as rights holders and, therefore, their inclusion and participation in society. 

These gaps, which further slow down the establishment of the preconditions necessary to ensure the rights of 

persons with disabilities, are the following: 

● Weaknesses in the capacities of OPDs to represent the most vulnerable underrepresented groups, for 

operational and financial management, and in terms of association. 
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● The persistence of stigmas, prejudices and stereotypes that can be observed in discriminatory practices, 

in legislation, and in the approach to disability, which hinder the inclusion and non-discrimination of 

persons with disabilities. Of all the critical gaps, this could be seen as the main bottleneck. If societal 

attitudes cannot be influenced, it will be difficult to take the steps required for creating an enabling 

environment. 

● Knowledge and information management for persons with disabilities is limited because it is not available 

in adequate formats. As a result, persons with disabilities are not fully aware of their rights and 

obligations, existing participation and accountability mechanisms, available services and current 

accessibility. 

● Certification and referral systems are inefficient in terms of coverage and consideration of needs 

according to type of disability, becoming an obstacle to the implementation of public policies. 

● In general, the level of state investment in programmes aimed at the inclusion of persons with disabilities 

or the degree to which disability is mainstreamed in the formulation of national budgets (disability

sensitive budgets) is unknown. 

● Lack of updated and disaggregated data to understand the reality of the population of persons with 

disabilities, including their heterogeneity, the challenges they face, and to raise awareness of 

underrepresented groups. Understanding this context, and bringing light to the reality of persons with 

disabilities, is pivotal in raising awareness and promoting attitudinal changes, as well as the appropriate 

adjustment of public policies. 

The following are seen as opportunities: 

● The openness and willingness of government agencies to share information, documents and 

participate in the information validation sessions indicates an interest and commitment to correct 

discriminatory treatment and to share responsibilities in promoting and implementing the changes 

necessary to achieve an inclusive society. The interviews and joint work sessions were an opportunity 

for dialogue conducive to identifying courses of action to overcome, among other things, the 

fragmentation of care and services available to persons with disabilities.    

● The participation of persons with disabilities, their families and their associations reflects their 

willingness and ability to mobilize opinions, inform policy and provide the best and most valid opinions 

about their needs and options for addressing them. Their request for support to strengthen the 

leadership, structure and coverage of their movement, as well as their advocacy and lobbying 

capacities, not only reflects an interest but also an expression of confidence in their potential for 

achieving true equality. 

● The interest in having updated and disaggregated information, which, from a documentary, statistical 

and qualitative point of view, and compiled from governmental, non-governmental, academic 

sources, and fundamentally from persons with disabilities and their associations, makes it possible to 

create a table of the barriers that limit progress in the fulfilment of the human rights of persons with 

disabilities in Panama. 

● The support of the United Nations throughout this process has, in addition to its convening capacity, 

highlighted its credibility and recognition among the different sectors of Panamanian society. This 

process has provided an opportunity to broaden the space for civil society relations, particularly for 

persons with disabilities and their associations, especially in terms of access to information, relations 

with movements and associations of persons with disabilities in other countries through a line of 
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action involving South-South cooperation, and technical support that they can receive from specialists 

in their areas of interest, including communication and social mobilization.    

Conclusions and recommendations 
Panama has a national regulatory framework, based on its Political Constitution, which guarantees and promotes 

the removal of barriers that prevent persons with disabilities from integrating into civic life. In 2001 it approved 

all provisions of the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons 

with Disabilities, and in 2007 it approved the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Optional 

Protocol, both of which are binding on the country as a State Party to these Conventions. The country has been 

progressively adopting legislative measures, creating institutional mechanisms for making public policies and 

providing services for persons with disabilities, but barriers that contribute to discrimination and inequality still 

exist.    

Guaranteeing equal rights and opportunities to all persons with disabilities, as established by the Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, is an ongoing challenge for Panamanian society. Without ignoring the 

measures adopted by governments since their accession to the aforementioned Conventions, there are still critical 

situations that must be addressed through concerted efforts between government, civil society, the private 

sector, academia and, above all, the individual or collective participation (through their associations) of persons 

with disabilities. 

Recognizing that a conceptual change must be accompanied by a change in values, opinions and, above all, 

attitudes, the government, its institutions and persons with disabilities and their associations must continue their 

efforts to promote the enjoyment and exercise of the human rights of persons with disabilities. At the institutional 

level, for example, differential and discriminatory treatment of persons with disabilities in public health and 

education institutions, as well as in public and private workplaces, was mentioned both in the induction workshop 

and in interviews carried out to inform this analysis, ignoring what national laws and policies establish in this 

regard. That is to say, there is a gap between state intention, institutional practice and real equality.  

This gap is further widened by the existence of regulations such as the aforementioned articles 404 to 407 of the 
Family Code, or article 45 of the Civil Code, and the Commercial Code, which, in addition to continuing to use 
inappropriate and disrespectful terminology to refer to persons with disabilities, establish a series of restrictions 
on the legal capacity of persons with disabilities.  

In order to continue its efforts towards fulfilling its obligations as a State Party to the Convention on the Human 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Panama must review and adjust those legal provisions still in force that 
contradict the principle of non-discrimination on the basis of disability. Repealing or modifying regulations that 
impede the autonomy of persons with disabilities would mean making progress in the recognition of persons with 
disabilities as rights holders. 

These differences between the regulatory frameworks are also a reflection of the transition process underway in 

Panama to migrate from the charitable and medical model to a human rights approach to disability. Part of the 

reason why this transition process is still active is the presence of stigma and stereotypes towards disability that 

are deeply rooted in society. 

Progress in the elimination of stigmas and stereotypes through awareness-raising across all levels of society, 
showing the discrimination and violence suffered by women with disabilities, particularly in rural and comarca 
areas, must be addressed as part of the commitment to eliminate practices that promote inequality and 
discrimination, including physical and social barriers that prevent the full inclusion of women, boys, girls and 
adolescents with disabilities. 

49 | Situational Analysis of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama – 2021. 



    
 

        
    

     
       

         
          

              
   

            

          

   

 

       
           

   

         
   

        
          
           

         
       

      
           

         
 

          
        

         
        

       

         
         

 
  

              
    

   
    

          
 

          
         

          
 

The analysis has clearly shown that disability in Panama is not a gender-neutral experience. Disability has a 
different and more severe impact on women and girls. While all women and girls face inequality and gender-based 
violence, those living with disabilities often face additional severe disadvantages due to discriminatory social 
norms and the perception that their value and capacities are inferior. This is why bringing discrimination and 
violence against women with disabilities to light would contribute to the creation of social relations based on 
recognition and respect for difference. Raising awareness of the context and the challenges faced by persons with 
disabilities is the first step towards the development of appropriate public policies to ensure that no one is left 
behind.    

The challenge of ensuring that persons with disabilities are entitled to their human rights in Panama is a challenge 

that must be met through a broad alliance involving the greatest possible number of stakeholders and social 

sectors, including the government, the private sector, academia, the media and persons with disabilities, 

individually and as associations.    

The data and information reviewed have revealed that both government institutions and persons with disabilities 
and their associations need to strengthen their capacities to continue advancing towards the achievement of an 
inclusive society. From the governmental standpoint, both CONADIS and SENADIS need to increase their visibility 
in the eyes of sectoral economic and social development bodies and public opinion. 

Another pending task is to strengthen the capacities for the promotion and enforceability of the rights of 
associations or organizations of persons with disabilities, to encourage and consolidate OPDs in comarca areas to 
provide representation and support in the formation and activity of associations for the most vulnerable groups 
of persons with disabilities, as well as the representation and visibility of groups of persons with disabilities subject 
to multiple forms of discrimination, such as indigenous women or women of African descent with disabilities. In 
this sense, strengthening the organizational and management capacities and providing technical support to the 
National Federation of Persons with Disabilities (FENAPEDI) to invigorate associations, incorporate new members, 
encourage the creation of associations in rural and comarca areas, and create communication and support 
networks at national and local level, can contribute to their role as advocates at national level to help promote 
changes in perceptions about persons with disabilities and raise awareness of the creative and productive value 
they can bring to Panamanian society. 

In addition to the capacity to form associations, it is also necessary to advance in the generation of internal 
capacities to improve the participation of OPDs in the established mechanisms, their operational and financial 
management, and in the fulfilment of their roles. Although there are clearly defined spaces or mechanisms for 
participation, composed of representatives from the highest levels of public administration, the participation of 
OPDs has been limited due to these weaknesses in organization and association. 

Since 2005, there has been a focus on addressing the needs of women with disabilities as a national policy. So far, 
this aspiration has not been realized, based on the figures that show a higher prevalence of disability among the 
poorest women in the country.  SENADIS and its Board of Directors, the National Institute for Women, academia, 
and existing women's associations in the country could join forces for this purpose.   

If SENADIS is to position itself as a recognized authority for consultation and support, taking into consideration its 
eminently regulatory nature, it will require additional technical and financial resources to help strengthen the 
institution and its mandate in relation to other public and private bodies. SENADIS could develop an institutional 
leadership around which solid sectoral coordination and liaison mechanisms favouring the implementation of 
inclusive public policies could be generated, if it had the resources to expand and strengthen its research, training, 
cross-agency liaison, advocacy and citizen participation activities.  

Another issue identified in the analysis is the limited access to specific services and support, which implies 
additional disability costs that families living at the poverty line consider unaffordable, thus intensifying the vicious 
circle between disability and poverty. The crisis generated by the COVID-19 pandemic led to a reversal in the 
progress made in accessibility, resulting in a more critical and vulnerable context for persons with disabilities. 
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Some of the findings and outcomes discussed in the analysis reinforce the need for action to be taken to align 
inclusive public policy making and implementation so that all persons with disabilities have the opportunities and 
resources necessary to participate fully in political, economic, social, educational, working and cultural life on an 
equal basis with everyone else. This process of coordination, harmonization and complementarity of actions and 
resources, both cross-agency and cross-sectoral, should ensure a systemic approach that offers greater 
possibilities of access and contributes to reducing inequalities between persons with and without disabilities. The 
role of SENADIS in this process is crucial and it needs to have the necessary capacity and resources.  The Ministry 
of Social Development (MIDES) as the lead agency for social policies of the Panamanian State could contribute 
significantly to this process.    

Inequities related to the coverage and quality of health services at local and comarca level are incompatible with 
the commitment to leave no one behind, especially the most vulnerable. Inclusive education, early childhood 
stimulation programmes, opportunities for sustainable livelihoods, decent employment, all represent pending 
challenges, in the short and medium term, for the fulfilment of the human rights of men, women, girls and boys, 
indigenous communities, persons of African descent, and persons with disabilities. As mentioned above, the 
Ministry of Education together with the IPHE and SENADIS are currently working on a road map to advance the 
issue of inclusive education. 

Another important point addressed in the analysis is the lack of knowledge regarding the budgets allocated for 
inclusion and budgets sensitive to disability and gender equality. To date, the allocation percentages are unknown, 
aside from what can be identified in the agencies that by nature are linked to the issue, which has an impact on 
the prioritization of the issue by State institutions. An unfunded policy cannot be implemented. 

In Panama, actions are needed to help clarify and improve the statistical visibility of disability. As previously stated, 
the information system is critical for efficient public policy making, hence the need to make efforts to align criteria 
in the generation, management and updating of data gathered and processed through the various programmes 
and interventions. 

Accelerate the implementation of the National Survey on Disability to determine geographical distribution, the 
number of inhabitants by disability type, the genealogy of disability (causes and origin), would be a great step 
forward in this regard. 

Recommendations 

The findings identified in the situational analysis of the rights of persons with disabilities in Panama indicate that 
to ensure the preconditions for implementing the CRPD and the achievement of the inclusive SDGs, it is necessary 
to: 

Transformative public policies 

The analysis, findings, and conclusions of the examination of the situation of disability in Panama lead to the 

conclusion that social policies, particularly those addressing disability, should not only be an expression of 

normative values but instruments to promote social transformation regarding the perceptions of the capabilities 

and contributions of persons with disabilities, the recognition of diversity, and the achievement of an inclusive 

society. Therefore, we present the following strategic recommendations to achieve and consolidate this purpose 

through an inter-institutional and cross-sectoral alliance that includes CONADIS, SENADIS, the Ministry of Social 

Development, the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses, the Ministry of Economy and Finance, the National 

Institute for Women, and above all, through the systematic work of advocacy, participation and monitoring of 

people with disabilities and their associations and the accompaniment of the different United Nations agencies: 
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● Advance in the transition from the welfare model on disability and combat the stigma that unfortunately 
prevails in society by mainstreaming disability and gender equality in the design, implementation, 
adjustment, monitoring, and evaluation of public policies. 

● Invest in awareness-raising activities focused on rights in communities, schools, families, and other 
environments where children and adolescents, women, men, indigenous people, migrants, people of 
African descent, and LGBTQ+ persons with disabilities live and develop/ The joint programme’s seed 
resources will take the first steps to define messages and create the critical mass of opinion by 
disseminating information on social media and mass communication media. 

● Mainstream the gender approach to address the specific needs of women with disabilities living in 
poverty, rural women, indigenous women and women of African descent, and to make cross-sectoral 
efforts to promote their economic empowerment, access to tools and technology, and their participation 
in public spheres. 

● Accelerate the implementation of the National Survey on Disability to determine geographical 
distribution, the number of inhabitants by disability type, the genealogy of disability (causes and origin), 
differential support required, gender, age, sexual orientation, ethnicity, socioeconomic status (to 
determine the degree of intersectional discrimination), among other things. 

● Strengthen information systems to obtain data disaggregated by gender, disability, ethnicity and age in 
all areas of public administration. 

● Ensure that the questions drafted by the Washington Group are included in the collection tools to ensure 
the data is disaggregated by disability and valuable to the SDG targets and indicators. 

● Reform the regulations that limit the legal capacity of persons with disabilities to respect their autonomy, 
will and preferences. 

● Develop specific policies from the global policy framework to protect specific vulnerable groups within 
persons with disabilities. 

● To show the inequalities and challenges of groups that are underrepresented or have more significant 
difficulties in exercising their rights (intellectual and psychosocial disability, disability in poverty, in rural 
areas or areas that are difficult to access, indigenous people, migrants, LGBTQ+ people, women, others) 
in order to promote actions that reduce the existing gaps. 

● Promote disability mainstreaming and gender equality when developing public policies, including for early 
childhood, education and employment, and in national budget planning. 

● Adapt legal principles to the content of the CRPD. 

Strengthening the disability association movement 

Associations of persons with disabilities and their families in Panama have been considered a space for 
participation. Additionally, it has represented a community of interests and a social movement that influences the 
development of policies, legislation, and the provision of services. In this sense, strengthening their capacities as 
valid interlocutors to continue promoting and protecting the fulfilment of their rights and fundamental freedoms 
will make it possible to raise social awareness and eradicate social stigmas through legal changes seeking to adapt 
such regulations to the provisions of the CRPD and the achievement of the inclusive SDGs. As they have stated 
throughout this process, this is about empowerment, opening spaces for participation, staying well informed, and 
acquiring the capacities to exercise the enforceability of their rights. SENADIS, FENAPEDI, the National Institute 
for Women, the academia, the media, and the United Nations System, by promoting a South-South cooperation 
line and other strategies, can form a group to create knowledge, exchange experiences and lessons learned, and 
identify and promote local leadership to contribute to this purpose, for which the following strategic actions are 
recommended: 

● SENADIS, with support from MIDES, can promote the establishment and creation of OPDs in indigenous 
and isolated rural areas. The SNU, through the Joint Programme, will be able to establish an outreach 
strategy through local leaders to promote representation changes in these areas. 
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● Invest in a training plan on advocacy, full citizenship, leadership, and organizational development to 
promote disability inclusion and enable persons with disabilities to become empowered and have more 
significant participation. 

● Underwrite the creation of support groups and networks for women with disabilities (particularly 
regarding domestic violence), ensuring the inclusion of women with disabilities from rural and indigenous 
areas. 

● Encourage the creation of OPDs that promote the rights of specific and multiple persons with disabilities 
associated with the most vulnerable groups within this population. 

● Build partnerships with the academic and private sectors. 
● Develop the capacities of persons with disabilities so they can participate in debates of national interest. 

● Contribute with the OPDs and the civil society to raise awareness on underrepresented groups. 
● Promote opportunities for OPDs to associate. 

Awareness-raising, visibility, dissemination of knowledge for inclusion 

It is necessary to promote a new paradigm that recognizes persons with disabilities as subjects of rights and 
considers social barriers discriminatory. This requires changing knowledge and attitudes with the support of an 
awareness-raising process that fosters receptivity towards the rights of persons with disabilities and advocates for 
positive perceptions and the recognition of their capacities. FENAPEDI, jointly with SENADIS, the Ministries of 
Health and Education and ONDIS, with the technical support of the professional experts in information, 
communication, and social mobilization of the United Nations and the private sector, can disseminate information 
and knowledge about the services and support available in the country to promote strategic actions to: 

● Provide families of children and adolescents with disabilities with the necessary tools and resources to 
build full inclusion paths in society, which is essential for them to exercise their rights, since the family 
was identified as the first barrier faced by persons with disabilities in achieving autonomy/ The parents’ 
organizations interviewed emphasize the need for more guidance, support and psychosocial help. 

● To guide, support, and provide psychosocial help to parents of persons with disabilities. 

● Contribute with the OPDs and the civil society to raise awareness on groups that are underrepresented or 
that find it harder to participate. 

● To render the rights of persons with disabilities and the underrepresented and marginalized groups visible 
on a permanent basis. 

Accessibility and inclusive services 

The interviewees expressed concerns regarding disability throughout the life cycle and the availability of 
prevention, rehabilitation, and protection services. A partnership between SENADIS, FENAPEDI, and ONDIS would 
provide information on the services and opportunities available in the country to persons with disabilities and 
their families regarding these issues.  UNICEF, UNDP, UNWOMEN, UNAIDS, UNFPA, and ILO, can share the results 
of actions related to accessibility and provision of inclusive services taken jointly in other countries of the region. 
An alliance between IPHE, MINSA, and MEDUCA would pave the way for the following recommended actions: 

● Expand early detection health programmes, occupational accident prevention plans, and the offer of 
services for the ageing population due to the higher incidence of chronic diseases at increasingly young 
ages in Panama, the growing number of older adults and the high risk faced by some population groups 
of acquiring some disability.  

● Improve the availability of specialized health services and professionals, currently concentrated in more 
urbanized areas and the capital. 
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● Provide women with access to comprehensive health programmes that include information on sexual and 
reproductive health services and their right to make decisions about their reproductive lives. 

● Continue improving physical accessibility at schools, increasing the number of schools that have teachers 
knowledgeable in the use of universal learning tools, raising awareness in the educational community to 
overcome stigma and discrimination, and ensuring that each child and adolescent with disabilities receives 
the necessary care according to their individual needs. 

● The IPHE can go from being a provider of services in a fragmented way to a technical reference entity that 
supports and encourages schools to implement inclusion standards. 

● Strengthen early detection and stimulation programmes, which parents of children and adolescents with 
disabilities consider insufficient 
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