COVID-19 Response &
Migration Reception Centers:
Lessons from Panama
Migrant Protection and
Assistance

1

COVID-19 RESPONSE & MIGRATION RECEPTION CENTERS:
LESSONS FROM PANAMA

COVID-19 Response &
Migration Reception Centers:
Lessons from Panama
Migrant Protection and
Assistance

2

COVID-19 RESPONSE & MIGRATION RECEPTION CENTERS:
LESSONS FROM PANAMA

Initiative Summary

Initiative

Shelter Rehabilitation

Description

As COVID-19 became a reality, the government of Panama instituted
several border closures with aims of preventing the spread of the
virus. Being an important transit point of extra regional migrants,
soon people on the move became stranded as a result. IOM Panama’s
actions focused on rehabilitating migration reception centers and
strategically applying DTM to cooperate with other humanitarian
agents in the country to provide evidence-based assistance.

Objective

To ensure assistance to stranded migrants in Panama as a result
of sanitary border closures instituted as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic, with a particular focus on infection prevention and control,
as well as quarantining.

Location

Panama

Beneficiaries

Migrants stranded in Panama due to border closures following the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction & Context
Panama historically had international migrants, mostly in irregular
situation transiting from Colombia to the north America or mainly
USA, causing humanitarian needs in the small bordering communities.
Besides, the country is characterized by having a significant flow of
extra-regional and extra-continental migrants, increasing the response
needs in the country1. As such, IOM Panama has been engaged on
the issue since 2017, when the agency partnered up with UNHCR to
coordinate an inter-agency group providing humanitarian assistance
to vulnerable migrants. As the partnership progressed, and new
players were incorporated, the mechanism evolved into the “Grupo
de Movilidad Humana” (Group for Human Mobility), working directly
with the Panamanian government in Operation Coordinated Flow, a
multi-stakeholder effort to ensure orderly migration in the country.

In March 2020, the Government of Panama declared emergency
due to the COVID19 pandemic and closed all borders to reduce
the spread of the virus, the number of migrants in transit at the
border communities of Panama increased rapidly and led to a large
contingent of stranded migrants. Initial reports indicated at least
2,500 migrants in Panama were classified as “stranded”, and even
though the subsequent partial border reopening was proposed, only
regular migrants and business travelers could resume movement.
As expected, the increasing number of stranded migrants quickly
overwhelmed the existing shelter structure available in La Peñita
with capacity for 200 people. The scenario became increasingly
complicated since maintaining social distancing guidelines and other
health protocols became extremely challenging due to overcrowding.
In that context, IOM Panama, in partnership with the remaining
members of the Group for Human Mobility in the area, decided to
scale-up the humanitarian assistance to stranded migrants focusing
particularly on the rehabilitation and expansion of shelter structures
in the country and the border zones in the Darien province and close
to the Costa Rican border.

Traditionally, IOM Panama has been operating in La Peñita, a small
host community for extra-regional migrants in irregular situation that
are transiting from the Colombian border. Given the risks associated
with the crossing, particularly in the Darién Gap, people through the
movement on foot and by small boats arrive with signs of dehydration,
malnourishment, insect bites and swollen feet. These beneficiaries
have been assisted through the mechanism of Coordinated Flow
Operation in the Migrant Reception Stations, health facilities and
provisional shelters.

1 IOM. Seguimiento a la emergencia: Estaciones de Recepción Migratoria (Erm) Pandemia Covid-19. Reporte De Situación #7 08-14 de mayo de 2020. IOM Panamá.
Available here.
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Shelter Rehabilitation: Main Actions
that allowed for social distancing and other infection prevention
protocols to be fully enforced. The San Vicente MRC premise has
capacity to host 1,000 migrants. With this intervention the shelter
capacity for migrants increased five times more to the previous
MRC of La Peñita.

Initially, IOM Panama focused on coordination and partnerships,
reinforcing the inter-agency mechanism previously available
to approach the issue of stranded migrants strategically and
multidimensionally. In that sense, the group agreed upon the
main role of PAHO to propose infection prevention protocols
that formed the basis of all other activities developed by each
participating entity, and most importantly, the participants
collectively decided to engage in decision-making based on
epidemiological criteria. Realizing that La Peñita would still operate
at capacity for some time while new alternatives were being
planned and implemented, IOM Panama expanded the local
water supply in the shelter, to guarantee basic infrastructure
for hygiene protocols that became pivotal due to the pandemic.

Lastly, the country office adapted the DTM (Displacement
Tracking Matrix) tool for Tracking of needs and number of
migrants in the shelters – MRC and works well as emergency
tracking mechanism. The approach was facilitated by technical
advice provided by the regional office, and following discussions
concerning the scope, a data collection system was proposed and
implemented with assistance from the Panamanian government.
The data collection approach, facilitated by the technical
infrastructure already made available through DTM, allowed IOM
in the country to generate and distribute weekly reports covering
various aspects about the emergency allowing all stakeholders
in the coordination mechanism to have up to date information
to better calibrate their efforts. This valuable innovation in
information management was also instrumental in boosting
fundraising (as the availability of data further reassured donors
about the accuracy and effectiveness of the activities proposed)
and most importantly, proposing humanitarian interventions that
are evidence-based.

Furthermore, as the inter-agency group began to search for
alternatives to La Peñita, they saw an opportunity to habilitate
another shelter, called Lajas Blancas, to serve as an isolation
center for stranded migrants that had tested positive for
COVID-19 as well as their families. In this context, IOM
Panama contributed with the construction of multiple modules
in the complex, such as those used by health professionals, food
preparation and storerooms, among others.
IOM worked in the temporary solution of crowed shelter identified
in La Peñita and made it habitable for the migrants. Looking for
long-term and sustainable solution, the inter-agency mechanism
decided to build another shelter in San Vicente community.
This is coordinated planned construction that has allocated land
plot by the national government, IOM Panama assisted the local
authorities with several activities:

•

Provided technical guidance in site planning by ensuring the
minimum humanitarian standards, including environmental
consideration to adapt it to tropical, humid settings, adequate
materials to use, particularly concerning tents.

•

Donated In-Kind materials, through reprogramming of
existing funds procured water supply materials, computers
and required equipment for biometric registration, multipurpose tents, and other construction materials to adequately
adapt the structure to the local climate.

With the opening of Migration Reception Center (MRC) in
San Vicente, after only two months of construction work, IOM
Panama supported in the closing of MRC in La Peñita. All the
reception operations were centralized in an adequate space
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Lessons Learned
•

Donor flexibility is essential in scenarios like the one caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic in Panama, as it allows for agile
reprogramming of funds to quickly respond to the context.

•

IOM benefitted from its own previous knowledge and
experience in temporary shelters (not only in Panama but
also other regions), being able to provide valuable technical
assistance during construction stage.

•
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The strategic utilization of the Displacement Tracking Matrix
(DTM) as an Emergency Tracking Tool allowed IOM to draft
weekly situation reports that greatly facilitated the identification
of needs, the interfacing with donors, the communication with
the inter-agency group, and most importantly, an evidencebased humanitarian response.

COVID-19 RESPONSE & MIGRATION RECEPTION CENTERS:
LESSONS FROM PANAMA

Recommendations
•

Inter-Agency coordination proved to be instrumental
in successfully providing humanitarian assistance to
beneficiaries, allowing for each agency to articulate according
to their mandate and explore synergies, particularly in the
domain of supply chain management (which was crucial for the
issue of donations) and prevention of resource underutilization.

•

Reinforcing direct contact with the National Government
allowed IOM to provide support and have a clear sense of role
and responsibility while approaching stranded migrants.

•

Previous knowledge about the POC (Population of
Concern) must be leveraged to make actions more accurate
and tailored to the specific context. In the case of IOM

Panama, working with these populations since 2017 made the
country office extensively knowledgeable about their needs.
This knowledge was also applied to boost fundraising and
reprogramming efforts with multiple donors.

•
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In a similar emergency this intervention can be replicated, by
focusing on the protection of stranded migrants to provide
humanitarian assistance with dignity by mitigating the
suffering.
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Annexes
Annex 1
Strategy detailing the use of DTM as an Emergency Tracking Tool.

Annex 2
Videos of Lajas Blancas and San Vicente (shelters).

Annex 3
Photographic evidence.
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