
WORLD HERITAGE NOMINATION 

IUCN TECHNICAL REVIEW 

1. IDENTIFICATION NUMBER AND NAME 159 Darien National Park 

2. LOCATION; Southern Panama, 78OW, 70 45'N 

3. NOMINATED BY: Government of the Republic of Panama 

4. DOCUMENTATION; 

(i) Nomination form, including maps 
(ii) Supplementary documentation (IUCN) 

a) Files on IUCN/WWF Project 1648, "Management of the Darien National 
Park, Panama" 

b) "Plan Maestro" Parque Nacional Darien, (1978) 

c) Consultation, Dr. Kenton Miller, Chairman, IUCN Commission on 
National Parks and Protected Areas 

d) Consultation, Bernardo Zentilli, IUCN Regional Desk Officer for 
Latin America 

e) Consultation, Dr. Arne Dalfelt, Secretary-General, World Wildlife 
Fund, Norway (helped prepare management plan for Darien) 

5. BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY 

The Darien National Park (approximately 575,000 hectares) presents the best 
prospect in Central America for conserving the great diversity of ecosystems, 
habitats, and species characteristic of tropical rainforest environments. The 
Park, established by Presidential Decree in 1980, includes a wide range of 
habitats, sandy beaches, rocky coasts, mangroves, freshwater marshes, palm 
forest swamps, and both lowland and upland moist tropical forest. It supports 
populations of considerable numbers of species of plants and animals, includ­
ing endangered species such as bush dog, jaguar, ocelot, Baird's tapir, spider 
monkey, harpy eagle, Central 'American caiman, and American crocodile. Scien­
tific opinion is that thousands of species remain to be discovered, and that 
many of these will prove to be endemic to Darien. The site is in a unique 
situation, forming the bridge between the two continents of the Western Hemis­
phere, it has emerged from the seas on several occasions in the distant past, 
most recently in the early Pleistocene. The Park is one of the richest 
anthropological zones in the New World Tropics, with two major indigenous 
groups -- Chocos and Kunas -- and a number of smaller cultures. It is one of 
the first national parks in Middle America which includes conservation of 
major cultural resources as part of its management objectives. 

6. INTEGRITY 

The Darien National Park is sufficiently large to ensure the continuation of 
evolutionary processes and the survival of the endangered species contained 
therein. The Master Plan for the Establishment and Management of the Park is 
complete and very modern in its approach to integral and rational management 
of a large wildland area for the benefit of local people. The area is under 



powerful pressures from north and south for a wide range of purposes, many of 
them inimical to the national park's interests (and the interests of Panama as 
a whole). Of particular concern is the possible extension of the Pan American 
Highway through Darien. This would open up the area for settlement, but would 
also greatly increase the danger of transmitting hoof and mouth disease from 
South American cattle into Central America. Awarding World Heritage status to 
this unique and particularly important area will provide additional leverage 
for long-term protection of the area. 

7. COMPARISON WITH OTHER AREAS 

In size and diversity -- both natural and cultural -- there is only one other 
area which can compare with Darien in Middle America, the Mosquita region of 
Honduras and Nicaragua, however, Darien has different cultural features and 
species composition. Further, it is in a unique situation forming a land 
bridge between two continents, forming rhe northern limit of such species as 
capybara and bush dog. 

8. EVALUATION 

Darien National Park is important for conservation and science because of its 
great diversity and size, forming the best available example of Central 
American Rainforest ecosystems. The area contains rare and endemic species, 
and its size is adequate to conserve species which require large areas of 
habitat (jaguar, tapir). From a biological, ecological and anthropological 
perspective, it is unique for the region. The pressure for colonization is 
very strong from the south, particularly the cattle ranching, so Panama is 
very concerned to establish political control over the area. The early award­
ing of support to the newly-established national park will help ensure its 
proper management and development, with particular reference to boundary 
demarcation and to integration of the area into overall regional development 
plans. 

9. RECOMMENDATION 

July 1981 (rev) 
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PANAMA 

Parque Nacional Fronterizo Darin 

MANAGEMENT CATEGORY II 
IX 

X 

(National Park 
(Biosphere Reserve) 
(World Heritage Site - criteria: iii, iv) 

BIOGEOGRAPHICAL PROVINCE 8.02.01 (Panamanian) 

GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION The park is located in the province of 
Darien to the east of Santa Fe and the Gulf of San Miguel, and 
covers the region adjacent to the Colombian border, extending along 
about 80% of the border and includes part of the Pacific coast. 
Encompasses the Darin, Sapo, Jungurudo and Pirre mountain ranges 
as well as the Jurado chain and the basins of the Tuira, Balsas, 
Sambu, Jaqu rivers and part of that of the Chucunaque River. 
Apparently the boundaries still remain to be legalised by decree. 
7~12'-8~31'N, 77~09'-78~25'W 

DATE AND HISTORY OF ESTABLISHMENT 7 August 1980 by Presidential 
Decree No. 21 and gazetted on 27 September 1980. Accepted as a 
World Heritage site in 1981. Established as a biosphere reserve in 
1983. The area has been protected since the establishment of Alto 
Darin Protection Forest (700,000ha) under Decree No. 84 in 1972. 

AREA 597,000ha 

LAND TENURE Over 90% national land; 10% traditional agriculture by 
Chocoe and Cuna Indians 

ALTITUDE Om-1,875m 

PHYSICAL FEATURES This park is in an unique situation, forming the 
bridge between the two continents of the Western Hemisphere, which 
has emerged from below sea level on several occasions in the 
distant past, most recently in the early Pleistocene. The eastern 
part is primarily of volcanic origin covered with sedimentary rock 
of the Cenozoic period. The most important geomorphic 
characteristic is the north-east - south-east geosincline bordered 
by raised folds and high mountains which are a principal feature of 
the park. The Pacific tides (from 3.8m to G.1m) affect the 
Chucunaque and Tuira rivers for many kilometres inland twice daily. 
There are beaches, rocky coasts, freshwater marshes and swamps 
within the park. Natural erosions have resulted in numerous 
landslides with deep cuts and gorges. 

CLIMATE Mean annual temperature 2G~C and annual rainfall 
2500mm-3500mm on the Atlantic side and 1800mm-2500mm in the central 
part of the area and on the Pacific side. 
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VEGETATION contains the most extensive lowland tropical forest on 
the Pacific coast in Central America. Darin contains a wide range 
of habitats: sandy beaches, rocky coasts, mangroves, freshwater 
marshes, palm forest swamps and lowland and upland moist tropical 
forest. Darin forests have been characterised by scientists as 
the most diverse ecosystems of tropical America and are still 
relatively undisturbed. The eroded landslides and associated 
gorges have given rise to successional plant communities with major 
tracts of primary and secondary forests covering most of the 
terrain. The average height of the monsoon forest is approximately 
40m with occasional dominant trees reaching 50m and the most common 
species in the area is Itcuipolt 
Cavanillesia platanifolia. Premontane and montane forests occur 
above 200m, with several types of botanically interesting 
ecosystems including cloud forest and the elfin forest of Cerro 
Pirre. The wetland forest along the Chucunaque and Tuira rivers is 
often covered by pure stands of "cativo" Priona copaifera, this 
species being the most utilised timber tree in the region. There 
are some mangroves along the Pacific coast, the more common species 
being Rhizophora mangle, Avicenia nitida, Laguncularia racemosa, 
Mora oleifera and Pterocarpyus officinalis. 

FAUNA There have been few studies of the fauna. Mammals include 
bush dog Speothos venaticus (V), giant anteater Myrmecophaga 
tridactyla (V), jaguar Panthera onca (V), ocelot Felis pardalis 
(V), capybara Hydrochaerus hydrochaeris, douroucoulis Aotus 
trivirgatus, howler monkey Alouatta villosa, brown-headed spider 
monkey Ateles fusciceps, Baird's tapir Tapirus bairdii (V), agoutis 
Dasyprocta punctata and Aguti paca, and white-lipped peccary 
Tayassu pecari. Harpy eagle Harpia harpyia (R) also occurs in the 
park, as do the crocodilians Caiman crocodilus (V) and Crocodylus 
acutus (E). 

CULTURAL HERITAGE The area is both anthropologically and 
historically rich, with two major indigenous groups: Chocos (1,000 
Emberas and Vainanas) and Kunas (200), and a number of smaller 
groups still living by traditional practices. The area was first 
visited by Spanish conquistadores and was explored along the coast 
by Christopher Columbus in 1502. In 1510, the town of santa Maria 
la Antigua del Darin was established probably somewhere within the 
park boundaries. As a result of the Spanish presence and 
mistreatment, many of the Indians moved away. Today, conservation 
of the Indian's culture is included as a management objective. 
There are a number of archeaological sites. 

LOCAL HUMAN POPULATION Approximately 1,000 Chocos and 200 Kunas 
Indians live along the edges of the rivers. These groups have 
maintained their sUbsistence agriculturasl systems through 
centuries of cultural contact. On the western boundary of the park 
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there are a number of small farming plots whose owners have no 
title deeds. 

VISITORS AND VISITOR FACILITIES Access is by river and heavy 
truck. There are no reports of facilities. 

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND FACILITIES Only a few stUdies have been 
published which are concerned mainly with the flora, vegetation and 
general ecology of the area. The area is of great scientific 
interest for both natural and social sciences due to the diversity 
of its natural ecosystems and cultural features. RENARE has 
constructed administration/living-quarters in Yaviza, near the 
park, which have limited scientific use. 

CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT Darin contains the most extensive 
protected area in Central America, and includes an exceptionally 
diverse flora and fauna, many species endemic to the park. The 
entire property is under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Panama 
and the following laws specifically provide protection: Decree No. 
121 of May 1966, for prevention of foot and mouth disease in Darin 
province; Decree No. 84 of May 1972, establishing the 700,000ha 
Alto Darin Forest Reserve; and Decree No. 21 of August 1980, 
establishing the national park. The park is zoned to include 
strict protection (66.5% of the total park area), cultural zone 
(30.8%) and administration (1.5%). During 1977/78 RENARE, COPFA 
and the CATIE Wildlands and Watershed Project developed a detailed 
master plan including a zoning scheme. with the continued help of 
RENARE the first stages of the plan were implemented comprising 
formation of a core of full-time trained park staff; selection of 
key guard post sites; planning and initiation of an environmental 
education/public relations 
programme; involving the indigenous population in park planning and 
management; and visits to key areas to collect information on the 
geography, mapping, ecology, socio-economy and ethnography. There 
are 10 inspection guard posts patrolled by the Commission for the 
Control of Foot and Mouth Disease (COPFA). Short-term annual 
operational plans are also prepared. Strictly protected core zone 
of over 83,000hai very extended "cultural" or human activity zone 
of over 180,000 ha, containing Indian populations which have kept 
their traditional way of life and culture; a development zone of 
some 8,000ha for tourism and environmental education is proposed; 
an inspection zone (20% outside the park) 40km wide runs along the 
panama/Colombia border. Since 1986 ANCON (Asociacion Nacional para 
la Conservacion de la Naturaleza) has been actively involved in 
conservation of the park in conjunction with INRENARE, WWF and 
other national conservation bodies. Activities during 1986-88 
include completion of the management plan, construction of a field 
station at Cruce de Mono, training, equipment, signposting and 
provision of field equipmeet to the 14 RENARE rangers in the 
critical area adjacent to Pirre and Cruce de Mono (Anon., 1989). 
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MANAGEMENT PROBLEMS Darin is the only incompleted section of the 
Pan-american Highway. This would open up the area to settlement 
and greatly increase the danger of transmitting foot and mouth 
disease from South American cattle into central America. The 
influx of people may lead to uncontrolled forestry, mining, 
agriculture and hunting resulting in deforestation, soil erosion, 
disruption of the fragile ecological equilibrium and dislocation of 
the traditional practices of the idigenous inhabitants. Some 
precautions and regulations for the potential impact have been 
implemented. The towns of El Real and Boca de Cupoe are very close 
to the area and the majority of their inhabitants have small farms 
inside the park. There are very limited areas of agriculture and 
disturbed forest near the Chocoe and Cuna Indian villages, 
principally along river courses. Protection on the Colombian side 
of the border has been largely unsuccessful and severe forest 
destruction and colonist invasion are increasing. The political 
upheavals in 1989 have increased INRENARE's dependence on 
non-governmental organisations such as ANCON. 

STAFF One superintendent, one District Chief (in Jaque) and four 
full time wardens (all Choco Indians) 

BUDGET In 1979 US$10,100 from RENARE and US$5,000 from WWF. 1980 
US$15,000 RENARE and US$17,000 WWF. 1981 US$20,000 RENARE, 
US$25,000 WWF and US$10,000 from Panamanian government sources. In 
1983/84 US$60,000 allocated by the WWF Tropical Forest Campaign 
(1982) to strengthen and train the guard system and to survey and 
mark the Park boundaries. WWF grants during 1987 and 1988 have 
been administered by ANCON. Expenditure by WWF up to the end of 
finanacial year 1989 was US$215,000. 

LOCAL ADMINISTRATION National Parks and wildlife Department, 
RENARE, Apartado 2016, Ciudad de Panama 

REFERENCES 
Anon. (1989). Darin. Noticias de ANCON. Asociacion Nacional 
para la 

Conservacion de la Naturaleza. 2(1): 12. 
Dalfelt, A. and Morales, R., (Eds.) (1978). Plan Maestro para el 

establecimiento y maneio del Pargue Nacional Darin. Panama. 
RENARE, COPFA, CATIE. 213 pp. 

IUCN/WWF Project 1648. Proposed Darin National Park. 
Morales, R. and MacFarland, C (1979). Plan operativo para el 
Pargue Nacional 

Darin, 1979-81. RENARE/CATIE. 35 pp. 

Morales, R. and MacFarland, C. eds. (1979). EI Manejo conjunto de 
la zona 

fronteriza del Darin. Primera Reunion Colombo-Panamena. 
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CATIE, Informe Tc. No. 5 1980. 52 pp. 
Worldwide Fund for Nature (1989). Protection and development of 
Darin 

National Park, Panama. WWF List of Approved Projects. 
October 1989. WWF, Gland, switzerland. Pp. 485-486. 
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ME)KllYHAPOllHbln COBET no RonpOCAM nAM~THHKOB H ..10CTOnPHME4ATEJlbHbiX MECT 

~IS~E D~ PATRIMOINE MONDIAL 

A) ~D3~?I?ICATION 

3ien propose: Pare National du Darien 

'=-iel1: Darien 

:::-ca t partie: Republique du Panana 

:Ja ":.e : 31 Decenbre 1980 

:;) ~:::CO:'::-1AN;)ATION DE L' ICOMOS 

Ole Ie dossier soit examine unilateralenenf.. 
par l'UICN 

Le parc national de Darien, cr€€' p3I de-
. cret du 7 Aout 1980 recouvre, non loin de 
la frontiere est de la republique de Pana­
ma', une zone naturelle bois~e soumise au 
cljJ'nCtt tropical. La flore et la faune sont 

e~t.rerrer.:ent riches' et Ie parc contribue a 
assurer la survie de plusieurs especes me­
nacees d'extinction. 

L-interet du pare du point'dti vue cu ra­
trirroine archeologique rrondial et de I 'his 
to ire des civilisations n'etant pas suffi­
samment etabli, l'ICOMOS se declare incom­
peteIft et €met Ie voeu que la proI;X)si tion 
d'inscription sur la Liste du Patrimoine 
r-bndial soit soumise a I' avis exclusif de 
l'UICN. 

WORLD HERITAGE LIST N° 159 -------

A) IDENTIFICATION 

Nomina tion: Darien National Park 

Location: Province of Darien 
. 

-$ -"-

State party: Republic of Panama 

DO: te: Decerrber 31, 1980 

B) ICOMOS RECOr-t'1ENDATION 

'Ihat the dossier be unilaterally exa­
mined by IUCN. 

C) JUSTIFICATION 

Oarien National Park, created by decree 
the 7thof Au~ 198.qpovers a naturally 
wooded area within a tropical cli.nate, 
not far frcm the eastern frontier of the 
Republic of Panana. 'Ihe flora and the 
fatma are extrerrely rich and the Park 
ensures the survival of several species 
threatened by extinction. 

'Ihe interest of this parle not having 
been sufficiently establisheq from the 
pOint of view of the world archeological 
heritage and from the history of civi­
lizations, IroOS ,f:i,.pds i tself in~ 
etent to evaliiaie it and expresses the 
desire that the orolX>sal for inclusion' 
on t.'1e tAJorld Eerltage List he suhnitt~ 
to t[le exclusive judgrrent of n.x::N. 

I~DS. Paris,Avril 1981 

lCOMOS, Hotd Saini·Aignan. '75 Rue du Temple. 75003 Paris - Tel. 277 3576, Cable address! Adtesse telegraphique ICOMOS PARIS 



PATRIMOINE MONDIAL, CANDIDATURE 

EXAMEN TECHNIQUE PAR L'UICN 

1. NUMERO D'IDENTIFICATION ET NOM: 159 Parc national de Darien 

2. SITUATION GEOGRAPHIQUE: 

3. CANDIDATURE PROpOSEE PAR: Le gouvernement de la Republique de Panama 

4. DOCUMENTATION: 

(i) Formulaire de candidature avec cartes 
(ii) Documentation complementaire (UICN) 

a) Dossier sur le projet UICN/WWF 1648 "Gestion du parc national de 
Darien, Panama". 

b) "Plan maestro" Parque nacional Darien (1978) 

c) Consultation de Kenton Miller, president de la commission de 
l'UICN des parcs nationaux et les aires protegees 

d) Consultation de Bernardo Zentilli, secretaire du bureau regional 
de l'UICN pour l'Amerique Latine. 

e) Consultation de M. Arne Dalfelt,.secretaire general du World 
Wildlife Fund - Norvege (qui a contribute a la preparation de 
plan de gestion de Darien). 

5. PRESENTATION RESUMEE 

Le parc national de Darien (environ 575.000 hal offre les meilleures perspec­
tives de conservation de la grande diversite d'ecosystemes, habitats, et 
especes caracterisant le milieu de foret tropicale humide en Amerique cen­
trale. Le parc, cree en 1980 par decret presidentiel, comporte une large 
gamme d'habitats: plage sablonneuses, cotes rocheuses, mangroves, marais d'eau 
douce, forets marecageuses de palmiers, et forets tropicales humides de basse 
et de haute altitude. Il permet l'existence de populations d'un nombre con­
siderable d'especes animales et vegetales dont certaines sont menacees: le 
singe araignee, le chien de buissons, le jaguar, l'ocelot, le tapir de Baird, 
la harpie, le calman d'Amerique centrale, et le crocodile americain. Des avis 
scientifiques indiquent qu'il reste des millieurs d'especes a decouvrir, dont 
bon nombre pourraient bien etre endemiques a Darien. Ce site occupe une 
situation unique, formant un pont entre les deux continents de l'hemisphere 
occidental; il a emerge a plusieurs reprises dans un passe lointain, le plus 
recemment etant au debut du pleistocene. Ce parc est l'une des zones anthro­
pologiques les plus riches des tropiques du nouveau monde, avec deux grands 
groupes indigenes, les Chocos et les Kunas - et plusieurs autres cultures. 
Clest l'un des premiers parcs nationaux d'Amerique centrale a inclure la con­
servation d'importantes ressources culturelles dans ses objetif de gestion. 

6 • INTEGR ITE 

Le parc national de Darien est de taille suffisante pour garantir la poursuite 
des processus de l'evolution et la survie des especes menacees qui sly 
trouvent. Le plan directeur pour l'etablissement et la gestion du parc est 



complet et de conception tres moderne quant a la gestion integrale et ration­
nelle d'une vaste region sauvage en faveur de la population locale. Des pres­
sions considerables slexercent a partir du nord et du sud, a des fins tras 
diverses, dont beaucoup sont contraires aux interets du pare national (et a 
ceux du Panama en general). L'eventuelle extension de la route pan-americaine 
a travers Darien suscite des craintes particulieres. Les hommes viendraient 
coloniser la region, mais il y aurait de plus un danger accru de transmission 
de la fievre aphteuse en Amerique centrale par le betail d'Amerique du sud. 
En conferant le statut de site du patrimoine mondial a cette reglon unique 
particulierement importante, ou lui accordera une protection a long terme 
supplementaire. 

7. COMPARAISON AVEC D I AUTRES REGIONS 

Une seule region en Amerique centrale est comparable a Darien par la taille et 
la diversite naturelle et culturelle - clest la region de Mosquita, au 
Honduras et au Nicaragua, cependant, Darien differe par certaines aspects 
culturels et sa composition en especes. De plus, il a une situation unique en 
ce qu'il constitue un pont entre deux continents, form~nt la limite nord 
d'especes telles que le cabiai et le chien des buissons. 

8. EVALUATION 

Le parc national de Darien est important pour la conservation et pour la 
science a cause de sa taille et de sa grande diversite, et en ce qu'il offre 
le meilleur exemple d'ecosystemes de forets humides d'Amerique centrale. 11 
contient des especes rares et endemiques, et sa superf icie convient a la con­
servation d'especes qui ont un vaste habitat (jaguars, tapirs). Cette region 
est unique au plan biologique, ecologique et anthropologique. 11 slexerce sur 
Ie parc une forte pression du sud en vue de sa colonisation, notamment pour y 
pratiquer l'elevage en ranches, de sorte que Panama se preoccupe d'etablir son 
controle politique sur la region. ~n soutien rapide au pare national nouvel­
lement etabli contribuera a sa gestion et a son developpememt corrects, notam­
ment en ce qui concerne sa delimitation et 11 integration de Ia region dans des 
plans d'ensemble de developpememt regional. 

9 • RECOMMANDATION 

Le pare national de 
patrimoine mondial. 
pourrait encourager 
pare. 

Darien devrait etre inscrit sur la liste des sites du 
Etant donne que Ie pare vient d'etre cree, Ie comite 

une demande de soutien a la formation de personnel pour le 
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~IS~S D~ ?ATRIMOINE MONDIAL 

A) ~D~NTI?ICATION 

3ien propose: Pare National du Darien 

Darien 

::::~a 't oartie: Republique du Panarra 

::>a-r.e: 31 ~re 1980 

3) R=:CO:'~lAN;)ATION DE L' ICOMOS 

Q.le Ie dossier soit examine unilateralemen~ 
p3l:' l'UICN 

:, ';;D,S':'I?:;:CATION 

Le parc national de Darien, cr€e' par de-
. cret du 7 AoUt', 1980 recouvre, non loin de 
la frontiere est de la republique de Pana­
ma', une zone naturelle bois~e sounise au 
clirnat tropical. La flore et la faune sont 
e~~t riches' et Ie pare oontribue a 

assurer la survie de plusieurs especes me­
nacees d'extinction. 

Linteret du pare du point~ du vue CU Fa­
triITOine archoologique rrondial et de 1 'his 
toire des civilisations n'etant pas suffi­
samnent etabli, l' ICl)M()S se declare inean­
peteIft et. €met Ie voeu que la proJ;Osi tion 
d'inscription sur la Liste du Patrirroine 
Mondial soit soumise a l'avis exclusif de 
1 'UICN. : 

WORLD HERITAGE LIST N° 159 -------

A) IDENTIFICATION 

Nomination: Darien National Park 

Loca tion: Province of Darien 
. ... ..-.-

State party: Republic of Panarra 

Date: Decerrber 31, 1980 

B) ICOMOS RECO~~ENDATION 

'lhat the dossier l:e tmilaterally exa­
mined by IOCN. 

C) JUSTIFICATION 

Darien National Park, Created by decree 
the 7th of Augu!t 198.qpovers a naturally 
wooded area wi thin a tropical cliITate, 
not far fran the eastern frontier of the 
Repl.blic of Panana. '!he flora and the 
fauna are extrerrely rich and the Park 
ensures the survival of several species 
threatened by extincticn. 

'!he interest of this pazk not having 
been sufficiently establishea from the 
point of view of the world archeological 
heritage and fran the history of civi­
lizations, lCO't)S ,fj"pds itself in~ 
etent to evaluate it ana expresses the 
desire that the oroposal for inclusion' 
on t.~e T-'1orld P.erltage List be surouttf>t:1 
to the exclUSive judgment of nx:::N. 
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