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U.S. Department of State 

Panama Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997 

Released by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, January 30, 1998. 

PANAMA 

Panama is a representative democracy with an elected executive composed of a president and two vice 
presidents, an elected 72-member legislature, and an appointed judiciary. President Ernesto Perez 
Balladares, elected in May 1994, is the chief executive. The judiciary is independent, but subject to 
corruption and political manipulation. 

Panama has had no military forces since 1989. In 1994 a constitutional amendment formally abolished a 
standing military, although it contained a provision for the temporary formation of a "special police 
force" to protect the borders in case of a "threat of external aggression." The Panamanian National 
Police (PNP), under the Ministry of Government and Justice, are responsible for law enforcement. The 
Judicial Technical Police (PTJ), under the judicial branch's Public Ministry, perform criminal 
investigations in support of public prosecutors. National Maritime Service and National Air Service 
forces also perform police functions along the coasts and at the international airport, respectively. 
Credible reports of corruption within both the PNP and PTJ contributed to some police dismissals. 
Police forces respond to civilian authority, have civilian directors, and have internal review procedures 
to deal with police misconduct. There were reports of instances of abuse by some members of the 
security forces. 

The service-oriented economy uses the U.S. dollar as currency, called the Balboa. Gross domestic 
product grew by 2.5 percent in real terms in 1996, and its growth was projected to reach 3.5 percent in 
1997. The Ministry of Economic Planning expects accelerating growth through the year 2000 as the 
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effects of economic liberalization and the Panama Canal transfer become evident. Poverty persists, with 
large disparities between rich and poor, and income distribution remains skewed. Unemployment is 
estimated at 14 percent. 

The Government generally respected the human rights of its citizens, but there continued to be serious 
problems in several areas. Police and prison guards used excessive force against detainees and prisoners. 
Despite some modest improvements, overall prison conditions remained poor, with frequent outbreaks 
of internal prison violence. Prisoners were subject to prolonged pretrial detention; the criminal justice 
system was inefficient and often corrupt. In one high-profile case, Gerardo Gonzalez, president of the 
governing party, used improper influence to compromise the impartiality of trial proceedings against a 
former director of the PTJ, Jaime Abad, in order to affect the outcome of the separate trial of Gonzalez's 
son on murder charges. There were instances of illegal searches and political pressure on the media. The 
Government was severely criticized when it refused to renew the work permit of a prominent foreign 
journalist. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees protested government repatriation in 
April of 200 Colombians, some of whom entered Panama fleeing violence in border areas. 
Discrimination against women persists, and indigenous people are severely disadvantaged. Violence 
against women remained a serious problem. Worker rights are limited in export processing zones. The 
Government continued to prosecute a small number of officials responsible for abuses during the years 
of dictatorship from 1968 to 1989. The legislature created the office of human rights ombudsman in 
December 1996 and elected the first incumbent in a fair and open process. After an initial delay in 
receiving funds, the ombudsman's office was expected to open in January 1998.  

RESPECT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

Section 1 Respect for the Integrity of the Person, Including Freedom From: 

a. Political and Other Extrajudicial Killing 

There were no reports of political killings. 

The authorities dismissed three PNP guards and ordered them to stand trial for the beating death of 
detainee Jose Luis Alvarado at the Tinajitas prison. After Alvarado got into an argument with the guards 
on the evening of March 6, witnesses reported that the officers handcuffed him to a chain link fence and 
beat him for several hours until he died.  

The PNP initiated an investigation into the shooting death of Ngobe-Bugle tribe member Juan Santos 
Chobra during a June 17 confrontation between squatters and police officers attempting to remove them 
from private land. According to the PNP, a police officer fired in self-defense when Chobra attacked 
him with a machete; protesters said that the 65-year-old Chobra was a victim of police aggression. In 
retaliation, the protesters overpowered a second PNP officer, bound and tortured him for several hours, 
and wounded him in the head with a machete before he could be rescued. 

On August 3, a jury convicted a former PTJ agent of murder in the January 19, 1994, shooting death of 
university student Erick Eloy Diaz. The agent shot Diaz during a traffic stop. On March 3, a jury 
convicted two former members of the public security forces for the robbery and murder of two 
Colombian drug traffickers in November 1991. 

The Government continued to prosecute a small number of officials for abuses committed during the 
years of dictatorship, from 1968 to 1989. In February a judge sentenced former Panamanian Defense 
Forces (PDF) captain Jorge Eliecer Bernal and two other men to 20 years' imprisonment for the 1987 
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murder of businessman Manuel Lopez Vasquez. On February 21, Peru extradited to Panama ex-PDF 
major Heraclides Sucre, who was previously convicted in absentia and sentenced to 20 years' 
imprisonment for his role in the 1989 executions of 11 PDF participants in an abortive coup attempt 
against then-PDF Commander General Manuel Noriega. A jury on March 2 acquitted five former PDF 
officers for the kidnaping and attempted murder of opposition activist Mauro Zuniga in 1985, despite 
Zuniga having personally identified his attackers at the trial.  

In November a jury acquitted Pedro Miguel Gonzalez, son of Legislative Assembly president Gerardo 
Gonzalez (also president of the ruling Democratic Revolutionary Party--PRD), and two other 
defendants, Amado Sanchez Ortega and Roberto Garrido, who were accused of the politically motivated 
1992 killing of U.S. serviceman corporal Zak Hernandez and intent to kill U.S. army sergeant Ronald 
Terrell Marshall. Gonzalez was freed; Sanchez must still serve a 7-year prison term for a prior murder 
conviction; and Garrido had still not been located at year's end. Gonzalez was acquitted despite clear 
evidence of his guilt and in the wake of improper actions by his father in this case and a separate case 
against a police official, Jaime Abad (see Section 1.e.). Gonzalez's trial was subject to political 
interference, manipulation, and intimidation of the judge and jury.  

In what was presented as an effort to remedy the slow pace of criminal justice proceedings, the ruling 
party attempted to modify a judicial reform bill sent to the Legislative Assembly by the Attorney 
General. PRD legislators inserted a "veiled amnesty" clause, which would have closed all criminal cases 
open more than 5 years without the accused being brought to trial. The reform would have freed human 
rights violators, common criminals, and even suspected murderers, and would have ended proceedings 
against numerous fugitives from justice (such as Roberto Garrido). Both the Attorney General and the 
secretary general of the Supreme Court denounced the modified bill as unconstitutional, and the PRD 
subsequently withdrew it from consideration as the Assembly session concluded in June. 

Several Colombians residing in Panama were reportedly executed in the Darien region by Colombian 
paramilitary forces during cross-border incursions in April and June. The paramilitary forces accused the 
victims of being sympathizers of a Colombian guerrilla movement. Panamanian authorities have made 
no arrests in connection with the killings, but temporarily reinforced PNP units in the Darien following 
the June incident. There were reports of similar incidents in November; reputed Colombian guerrillas or 
members of a paramilitary force killed a police officer and terrorized a small town for several hours. 

b. Disappearance 

There were no reports of politically motivated disappearances. 

A Colombian paramilitary group in June reportedly kidnaped two Colombians who had sought refuge in 
the Darien community of Yape. Darien business owner Antonio Ramos, kidnaped in August 1996 by 
Colombian guerrillas, was released unharmed in May after his family paid an unspecified ransom. 
Panamanian authorities state that they are hampered in enforcing the law in Darien by the region's 
remoteness, general lawlessness, and insufficient resources for the police. 

c. Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment  

The Constitution prohibits use of measures that could harm the physical, mental, or moral integrity of 
prisoners or detainees. The public security forces generally performed in a professional and restrained 
manner, although there were reports of excessive use of force or inhuman punishment, particularly 
against prison inmates. There also were reports that police used physical violence to control detainees 
during the initial arrest, interrogation, and holding phases. 
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On June 3 President Perez Balladares signed a new Organic Law for the National Police, passed by the 
Legislative Assembly in April. The new law supersedes the old "Law 20," dating from the Noriega era, 
and a 1990 presidential decree as the legal basis for the existence and operations of the PNP. The law 
includes specific guidelines for PNP use of force, including deadly force; sets up norms for selection and 
promotion of officers, contributing to PNP professionalization; and seeks to depoliticize the PNP by 
prohibiting officers' participation in certain political activities. It requires that police officers respect 
human rights, and prohibits instigation or tolerance of torture, cruelty, or other inhuman or degrading 
behavior. The law stipulates that the PNP director must be a civilian "noncareerist," while the deputy 
director must be chosen from among career police ranks. 

Corruption among police officers continued to be a problem, but PNP and PTJ directors enforced strict 
disciplinary measures against officers shown to be involved in illicit activities. They arrested a PTJ 
documents expert in July as part of a medical diploma falsification ring and fired six other PTJ agents in 
April for connections to organized crime. Three PNP officers were dismissed in February for robbery, 
and PNP director Sosa admitted in February that some members of the transit police regularly extort 
bribes from motorists. In February the authorities formally charged seven former PTJ agents with the 
August 1995 kidnaping and robbery of a Colon Free Zone merchant.  

The PTJ and the PNP have offices of professional responsibility that act as internal affairs organs to hold 
officers accountable for their actions. Both have staffs of independent investigators and administrative 
authority to open internal investigations which, upon completion, go to their respective inspectors 
general for submission to review boards. The review boards, in turn, recommend to the service's director 
the appropriate action; the director has the final authority to determine the disposition of each case. 
Penalties include reduction in rank, dismissal, and in severe cases, criminal prosecution. Through July 
the PNP opened 324 investigations into alleged misconduct by police; of the 202 investigations 
completed, 11 resulted in dismissals, 10 in other disciplinary action, and 9 in reprimands. The other 
cases were either dismissed administratively or resolved in favor of the investigated officer. 

Despite efforts to introduce some prison reforms, prison conditions throughout the country remained 
extremely poor and a threat to prisoners' health. Most prisons are dilapidated and overcrowded. Medical 
screening and care is inadequate, with tuberculosis and other communicable diseases common among 
the prison population. Frequent prison riots and gang battles injured or killed numerous inmates. Guards 
often used buckshot and tear gas, fired at close range, to quell disturbances or halt escape attempts. Riots 
were particularly common and severe at La Joya prison, where most high-risk inmates from the old La 
Modelo prison were transferred in late 1996. In February the Government announced plans to build a 
new 1,000-inmate facility for medium- and maximum-security inmates adjacent to La Joya. Mounting 
frustration with La Joya's security problems prompted the National Department of Corrections (DNC) to 
fire the prison director in July and place the deputy director on indefinite administrative leave. Vice 
Minister of Government and Justice Martin Torrijos said that the riots were not the DNC's fault, but 
were due to overcrowding caused by the slow pace of moving criminal cases through the courts. 

The authorities took strong disciplinary measures against some officers implicated in abuses. The 
Government fired three PNP guards and initiated criminal proceedings against them for the March 
beating death of Jose Luis Alvarado at Tinajitas prison (see Section 1.a.). The Government dismissed six 
civilian guards from the DNC and opened a criminal investigation after the guards severely beat inmate 
Carlos Cisneros at La Joya prison April 7. The Attorney General's office announced in March that it 
would ask the courts to summon to trial 11 former PNP guards for the July 27, 1996 mass beating of 
inmates at La Modelo prison. The incident, which was filmed by a television news crew and broadcast 
nationwide, prompted the Government to evacuate La Modelo and demolish it in December 1996. 

In other prison beating incidents, the authorities publicly denied charges of excessive use of force. At El 
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Renacer prison on March 2, PNP guards recaptured two prisoners after an abortive escape attempt. The 
guards reportedly stripped the two men, chained them to a fence, and beat them. Witnesses asserted that 
the naked men were left chained and repeatedly doused with cold water by guards overnight. PNP 
director Jose Luis Sosa publicly denied that the beating had occurred. DNC authorities claimed to have 
investigated the incident and turned the report over to the Attorney General's office, but the Attorney 
General said his office could not find the report in question. The PNP lieutenant in command of the El 
Renacer guard force, however, was subsequently transferred.  

In a July 31 incident at La Joyita prison, a large group of foreign inmates alleged that they were attacked 
by guards while staging a peaceful hunger strike to protest prison conditions. According to the inmates, 
the guards hit and kicked them, and set attack dogs on them while they were seated and handcuffed. 
Diplomatic officials observed numerous severe bruises and bite marks on the prisoners. A PNP 
spokesman insisted that the prisoners had attacked the guards. 

The DNC largely depends on PNP officers, inadequately trained for prison duty, to supply its guard 
force. Civilian correction officers or "custodians" handle inmates within La Joya, El Renacer, and the 
central women's prison (which uses only female guards). The DNC has authority to discipline prison 
guards with criminal or civil sanctions. Five DNC custodians were arrested in March after investigators 
accused them of complicity in the escape from La Joya of a notorious Mexican drug trafficker. 
Following the beating death of Jose Luis Alvarado (see Section 1.c.), legislator Denis Arce of the 
Assembly's human rights commission formally proposed creation of a permanent bureau within the PNP 
to train officers in human rights issues.  

At the new La Joyita facility for minimum-security inmates, the DNC inaugurated several new prisoner 
work and rehabilitation programs, including a bakery, brick-making facility, and agricultural cultivation. 
However, these programs employed less than 20 percent of La Joyita's 1,233 inmates, including only 2 
of more than 300 foreign inmates. Foreign financial assistance allowed the DNC to initiate a program of 
medical screening for all new inmates, but did not include improved regular care for the existing inmate 
population.  

Following instances of hostage-taking in September, the President ordered the PNP to replace the DNC 
and take control of two of the largest prisons, La Joya and La Joyita. Despite protests from human rights 
groups and opposition parties that replacing the DNC with the police was a return to bad former 
practice, the Government justified the policy by displaying over 2,000 knives allegedly confiscated from 
prisoners. Following the PNP takeover at the two prisons, inmates' visitation rights were seriously 
limited, along with the right to receive gifts from visitors. Overall conditions in the prisons did not 
change substantially. 

The number of trained DNC guards in other national prisons is inadequate to ensure proper security, 
given the large number of prisoners and generally overcrowded conditions. The PNP personnel assigned 
to La Joya and La Joyita have no formal training as prison guards. The first formal training class of 
approximately 140 corrections officers graduated from the PNP Police Academy. In its 1996 budget 
request, the DNC asked for funding for 277 new guard positions, but none were approved. Effective 
prison management also is hampered by the lack of consistent national operating guidelines; individual 
prison directors are free to establish their own procedures without effective central control or oversight. 
Given the high turnover rate among directors, this system leads to internal administrative confusion and 
increases directors' susceptibility to corruption and abuse of authority.  

The prison situation in Colon remained grim, as did conditions on Coiba Island Penal Colony. In an 
effort to alleviate problems in La Joya and La Joyita, the authorities transferred many prisoners to Coiba. 
Many of them have not yet been tried, and the distance from their legal counsel is a serious problem. 
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Prisoners suffer from malnutrition and shortages of potable water, and medical care is practically 
nonexistent. Coiba has a civilian administrator, but its guard force still consists of police guards instead 
of civilian corrections officers. Geographic isolation and lack of communications have separated 
detainees from their attorneys and caused many to miss trials. Escapes from Coiba are reported 
common. Although the Government began reducing the number of prisoners at Coiba prior to closing it, 
the recent influx caused the inmate population to once again increase. The Government acknowledges it 
must keep Coiba open, but as yet has made no provisions to upgrade or maintain the facility. 

Conditions at women's prisons in Panama City and Chiriqui province and at the Juvenile Detention 
Center were noticeably better than at adult male prisons. Even so, female prisoners, especially those in 
the primary detention area, reportedly suffered from overcrowding, poor medical care, and lack of basic 
supplies for personal hygiene. 

The Government generally allows prison visits by independent human rights monitors. 

d. Arbitrary Arrest, Detention, or Exile 

The Constitution stipulates that arrests must be carried out with a warrant issued by the appropriate 
authorities, and the Government generally respected this provision. Exceptions are permitted when an 
officer apprehends a person during the commission of a crime, or when disrespect by the individual 
toward the officer prevents the officer from carrying out his duty. The law requires the arresting officer 
to inform the detainee immediately of the reasons for arrest or detention and of the right to immediate 
legal counsel, to be provided by the State for the indigent. 

The Constitution also provides for judicial review of the legality of detention and mandates the 
immediate release of any person detained or arrested illegally. The Constitution prohibits police from 
detaining suspects for more than 24 hours without bringing them before a competent judicial authority. 
In practice, the authorities often violated the 24-hour time limit by several days. Under law the 
preliminary investigation phase may last 8 days to 2 months, and the follow-on investigation phase 
another 2 to 4 months, depending on the number of suspects. Extensions of these limits are frequently 
granted by the courts, leaving the accused in detention for a long period without having been formally 
charged.  

Extended pretrial detention continued as one of the most serious human rights problems, in part a 
consequence of the elaborate notification phase in criminal cases. Many legal authorities (including 
court officials) criticized judges for excessive use of this measure. According to DNC statistics, pretrial 
detainees composed approximately 65 percent of the prison population as of July, down from 71 percent 
in 1996 and 78 percent in 1995. The average period of pretrial custody was 16 months; pretrial detention 
in excess of the maximum sentence for the alleged crime was common. A legal mechanism exists to 
hold the Government financially accountable in cases where a detainee spends more than 1 year in jail 
but subsequently has all charges dismissed at a preliminary hearing. The dismissal must be either 
because the act of which the detainee was accused is not ruled a crime or because there is no evidence to 
link the suspect to the crime. Although this redress procedure is not complicated, few former detainees 
have employed it. 

In November the Legislative Assembly passed a law intended to relieve pressure on the clogged prison 
system by limiting pretrial detention. The new law requires judicial authorities to replace pretrial 
detention with an alternative measure, such as house arrest, for prisoners whose time in jail awaiting trial 
exceeds the minimum penalty for the crimes they allegedly committed. 
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In March Supreme Court magistrate Aura de Villalaz stated that the use of preventive detention should 
be reserved only for the most dangerous suspects. With broad public and media perception of judicial 
corruption, however, judges are afraid to impose bail or release suspects on their own recognizance; 
judges apparently fear being subjected to accusations of corruption or of endangering public safety. In 
June Supreme Court secretary general Carlos Cuestas said that the systematic application of preventive 
detention reflected a "repressive judicial culture."  

The Constitution prohibits exile; there were no reports of forced exile. 

e. Denial of Fair Public Trial  

The Constitution provides for an independent judiciary; however, the judiciary is susceptible to 
corruption and outside influence, including from other branches of government. The President appoints 
nine Supreme Court magistrates to 10-year terms, subject to Legislative Assembly confirmation. The 
Supreme Court magistrates appoint appellate (Superior Tribunal) judges, who, in turn, appoint circuit 
and municipal court judges in their respective jurisdictions. The Attorney General, who heads the Public 
Ministry jointly with the Solicitor General, appoints the superior and circuit-level prosecutors. 
Appointments are supposed to be made under a merit-based system, but the top-down appointment 
system lends itself to political tinkering and undue interference by higher-level judges in lower-level 
cases in which they have no jurisdiction.  

At the local level, mayors appoint administrative judges who exercise jurisdiction over minor civil and 
criminal cases in which they may impose fines or sentences of up to 1 year. This system has serious 
shortcomings: defendants lack adequate procedural safeguards, officials need not be (and normally are 
not) attorneys, and some engage in corrupt practices. In reality, appeal procedures are nonexistent. More 
affluent defendants tend to pay fines while poorer defendants go to jail, one of the chief factors leading 
to prison overcrowding.  

The Constitution provides that persons charged with crimes have the right to counsel, to be presumed 
innocent until proven guilty, to refrain from incriminating themselves or close relatives, and to be tried 
only once for a given offense. If not under pretrial detention, the accused may be present with counsel 
during the investigative phase of the proceeding. Judges can order the presence of pretrial detainees for 
the rendering or amplification of statements, or for confronting witnesses. Trials are conducted orally 
with the accused present, but with little new evidence presented beyond that in the case file compiled by 
the public prosecutor. The Constitution and the Criminal Procedure Code provide for trial by jury at the 
defendant's election, but only in criminal cases where at least one of the charges is murder. 

The Constitution obliges the Government to provide public defenders for the indigent. However, many 
public defenders are not appointed until after the investigative phase of the case, a serious disadvantage 
for the defendant since it is during this stage that the prosecutor produces and evaluates the bulk of the 
evidence and decides whether to recommend trial or the dismissal of charges. Public defenders' 
caseloads remained staggering, averaging 410 cases per attorney in 1995. Only one new public defender 
has been hired since 1992, making a total of 36 nationwide, while the caseload increased 74 percent 
since then. This heavy workload undermined the quality of representation, with many prisoners meeting 
their public defender for the first time on the day of trial. 

The right to a fair and independent trial was seriously compromised in the case of Jaime Abad, former 
director of the PTJ. Based on dubious evidence, PRD president Gerardo Gonzalez accused Abad of 
hiding or manipulating ballistics test results in the investigation of Gonzalez's son, Pedro Miguel, for the 
1992 murder of U.S. serviceman Zak Hernandez (see Section 1.a.). While Abad was originally charged 
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with a misdemeanor, the charges against him were increased to felony counts by the judge at his 
preliminary hearing on January 15 after Gonzalez closeted himself with the judge in her chambers for 50 
minutes prior to the hearing. Despite a constitutional provision for presumption of innocence, the judge 
publicly stated prior to the preliminary hearing that the articles of the Penal Code Abad was charged 
with violating "contain the conduct carried out by Abad." In the months leading up to his trial, Abad and 
his attorneys were subjected to repeated telephone threats and harassment, which the Government did 
not investigate. Concerned for his the safety of his attorneys, Abad released them just prior to his trial 
and was consequently represented by an ill-prepared public defender. 

During Abad's trial in June, there were strong suggestions of collusion between the judge, the 
government prosecutor, and the independent prosecutor hired by Gonzalez (all with close personal ties 
to the PRD). The judge summoned all witnesses requested by the prosecution, while denying all but one 
of those requested by Abad; that defense witness received a threatening visit at home from a prosecution 
witness and subsequently declined to testify. In reviewing the case, the local Center for Human Rights 
Investigation and Legal Assistance (CIDHS) stated in a press release that "Jaime Abad... faces a judicial 
process in which there are clear indicators that it has been the subject of manipulation by interests of 
dubious origin." The CIDHS further concluded that Gonzalez used and abused his political power to 
manipulate the judicial process against Abad in order to help his son Pedro Miguel Gonzalez. The trial 
concluded on June 25. In August Abad's employer was harassed when a story about the case appeared in 
a foreign newspaper. The employer, faced with continuing government harassment, dismissed Abad. In 
November the judge in the Abad case, the same judge who presided over the Gonzalez trial, excused 
herself from the case and a new judge was assigned. On December 15, the new judge found Abad guilty 
and sentenced him to 3 years in prison, but reduced the sentence to a $1,500 fine. Abad said that he 
would refuse to pay the fine.  

A small number of lower court judges were disciplined during the year on charges of corruption or 
administrative irregularities. In May Attorney General Jose A. Sossa asked Supreme Court president 
Arturo Hoyos to investigate four judges for possible corruption, after the judges dismissed charges in 
cases that the Attorney General's office had asked be brought to trial. Hoyos declined to investigate the 
judges, saying that the Attorney General had failed to provide sufficient evidence of wrongdoing to 
warrant a formal inquiry. Attorney General Sossa also denounced trial lawyers for filing spurious 
motions and failing to show up for hearings in order intentionally to delay criminal proceedings against 
their clients.  

There was no progress in resolving the impeachment case against former Supreme Court magistrate Jose 
Manuel Faundes. The Legislative Assembly conducted impeachment proceedings against Faundes in 
late 1996 on charges that he abused his authority and accepted cash payments in exchange for lenient 
sentencing and treatment of certain prisoners, including narcotics traffickers. However, the Assembly 
could not muster the two-thirds majority vote constitutionally required for impeachment. As a result, 
ruling party legislators asked the Supreme Court to declare the two-thirds clause unconstitutional in 
order to be able to impeach Faundes by a simple majority vote. All nine sitting Supreme Court 
magistrates subsequently recused themselves from the case, leaving the decision in the hands of their 
alternates who have given no indication of when they will render a decision. In late 1997, some of the 
alternate judges recused themselves as well. Government opponents accused the President of unduly 
influencing the Supreme Court in this case. 

There were no reports of political prisoners.  

f. Arbitrary Interference With Privacy, Family, Home, or Correspondence 

The Constitution provides for the inviolability of the home, private papers, and telephonic 
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communications. The authorities may not enter private residences except with the owner's permission, or 
by written order from the appropriate authority for specific purposes. These may include entry to assist 
the victims of crime or disaster, or to conduct lawful health and safety inspections. The authorities may 
not examine private papers and correspondence, except as properly authorized by competent legal 
authority and in the presence of the owner, a family member, or two neighbors. The Government 
generally respected these rights. However, there were complaints that in some cases police failed to 
follow legal requirements and conducted unauthorized searches of private residences. 

Although the Constitution prohibits all wiretapping, the Government maintains that wiretapping with 
judicial approval is legal. Under the guidelines established by antinarcotics legislation passed in July 
1994, the Public Ministry may engage in undercover operations, including "videotaping and recording of 
conversations and telephonic communications." The Supreme Court has not issued a definitive ruling on 
whether wiretapping is constitutional and, if so, under what circumstances.  

Section 2 Respect for Civil Liberties, Including: 

a. Freedom of Speech and Press 

The Constitution provides for freedom of speech and of the press, and the Government generally 
respects these rights in practice. However, in a case that provoked a wave of domestic and international 
criticism, the Government tried to expel Peruvian journalist Gustavo Gorriti, associate editor of the daily 
newspaper La Prensa. In August the Labor Minister refused to renew Gorriti's work permit, citing a 
1978 law that requires directors and deputy directors of media outlets to be Panamanian citizens. 
According to media representatives, the Government's true motive for expelling Gorriti was the 
embarrassment that his investigative reports caused relatives and close associates of President Perez 
Balladares. 

The decision to expel Gorriti was denounced by local and international media and human rights 
organizations, prominent authors John Le Carre and Mario Vargas Llosa, and the new human rights 
ombudsman, Italo Antinori. All condemned the move as an attack on the freedom of the press and called 
on the President to reverse the decision to deport Gorriti. On August 18, the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) issued a request for precautionary measures calling on the 
Government to suspend deportation proceedings against Gorriti until the IACHR could rule on the full 
complaint. The Government suspended its September deportation order pending court resolution of legal 
appeals by La Prensa. In October the Government agreed to allow Gorriti to remain in the country and 
promised to seek revocation of the 1978 law; La Prensa agreed to change Gorriti's title. At year's end, 
however, the 1978 law remained in effect. 

There is an active and often adversarial press and a broad range of electronic and print media outlets, 
including foreign television and radio broadcasts, cable stations, and newspapers. Six national daily 
newspapers, 3 commercial television stations, 2 educational television stations, and over 95 radio 
stations provide a broad choice of informational sources; all are privately or institutionally owned. 
While many media outlets took identifiable editorial positions, the media carried a wide variety of 
political commentaries and other perspectives, both local and foreign. There was, however, a noticeable 
trend toward concentration of control of television outlets in the hands of close relatives and associates 
of the President. The President's cousin, previous owner of one of the three commercial television 
stations, acquired control of a second, and also bought a majority stake in the principal cable television 
provider. The latter acquisition coincided with a sudden decision by the Government to cancel a 
previously granted operating concession to a foreign firm to offer cable service. 
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Panamanian and foreign journalists worked and traveled freely throughout the country. An employee of 
the Attorney General's office was administratively sanctioned in February after he hit and kicked two 
television cameramen attempting to film a news story. Also in February, the president of the 
Panamanian Society of Journalists accused police agents of intimidation tactics when the agents took 
photographs of journalists emerging from a press conference called by lawyers representing a prominent 
Colombian drug trafficking suspect. PNP Director Sosa later insisted that the incident never occurred. In 
August the Government brought to trial a former PNP officer accused of attacking and injuring a 
television cameraman, and damaging his equipment, when the cameraman tried to film a police 
operation in 1993. 

Under "gag laws" dating from the military dictatorship, the Government has legal authority to prosecute 
media owners and reporters for criminal libel and calumny. A special executive branch authority has 
discretionary powers to administer the libel laws, which provide for fines and up to 2 years in prison. 
Under the statute, opinions, comments, or criticism of government officials acting in their official 
capacity are specifically exempted from libel prosecution, but a section of the law allows for the 
immediate discipline of journalists who show "disrespect" for the office of certain government officials. 
This law was not employed during 1997.  

During the year numerous groups representing press interests called on the Government to eliminate the 
gag laws as inconsistent with democratic freedom of expression. Addressing the Inter-American Press 
Association meeting, President Perez Balladares said that the prospect of sending a journalist to jail for 
carrying out his proper social role was "inadmissible." The President said that his Government would 
guarantee freedom of expression, and promised to introduce legislation to decriminalize the libel and 
calumny clauses of the gag laws. However, no such action was initiated in the legislative session. 

In March a superior court turned down an appeal by President Perez Balladares contesting an October 
1996 lower court ruling that absolved an associate director of La Prensa of libel charges. The President 
originally brought the charges over remarks in a November 1993 column about PRD party leaders, 
including Perez Balladares. In February a superior court upheld the right of La Prensa employees to sue 
the Government for civil damages stemming from the forced closure of the newspaper by the Noriega 
regime from February 1988 to December 1989.  

The press laws provide for the establishment of a censorship board. There were no reports that the board 
took any formal restrictive actions, although its director, Eurindia Cordoba de Rodriguez, publicly 
warned in July that the board was monitoring radio transmissions and could fine stations that violate 
norms against vulgarity and profanity. 

The law provides for academic freedom, which was generally respected in both public and private 
universities. However, in July officials at the University of Panama took steps 
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