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DARIEN GAP (TAPON DEL DARIEN)
§ Geographic region in the Isthmus 

of Darien or Panama connecting 
the South American continent  with 
Central America, consisting of a 
large watershed, forest, and 
mountains in Panama's Darién 
Province and the northern portion 
of Colombia's Chocó Department.

§ One of the rainiest and most 
dangerous places on the planet, a 
lawless, unpoliced region, with 
many drug smugglers and 
sometimes political rebels. 

§ The three-eight day hiking trail is a 
challenge even for a person in 
good physical shape. 



Migrants have two options for crossing the Darien Gap:
§ First is to pay for boats to take them to the border area. Migrants who start their journey 

by boat will have to walk for two to three days. Several thousand dollars per person
§ Second is to walk through the jungle. For those who decide to take the route on foot, the 

walk can take up to ten days (MSF21/06/2022). Several hundred dollar per person



§ More than 81,000 people crossed the 
Darien Gap in August, the highest 
number reported to date.

§ Migrants from Venezuela (>209,000), 
Ecuador (almost 45,000) and Haiti 
(>35,000). have accounted for about 
84% of all people crossing the Darien 
Gap so far in 2023



Pachar J, et al. Lancet September 26, 2023

§ The authors identified 17 deaths 
(12·3%; 95% CI 7·8–18·8%) among 
children or adolescents

§ Panamanian authorities have 
reported 124 corpses in the Gap 
between January 2021 and April 
2023 (a fraction of the deaths). 
Main cause: drowning

All forensic cases of migrant deaths in the Darién Gap from Jan 1, 2018, to Dec 31, 2022



§ A particularly worrying development is the increase 
in the number of children and adolescents under 
age 18 crossing the gap (about 16% in 2022,  near 
21% between January and August 2023. Nearly 
64,000 children in those eight months). Half of these 
children on the move are under five years old and 
have specific needs

§ Additionally, UNICEF reported in May 2023 that, on 
average, 8 to 10 unaccompanied children were 
crossing the Darien each day. Many travel with a 
guardian who is not a parent or have been 
separated from their parents while trekking through 
the jungle. 

§ A recent UNICEF report said that at least 92 
migrant children had died or gone missing last year 
– more than any other year since 2014. 77% of parents interviewed by the IOM 

reported that their infants had suffered from 
infections, GI issues, rashes, and fevers



§ A rapid epidemiological assessment found high recent 
sexual activity, low condom use with casual partners, 
and a need for increased HIV and syphilis testing and 
treatment. There is a need for increased testing, 
condom provision, and SRH healthcare access at 
migrant reception stations that receive migrant peoples 
in transit through Panamá.

Erausquin JT, et al.

§ Women are mainly exposed to sexual violence, 
including the risk of trafficking, prostitution, or sexual 
abuse, inside the jungle. There are also reports of 
sexual abuse in migrant reception stations in 
Panama 

§ According to IFRC (Red Cross) estimations, 10–
15% of the migrants crossing the Darien Gap 
become victims of sexual violence during the 
journey

HIV/STI transmission can occur partly due to high risk 
of sexual violence and abuse: 180 cases of rape 
within the Gap were reported to Doctors Without 
Borders during the period May-September 2021



§ According to the DTM conducted in Darien in the early months of 
2023, 96% of individuals planned to reach the USA, with the drivers 
for migration being economic hardship and high levels of 
insecurity. 

§ The enormous flood of migrants is feeding a growing political 
problem in the USA, where >2.3 million people have been 
apprehended at the southern border this year. Only twice in U.S. 
history that threshold has been surpassed, according to US DHS

§  While some of them were deported or returned to Mexico, many 
migrants have been released and allowed to seek asylum, a 
process that, on average, takes years to be resolved



§ Venezuela experienced one of the most severe 
economic and humanitarian crises on record during 
the last decade. 

§ Real GDP contracted >75% between 2013 and 
2021—the single largest economic collapse for a 
non-conflict country in almost half a century. 

§ Worsening economic conditions, collapsing basic 
services, and deteriorating security led 7 million 
Venezuelans (23% of the population) flee the 
country by August 2022, most of whom have settled 
in other LAC countries. 

§ Following a temporary interruption in 2020 due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, migration outflows from 
Venezuela have resumed and are expected to 
continue going forward, reaching about 8 million by 
2025.



Globally, the top destinations for 
Venezuelans living abroad, as of the 
most recent, mid-2020 United Nations 
Population Division Estimates, were 
Colombia (2.89 million), Peru (1.54 
million), Ecuador (474,495), Chile 
(444,423), and the United States 
(506,000)
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Torres, J. R., & Castro, J. S. (2018). 
Venezuela’s migration crisis: a 
growing health threat to the region 
requiring immediate attention. 
Journal of Travel Medicine.
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§ Migrants are considered at higher risk for a range of health problems 
including infectious diseases as HIV, hepatitis B, tuberculosis, 
schistosomiasis and malaria. This higher risk is partly due to poor 
socioeconomic conditions and, in some countries, is due to the lack of 
rights to health coverage for undocumented migrants

§ There is little evidence to support the theories by which migrants would 
expose the host population to significant infectious risk. 

§ However, human diseases acquire a social status based on their 
perceived risk that determines their aceptability

Vignier N, et al. EJIFCC, 2018; 29: 175–179

MIGRATION AND EMERGING INFECTIOUS DISEASES



§ Malaria 19 cases in Venezuelan, Peruvian and Ecuadorian migrants from Darien
§ One suspected case of yellow fever and 1 local suspected case of measles (disease 

eradicated in Honduras). A previous migrant child with measles scaped on follow up and 
was later localized in Mexico. 

Sanitary alert issued due to 19 
cases of malaria among 
migrants in El Paraiso



REFUGEES IN THE THIRD WORLD
Perceptions and facts....!

Only 1.21% of the cases Only 1.21% of the cases 
reported in the country were reported in the country were 

imported from Venezuela.imported from Venezuela.
A storm in a glass of A storm in a glass of 

water?water?



Torres, J. R., & Castro, J. S. (2018). Venezuela’s migration crisis: a growing 
health threat to the region requiring immediate attention. J Travel Medicine.

 A particular concern is the possibility of creating conditions 
conducive to endemic transmission, which would perpetuate the 
circulation of reintroduced infectious pathogens. 

 The occurrence of spillover from diphtheria (Venezuela, Haiti, 2016), 
and measles (Venezuela 2017), controlled until recently on the 
continent, is emblematic. The impossibility of achieving sufficiently 
high vaccination coverage represents a real threat that requires the 
adoption of coordinated continental initiatives, otherwise, 
importation to other countries would only increase

MIGRATION AND REINTRODUCTION OF ID

Strauss R, et al. Nature Sci Reports 2021, 11: 6378



 The risk appears low for EIDs, or very low for high-risk EIDs
 Immigrants don’t play the role of sentinel epidemic, so far.
 A particular concern is that of Multidrug Resistant 

Enterobacteriaceae (MRE) carriage among migrants. MRE 
acquisition is very frequent among travelers to tropical regions 
(31% in Latin America). But,  this MRE carriage is limited in time 
and disappears after a few months. [Ruppe E, et al. Clin Infect Dis 
2015, 61:593-600]

 The role played by migrants is weaker than imagined (except for 
tuberculosis).

ARE MIGRANTS A RISK OF EMERGING INFECTIOUS DISEASES TO 
DEVOLPED COUNTRIES?

Vignier N, et al. EJIFCC, 2018; 29: 175–179



 International migrants are considered particularly vulnerable to tuberculosis (Guidance document on 
migration and health - PAHO/WHO  During the migration process, it is common for migrants to be 
subjected to high-stress situations, such as food shortages, precarious and overcrowded housing, 
and lack of access to health services, which can induce the spread and maintenance of high TB 
burdens (Tavares). et al., 2017, Boudville et al., 2020). 

 Another situation that reinforces vulnerabilities is the process of relocation of these immigrants in 
the host country, where language barriers, documentary difficulties, costs of access to health 
systems, precarious housing conditions and difficulties in accessing income and essential services 
expose these immigrants to a greater risk of contact with tuberculosis (Moreira et al.,  2020).

§ Incidence rates of 61.2 per 100,000 population in 
the Caribbean, 46.2 in South America, and 25.9 in 
Mexico and Central America;10% HIV coinfection; 
estimated overall prevalence of MDR TB in the 
region 13.0% (up to 26% in retreated cases)



§ More than two dozen migrants who entered the United States and were 
diagnosed with tuberculosis before being returned to Mexico and other countries 
last year remain missing.

§ According to information published by Mexico's Ministry of Health, a total of 74 
migrants were diagnosed with tuberculosis and most of them sought follow-up 
medical attention south of the border. But 25 of them are still missing and their 
whereabouts are unknown.

§ Of the 74 cases last year, 62 of the diagnosed migrants were sent back to Mexico 
and others were referred to Venezuela, El Salvador, Guatemala and Peru.

§ The National Tuberculosis Control Program in Mexico reports that between 2017 
and 2022, 1,260 cases of migrants contracting tuberculosis along the border have 
been reported.

Migrants with diagnosis 
of  tuberculosis 
disappear along the 
frontier



§ ChD affects an estimated 300,000 people in the US, only about 1% of them have been identified, 
usually through blood donor screening 

§ ChD causes a burden of morbidity and mortality of >27,000 lost disability-adjusted life-years (DALys)

Some special considerations….



o Localized cutaneous leishmaniasis (LCL) ±98% 
o Muco-cutaneous leishmaniasis (LCM) 1,2%
o Difuse cutaneous leishmaniasis (LCD) 0,2%

In Venezuela, 90-99% of cases by 
Leishmania viannia (L. braziliensis 
Complex). Require treatment with 
Pentavalent antimonials, Amph B or 
Fluconazol  

Some special considerations….



§ Febrile syndrome, diarrhea, 
hyperchromic macules or 
papules, hepatomegaly, 
splenomegaly, leukopenia, 
thrombocytopenia, and 
elevated SGOT and LDH levels

Progressive Disseminated 
Histoplasmosis and HIV

Paracoccidioidomicosis and HIV

Some special considerations….



Venezuela - Historical Net Migration Rate Data

Year
Net Migration 

Rate Growth Rate

2023 10.853 157.360%

2022 4.217 -274.330%

2021 -2.419 -73.290%

2020 -9.055 -42.290%

2019 -15.691 -29.720%

2018 -22.327 21.010%

2017 -18.451 26.590%

2016 -14.575 36.240%

2015 -10.698 56.820%

In Latin America, only Costa Rica (0.731) and Brazil (0.028) had also positive Net Migration Rates in 2023

Net migration rate: difference between the 
number of immigrants and the number of 
emigrants divided by the population

A light at the end of the tunnel…?

A pessimist is a 
well-informed 

optimist 

Mark Tawin



§ Strengthening policies to ensure regular migration between Panama and 
Colombia may reduce the use of the Darien Gap as an alternative route. 

§ Since at least a third of the Darien Gap’s migrants are non-Spanish speakers, 
the presence of translators (mainly into French) could contribute to making 
humanitarian assistance more accessible to migrants.

§ Medical facilities at the Panamanian arrival camps need to be improved as they 
remain insufficiently staffed and medical supplies are scarce or insufficient. 

§ The Colombian government should set up a referral mechanism in cases of 
unaccompanied children registered at the pier before boarding the boats, and 
UNICEF must install permanent local staff to identify and support them there.

§ Governments across the region and the USA, should agree to resettle larger 
numbers of displaced people from countries in the region and also create 
labor pathways to move migrants out of irregularity, allow them to contribute 
to the host countries’ economies, and stablish family reunification programs

LESSONS LEARNT



Thanks a lot!
¡Muchas gracias!

"To raise new questions, new 
possibilities, to regard old 
problems from a new angle, 
requires creative imagination 
and marks real advance in 
science." Albert Einstein


