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As the Panamanian President, Mireya Moscoso, and Colombian President, Alvaro Uribe Vélez, meet 

today to discuss border security, Amnesty International urges President  Moscoso to conduct a full 

investigation into the reported abduction of two refugees who have not been seen since 21 April.   

 

 Enrique Medrano and Juan Berrío, Colombian refugees in Panamá, were reportedly abducted 

while over 100 other refugees were being forcibly returned to Colombia. Amnesty International is 

concerned for the safety of the two men, and for the more than 100 refugees who were forcibly 

repatriated.  

 

 "We hope that the two presidents will conclude their meeting by bringing an immediate end to 

forced repatriations of refugees from Panamá to Colombia -- a practice which flies in the face of 

international refugee law," said Amnesty International.    

 

 Enrique Medrano and Juan Berrío were among a group of over 100 Colombian refugees living in 

Punuza Boca de Cupe, southern Panamá, who were targeted by security forces wanting to repatriate 

them. On 18 April, members of the elite police combat unit -- the Reconocimiento de Combate(RECOM) 

and the Departamento de Inteligencia de Panamá (DIP) -- reportedly forced the refugees to assemble. 

They threatened the refugees that members of the Colombian paramilitary group, Autodefensas Unidas 

de Colombia(AUC), were on their way, and accused the refugees of collaborating with Colombian 

guerrilla groups.  

 

 The Panamanian security forces reportedly took Enrique Medrano, originally from Chocó 

department in Colombia, to a house in Punuza Boca de Cupe and beat him for several hours. 

Witnesses heard his cries for help. Juan Berrío, also from Chocó department, was detained either on 

19 or 20 April. Eyewitnesses claim that on 20 April, security personnel bound Enrique Medrano and 

Juan Berrío to two trees and left them exposed to the sun for several hours.   

 

 "We are concerned for the safety of Enrique Medrano and Juan Berrío, as their whereabouts 

remain unknown.  We also fear this incident could herald the beginning of further forced repatriations of 

Colombian refugees in Panamá," said Amnesty International. 

 

 "Refugees should only be repatriated on the basis of their own voluntary and informed decision, in 

a manner which guarantees their safety and dignity. The Panamanian authorities must stop all forced 

returns of Colombian refugees." 



 

 The refugees were forced to sign and put their finger-prints on a document which reportedly stated 

that they were being repatriated voluntarily. They were then escorted to La Miel in Panamá and from 

there to Colombian town of Zapzurro, close to the Panamanian border. There is serious concern for the 

safety of the forcibly repatriated refugees, as Colombian paramilitary groups have frequently committed 

serious human rights violations against those suspected of collaborating with guerrillas in Colombia. 

 

Background 

 

Over the last decade many Colombians have sought refuge in Panamá and on previous occasions 

have been repatriated against their express wishes.  The forced repatriation of the refugees contradicts 

the Panamanian Government's legal obligations under International Refugee Law: "as a state party to 

the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, it must not forcibly return a person to a country 

where his/her life or freedom would be threatened (this is the principle of non-refoulement enshrined in 

article 33(1))", said Amnesty Internatiional. 
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