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Introduction:

The Working Group of the Delegation for relations with the countries of Central 
America which visited Panama and Costa Rica from 29 to 31 October 2012 was led 
by the delegation Chair, Emine Bozkurt (S&D, NL), who was accompanied by the 
MEPs Astrid Lulling (PPE, LU), Pilar Ayuso (PPE, ES), Christa Klass (PPE, DE), 
Inés Ayala Sender (S&D, ES), Ryszard Czarnecki (ECR, PL) and by Pablo Zalba 
Bidegain (PPE, ES) as the standing rapporteur for the Association Agreement for 
Parliament’s Committee on International Trade.

The Working Group was assisted at all times by three representatives of Parliament's 
Secretariat (Julian Conthe, Rosa María Licop and Frédérique Albert), the EPP 
Group’s political adviser, Juan Salafranca, and a team of interpreters made up of Ada 
Dingemans (NL), Frank van den Boogaard (NL), Dietrich Schneider (DE), Carl Jakob 
Gramss (DE), Alicia Zapolnik (PL) and Wojciech Skrzypczak (PL).

Owing to the short duration of the Working Group’s mission, the programme of 
meetings and visits was extremely packed but very complete, addressing a range of 
commercial, economic, fiscal, social, environmental and security issues in both 
countries.

The visit was an especially relevant one, as it coincided with the first stages of the 
process leading to ratification of the EU-Central America Association Agreement 
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(AA) in Panama and Costa Rica. The visit gave the MEPs an opportunity to enquire 
about potential difficulties facing the ratification process in each of the countries 
visited and to send a clear signal of the EU's keen interest in seeing the Agreement 
come into force as soon as possible. The issue of regional integration was also 
addressed at many of the meetings held, due to the difficulties being encountered in 
consolidating this process in the region. The Working Group arrived in Panama just a 
few hours after the end of the disturbances in Colón, which made the topic a recurring 
element in discussions with the Panamanian authorities.

Meetings in Panama City

1. Meeting with the Minister for the Presidency, Roberto Henríquez
The Minister for the Presidency received the Working Group on behalf of 
President Ricardo Martinelli, who had just returned from an official visit to Asia. 
He began his address by announcing that the disturbances which had been taking 
place in the city of Colon over the preceding days had now ended completely. He 
said that Law 72 had caused a certain amount of protest as it had not been 
properly explained and the high level of inequality in the town of Colon had given 
rise to a complex social situation. He went on to point out some of the topics 
which he saw as being of prime importance in EU-Panama relations, including the 
swift entry into force of the EU-Central America Association Agreement. The 
Minister also stressed the importance of the EU’s development cooperation work 
with Latin America, despite the former’s current difficult financial situation. He 
added that another area in which the two regions could beneficially work together 
was that of security, which was a major problem in the region, although the 
situation was fortunately not as serious in Panama as in some other Central 
American countries. He concluded by asking the EU to consider the possibility of 
opening a Delegation in Panama, something which he considered essential in light 
of the country’s level of economic and commercial development and its leading 
role in the region.

During the subsequent debate with the MEPs, there was a detailed discussion of 
Central American regional integration, a topic which Parliament sees as hugely 
relevant, in light of the forthcoming entry into force of the AA.  Emphasis was 
also placed on the way in which social dialogue and governance are being framed 
in Panama, given the recurring outbreaks of social unrest which it has experienced 
during the last year.

2. Meeting with the Minister for External Relations, Rómulo Roux
The Minister for External Relations received the Working Group in the 
Statesmen's Hall of the Foreign Ministry, together with his deputy-minister, 
Francisco Álvarez de Soto. The main topics discussed were the Association 
Agreement ratification process in Panama, civil society’s view on the agreement 
and the progress made in regional integration. The Panamanian side said that if an 
extraordinary session of the legislative assembly were to be convened, ratification 
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could take place before the end of 2012 and that, even without this, it would not 
be delayed beyond January 2013. Regarding integration, it was stressed that 
Panama has complied with both the content and the calendar of the Central 
American Integration System (SICA), whose pro-tempore presidency it would be 
taking over in the second half of 2013. There was also time to tackle specific 
subjects such as the banana trade, shared concerns over compliance with labour 
and environmental standards in international trade, and Panama’s relations with 
Asia. Lastly, the Foreign Minister reiterated Mr Henríquez’ request for an EU 
Delegation to be set up in Panama, expressing the view that this was an opportune 
moment to do so. 

3. Meeting with the Minister for Trade and Industry, Ricardo Quijano
During his meeting with the MEPs, the Minister highlighted the significant trade 
and investment links between the EU and Panama, and the vast opportunities for 
increasing them presented by the Association Agreement and the widening of the 
Panama Canal. Mention was also made of the recently created Pacific Alliance, in 
which Panama held observer country status while it was negotiating the free trade 
agreements with Mexico and Colombia which would enable it to become a full 
member. There was also discussion of the close relationship forged over recent 
years between many Central American countries and Asia, particularly with 
China. Mention was also made of the leading role played by Panama as a point of 
entry to Central America, largely due to the growth of its airport capacity and the 
rapid development of the national airline, COPA.

4. Working lunch with the First Vice-president of the National Assembly and 
prominent members of the Committees on External Relations and on Canal 
Affairs

The MEPs shared a working lunch with members of the Panamanian National 
Assembly: Abraham Martínez, First Vice-president of the National Assembly; 
Dalia Bernal, Chair of the Committee on External Relations; Rogelio Baruco, 
Chair of the Committee on Canal Affairs; Juan Carlos Arosemena and Luis 
Eduardo Quiroz, members of the Committee on External Relations.

During the meeting, all parties focussed closely on the process relating to the 
National Assembly’s ratification of the Association Agreement. The First Vice-
president of the Assembly stressed that the Assembly had the greatest interest in 
swiftly moving ahead with the AA and would give full priority to the procedure as 
soon as it was presented by the executive power. Lastly, there was an exchange of 
views on the current economic, political and social situation in the EU, and 
particularly in Spain. In closing, the recent disturbances in the city of Colon were 
also discussed.

5. Meeting with the Administrator of the Panama Canal Authority, Jorge 
Quijano
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The Canal Administrator received the EP delegation at his office in Balboa. The 
meeting started out with a presentation on the canal, its history, impact on global 
transport and trade flows and its impact in terms of employment and production in 
the Panamanian economy (around 5 % in direct terms and 20 % in indirect terms). 
The Administrator went on to explain the plan to widen the canal, which was 
started in 2007 and comprised a series of projects: building of a third set of locks; 
deepening, widening and dredging both entries to the canal; improving the 
navigation channels and access to the locks; and raising the maximum operational 
level of Lake Gatún. He pointed out in conclusion that the canal-widening project 
had generated huge investment possibilities – which European companies had 
been quick to take advantage of – and a great deal of direct and indirect 
employment, around 30 000 jobs altogether. When asked by members of the 
Delegation, the Administrator emphasised that one of the authorities’ major 
concerns had been to reduce the canal project’s environmental impact to a 
minimum, and that a huge amount of effort went into monitoring the compliance 
of contracting companies with all the commitments made in this respect. Mention 
was also made of the transparency conferred on the project by the periodic 
publication of progress reports on the work detailing the problems encountered 
during the course of it.

6. Visit to the inter-oceanic canal-widening works and meeting with 
participating European companies 

The Working Group travelled to Cocolí in order to visit, together with a team of 
staff from the contracting company Grupo Unidos por el Canal S.A. (GUPCSA), 
the site of the canal-widening works and its main project: the construction of a 
third set of locks. After the visit, the MEPs were received in GUPCSA’s offices 
by representatives of the European companies participating in the group: Bernardo 
González, project director for the Spanish company Sacyr; Jan Kop, project 
coordinator for the Belgian company Jan de Nuhl; Dino Desiati, financial and 
administrative manager of the Italian company Impregilo; Luis Villareal, 
environmental and corporate communications manager for GUPCSA; and Carlos 
Reyes, health and safety manager for GUPCSA. The meeting provided the MEPs 
with details of the canal-widening works and the innovative technical solutions 
which have been applied to the process, as well as the estimated calendar for 
completion of the various phases leading up to its being opened to traffic, which 
should happen mid-2015.

7. Meeting with the President of Parlatino, Elías Castillo
The group of MEPs met with Elías Castillo at the seat of the Latin American 
Parliament. He highlighted the close relationship between Parlatino and the 
European Parliament and the importance of meetings such as those in Cadiz and 
Santiago de Chile, before the meetings of Heads of State and Government of both 
regions. There was in-depth discussion of the evolution of the regional integration 
processes in Latin America and the profusion of regional and subregional 
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parliaments, with particular emphasis on the Central American Parliament 
(Parlacen). The President of Parlatino expressed interest in the EU crisis and the 
way in which it was being tackled by the European institutions, particularly by the 
European Parliament. The meeting concluded with the projection of a presentation 
on the proposed construction of the new Parlatino headquarters.

Meetings in San José, Costa Rica

8. Meeting with the Deputy Minister for External Relations and Worship, 
Carlos Roverssi
The deputy minister received the delegation at the Foreign Ministry. He opened 
the meeting by thanking the delegation for its visit and expressing his belief that it 
would help speed up the Association Agreement ratification process – which in 
any case had widespread support from all the political parties and had only 
encountered a few minor procedural problems. He also emphasised the 
importance of the Agreement’s political and cooperation pillars and was sure that 
they would decisively support the institutionalisation of democracy and stability in 
the region. In response to questions from the delegation members, he also talked 
about the dispute between Nicaragua and Costa Rica – he stressed that diplomatic 
relations between the two countries were practically back to normal – and the 
major contribution of Nicaraguan immigrants to the country’s development.

Mr Roverssi recalled that Costa Rica would be taking up the pro-tempore 
presidency of SICA in January 2013 and highlighted the following aspects as 
significant: strengthening of the regional security strategy – which should not 
concentrate solely on the northern countries of Central America – and institutional 
strengthening of SICA, with special emphasis on the creation of transparency and 
austerity measures.

9. Meeting with representatives of the Costa Rican private sector

The Working Group went on to meet with representatives of the Costa Rican 
Union of Chambers and Associations of the Private Business Sector (UCCAEP) 
and the Costa Rican Chamber of Exporters (CADEXCO). The business leaders 
stressed that they had worked hand-in-hand with the Government during the AA 
negotiation process, were satisfied with the final result obtained (impact studies 
suggested that the Agreement would have an impact on GDP of around 1.5 %) 
and keen for the trade chapter of the Agreement to come into force as soon as 
possible. They also pointed out the protagonism of the Costa Rican export sector, 
noting that 60 % of Central America’s exports to the EU originate in Costa Rica.  
Emphasis was placed on the diversity of Costa Rica’s exports and imports as a 
feature setting it apart from the other Central American economies, and that the 
products exported by Costa Rica to the EU not only met the latter’s high 
environmental, social and labour standards but were of increasingly high quality. 
It was also emphasised that the tariff reductions resulting from the entry into force 
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of the AA would lower the prices of many European gourmet products in Central 
America, enabling them to increase their penetration of the Costa Rican market. 
Lastly, it was noted that owing to its political, economic and social stability, Costa 
Rica had received a large amount of direct foreign investment over the last few 
years, with forecasts indicating that this would continue in the future

10. Working lunch with the President of Costa Rica, Laura Chinchilla, the 
Deputy Minister for External Relations and Worship, Carlos Roverssi, and 
the Minister for International Trade, Anabel González Campabadal
The President invited the EP delegation to lunch at the Presidential Palace. In her 
opening address, President Chinchilla praised the timing of the visit, which 
coincided with the final stages before the Association Agreement’s entry into 
force.  She pointed out that Costa Rica had always looked beyond its own borders 
as its own market was a small one, emphasising that the agreement with the EU 
would create enormous business opportunities.  She noted that thanks to its 
historic commitment to social development, education, biodiversity protection, 
commercial openness and tax rigour, Costa Rica enjoyed a level of human 
development similar to that of many developed nations. The President informed 
the MEPs that Costa Rica had asked to join the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), as it considered the organisation to be a 
world reference for best practices. She said that Costa Rica needed the support of 
the EU and its Member States in order to achieve its ambition of joining the 
organisation, which would reflect the country’s history of commitment in a wide 
range of fields.

The MEPs expressed the EU’s active interest in building ties with the region and 
thanked Costa Rica for its sustained role at the forefront of the AA negotiations. 
The subject of Central American regional integration was also addressed, both 
from the trade perspective – the area in which the greatest achievements had been 
made – and from the political one – where there was still room for improvement.

11. Meeting with Shirley Gayle, director of the EU-funded €mprende Project.

The MEPs met with Shirley Gayle, who introduced them to the EU-funded  
€mprende project, which was due to be launched on 3 October 2012.  The director 
explained that the project was an initiative of the Costa Rican Government aimed 
at increasing the economic independence of women in rural and marginal urban 
areas who showed entrepreneurial spirit and potential despite living in 
economically vulnerable situations. The project would embrace a series of 
activities: support for business creation and development; provision of 
information on commerce, communication and cash flow management; training, 
skill-formation and technical advice; exchange of experiences; and establishing 
associative forms of production and marketing. She also stressed that the project 
combined entrepreneurship with gender issues and local development, and would 
be jointly managed by the Ministry for Economy, Industry and Commerce, the 
National Women’s Institute (INAMU) and the Ministry of Agriculture and 
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Livestock – the latter being included because of its broad representation at local 
level, which would facilitate access to the target population.

12. Meeting with the Minister for Governance, Police and Public Safety, Mario 
Zamora Cordero

In the course of the meeting with the MEPs, the Minister emphasised that the 
political and legal situation in the region had changed considerably since the last 
time members of the European Parliament visited Costa Rica. He pointed out that, 
despite not having an army, his country had been more successful than many of its 
neighbours in combating the drug cartels and organised crime and that the number 
of homicides per 100 inhabitants in Costa Rica had fallen considerably in recent 
years. This, he said, was basically due to the existence in Costa Rica of a solid 
state of law in which respect for the law was the general practice, with clear rules 
and independent judges to apply them, and in which extrajudicial means of 
combating crime were not tolerated. There was a discussion of the regional 
dimension of security problems and efforts to combat organised crime.  The 
Minister admitted that the lack of regional cooperation in policing and judicial 
matters made it easier for organised crime networks to operate and maintained that 
the progress made by the EU in this sphere since the 1980s was an example to 
Central America when it came to seeking regional solutions. Lastly, mention was 
made of the extension of an amnesty to undocumented Nicaraguans, with a 
discussion of the approaches and initiatives to integrate immigrants being used in 
both regions.

13. Reception with representatives of civil society

The EU delegation in Costa Rica invited the MEPs to a reception at the EU 
residence in San Jose. This provided an opportunity for the MEPs and members of 
the EU delegation in Costa Rica to engage in a relaxed conversation with all the 
guests, who included: the ambassadors of the Member States represented in Costa 
Rica, legislators from the main political parties in the Legislative Assembly, 
representatives of non-governmental organisations (human rights, democracy, 
gender issues, indigenous rights, etc), members of the national media and of the 
Costa Rican private sector.

14. Visit to the INCAE Business School and Centre for Women's Leadership 
The Working Group visited the Walter Kissling Campus of the Central American 
Institute for Business Administration (INCAE) at La Garita, Alajuela, where its 
members were received by the director of INCAE’s Latin American Centre for 
Competitiveness and Sustainable Development, Lawrence Pratt. Mr Pratt 
presented the INCAE as a multinational, non-profit private higher education 
institution, without political or religious affiliations and dedicated to teaching and 
research in the spheres of business and economy. He pointed out that its reputation 
as an independent body derived from the fact that it was not funded by any 
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government or Central American integration organisation, which also made it 
more difficult for the institution to plan ahead financially. Mr Pratt noted that 
although the INCAE ran MBA programmes, it was not a business school, but an 
institute for regional development. In this respect, its Impact Centres carried out 
important work in quest of formulas for including the private sector in regional 
leadership and building public sector capacities. He said that a training 
programme had been devised for high-level public employees, which could be 
extremely beneficial in training Latin American public administrations, but which 
it had unfortunately not been possible to set in motion for a number of reasons. Mr 
Pratt asked for the EU to provide any possible support for the implementation of 
this programme, a request which was immediately taken up by the MEPs and the 
EU Ambassador to Costa Rica.

15. Working lunch with  the Directorate of the Legislative Assembly and 
Members of the Committee on International Relations and Foreign Trade
The MEPs lunched at the Costa Rican Legislative Assembly with the Directorate 
and distinguished members of the Assembly. The President of the Legislative 
Assembly, Víctor Emilio Granados Calvo, introduced the Assembly’s directorate 
and the Members and Heads of Group who were with him at the meeting. 

In the course of the conversation, the Costa Rican legislators expressed their clear 
commitment to strengthening commercial, cultural, political and cooperation links 
with the EU. They acclaimed the AA as a historic step bringing the two regions 
closer together and hoped that the parliamentary ratification process in Costa Rica 
could be completed as soon as possible so that both regions could start to enjoy 
the benefits which it would bring. It was stressed that the AA would also be a 
powerful motor for development, particularly in the Central American region, and 
would help to catalyse efforts to better protect the environment and biodiversity, 
reduce inequality, etc.

The MEPs showed concern at the problems faced in Costa Rica by the approval of 
the free trade agreement with the United States, which had resulted in a 
referendum being called on it. They hoped that the procedure could run more 
smoothly in this case, to avoid delay in the ratification and provisional entry into 
force of the Agreement. The Costa Rican legislators explained the procedures to 
be followed by the Agreement in the Assembly and considered that it should be 
approved between February and summer 2013, after a second debate in plenary. 
They added that all the political groups were in favour of concluding the 
Agreement.
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Anexos:

Working Group Visit to Panama and Costa Rica
29 to 31 October 2012

Final programme

Saturday 27 October 2012 Panama City

17:00 Arrival of first group of delegation members at Tocumen International 
airport, Panama City, and transfer to hotel
Transfer to hotel:

Hotel Panama Marriott
Calle 52 y Ricardo Arias. Area Bancaria
Ciudad de Panamá
Tel : +507-2-109100
Fax : +507-2-109110

Sunday 28 October 2012 Panama City

17:00 Arrival of the rest of the delegation at Tocumen International Airport, 
Panama City, and transfer to hotel

19:00-20:30 Preparatory meeting of the EP team with the EU Delegation for Central 
America and Panama
Place: Hotel Marriott

Monday 29 October 2012 Panama City

8:00-8:45 Desayuno de trabajo con los Embajadores de los Estados Miembros 
de la UE representados en Panamá y con el Jefe de la Delegación de 
la Unión Europea para Centroamérica y Panamá, Embajador Javier 
Sandomingo
Place: Hotel Marriott/Salón Atlántico

9:00-9:45 Meeting with the Minister for the Presidency, Roberto Henríquez
Place: Palacio de las Garzas

10:00-10:45 Meeting with the Minister for External Relations, Rómulo Roux
Place: Foreign Ministry/Founders’ Hall
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11:00-11:45 Meeting with the Minister for Trade and Industry, Ricardo Quijano
Place: Meeting Room/Minister’s office 

12:00-13:45 Working lunch with Abraham Martínez, First Vice-president of the 
National Assembly, Dalia Bernal, Chair of the Committee on External 
Relations, Rogelio Baruco, Chair of the Committee on Canal Affairs, 
and Juan Carlos Arosemena and Luis Eduardo Quiroz, members of 
the Committee on External Relations
Place: Hotel El Panamá - Esmeralda Room

14:00-14:45 Meeting with the administrator of the Panama Canal Authority, Jorge 
Quijano
Place: Canal Administrator’s office, Balboa

15:30-17:00 Reunión con empresas europeas al frente de la obra de ampliación 
de la vía interoceánica y visita del tercer juego de esclusas en 
construcción.
Place: Panama Canal, GUPCSA head offices, Cocolí
Participants:

Bernardo González, project director, Sacyr
Jan Kop, project coordinator, Jan de Nuhl
Lic. Dino Desiati, financial and administrative director, Impregilo
Luis Villareal, Environmental and Corporate Communications 
Manager, GUPCSA
Carlos Reyes, Health and Safety Manager, GUPCSA

17:15-18:00 Meeting with the President of Parlatino, Elias Castillo
Place: Av. Principal de Amador, Edif. 1113.

18:15 Transfer to airport 

21:18 Departure for Costa Rica

21:35 Delegation arrives at Juan Santamaría International Airport, San Jose
Transfer to hotel:

Hotel Intercontinental - Real San José
Frente a Centro Comercial Multiplaza,
11856- 1000 Escazú
Tel : +506-2-2082100
Fax : +506-2-2082101

Tuesday 30 October 2012 San Jose, Costa Rica

8:00-9:00 Working dinner with the ambassadors of the Member States 
represented in Bogotá
Place: Hotel Intercontinental - Laurel 3 Room

9:30-10:30 Meeting with the Deputy Minister for External Relations and Worship, 
Carlos Roverssi
Place: Ministry of External Relations



PV\921227EN.doc 11/13 PE470.352v01-00

EN

11:00-12:00 Meeting with the private sector: UCCAEP and the Costa Rican 
Chamber of Exporters (CADEXCO)
Place: EU Delegation - Session Room

12:00-12:45 Interview with the delegation Chair, Emine Bozkurt, by Mercedes 
Agüero of the newspaper La Nación
Place: EU Delegation - Blue Room

13:00-14:30 Working lunch with the President of Costa Rica, Laura Chinchilla, the 
Deputy Minister for External Relations and Worship, Carlos Roverssi, 
and the Minister for International Trade, Anabel González 
Campabadal
Place: Presidential Palace

15:15-16:15 Meeting with Shirley Gayle, director of the EU-funded €mprende 
Project to support women entrepreneurs
Place: Hotel Intercontinental

17:00-18:00 Interview with the Minister for Public Safety, Mario Zamora
Place: Ministry of Public Safety

19:30-22:00 Reception with representatives of civil society and think-tanks, 
offered by the EU Delegation
Place: EU Residency

Wednesday 31 October 2012 San Jose, Costa Rica

8:30 Departure from hotel

10:00-11:00 Visit to the INCAE Business School and Centre for Women's 
Leadership 
Place: INCAE Walter Kissling Campus - La Garita, Alajuela

12:00-13:30 Working lunch with  the Directorate of the Legislative Assembly and 
Members of the Committee on International Relations and Foreign 
Trade
Place: Legislative Assembly

13:30 Transfer to Juan Santamaría International Airport, San Jose

Working Group Visit to Panama and Costa Rica
29 to 31 October 2012



PE470.352v01-00 12/13 PV\921227EN.doc

EN

Emine BOZKURT, CHAIR
S&D - THE NETHERLANDS

Astrid LULLING
PPE- LUXEMBOURG

Pilar AYUSO
PPE - SPAIN

Christa KLASS
PPE-GERMANY

Inés AYALA SENDER
S&D - SPAIN

Ryszard CZARNECKI
ECR - POLAND

Rapporteurs



PV\921227EN.doc 13/13 PE470.352v01-00

EN

Pablo ZALBA BIDEGAIN
INTA rapporteur

PPE - SPAIN

Delegation Secretariat

Mr Julian CONTHE YOLDI, Administrator
Ms Rosa-María LICOP CABO, Assistant
Ms Frédérique ALBERT, Assistant

Political Group

Mr Juan SALAFRANCA, PPE

Interpreters

Ms Ada DINGEMANS, NL
Mr Frank VAN DEN BOOGAARD, NL
Mr Carl Jakob GRAMSS, DE
Mr Dietrich SCHNEIDER, DE
Mr Wojciech SKRZYPCZAK, PL
Ms Alicia ZAPOLNIK, PL


