
My host father Juan Cruz was 
one of the first settlers to 
homestead Panama’s Darien 

province in the early 1980s. With a 
mixture of pride and exasperation in his 
voice, he would say things like “Habia 
puro monte cuando llegamos aqui”—
“there was nothing but jungle when we 
arrived here” or “Habia madera en todos 
lados, y mucho para cazar”—lots of 
wood and plenty of hunting.

Not anymore. Today much of the 
Darien is subsistence plots and cattle 
pasture, hacked out of the jungle 
by settlers from Panama’s interior 
provinces. In true Cowboys and Indians 
fashion, these settlers occasionally clash 
with the indigenous groups who claim 
ancestral land rights but struggle to 
legalize their titles. 

THE CHALLENGES
During my service in Panama from 

2004-2006, subsistence deforestation 
was the backdrop for the environmental 
health issues I worked on. Depleted 
forest cover in the watershed threatened 
the community water supply; increasing 
erosion would dirty the river water; 
fewer trees means less firewood; and 
so on. It is estimated that subsistence 
deforestation comprises 40% of tropical 
deforestation worldwide. 

In Panama, teak plantations have 
worsened this problem by buying up 
thousands of hectares of deforested land 
to plant. While this model is profitable 
for the business and its investors, it 
decreases the amount of arable land 
available to smallholders and encourages 
them to homestead new plots. 

Another challenge that we faced as 
Volunteers was project funding. The 
temporary nature of development 
funding—and the meager amounts we 
could raise—limited the effectiveness of 
our projects. 

RIGHT TIME, RIGHT PLACE, 
RIGHT PEOPLE

As our Peace Corps service wound 
down we sensed an opportunity among 
these challenges. We synthesized them 
into a business charter: to leverage the 
potential of private capital to reforest 
degraded land and create alternative 
economic opportunities for our local 
communities. We called the business 
Planting Empowerment to reflect our 
goal of empowering local communities 
to better manage their natural 
resources. One of our first partners was 
my host father, Juan Cruz. 

Our operating model—Equitable 
Forestry as we call it—is based on 
best development practices we learned 
as Volunteers. Its foundation is our 
belief that local communities should 
be an integral part of the business. 
We manifest this through land leasing 
(not buying), profit sharing, technical 
training, and employing a local 
workforce.

From 2007-2008 we raised $140,000 
from friends and family and “angel 
investors,” people who invest in early-
stage ventures. This financed the 
planting of 50 acres of tree plantations 
in our two partner communities, 
along with land lease payments to our 
partners. Through these pilot projects 
we established a base of operations in 
our partner communities and worked 
through some of our most persistent 
planting and maintenance challenges. 

IMPACT INVESTING 
Planting Empowerment is moving 

beyond the proving stage into a growth 
period. To unlock this growth, we are 
focusing on the growing number of 
impact investors—investors who have 
social and environmental motivations 
in addition to their financial goals. 

Impact investing is different from 
socially responsible investing in that 
it is intended to proactively produce 
a positive social or environmental 
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Forester Jose deago explains the growth of a cocobolo tree to the author.
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