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​Disclaimer
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The information contained in this book is for general informational and educational purposes only. It is not intended as legal, financial, tax, or immigration advice, nor should it be relied upon as such.

Legal and Immigration Matters: Panama's visa requirements, immigration laws, and regulations change frequently and can be complex. This guide reflects information available at the time of writing and may not reflect current requirements. Always consult with qualified Panamanian immigration attorneys and official government sources before making any visa or residency decisions.

Financial Information: Any financial information, cost estimates, or investment advice provided herein is for informational purposes only and should not be considered personalized financial advice. Consult with qualified financial advisors familiar with both your home country and Panama tax obligations before making financial decisions.

Individual Results May Vary: The author's experiences and those shared by others may not reflect your experience. Success in obtaining visas, finding housing, accessing healthcare, or adapting to life in Panama depends on numerous individual factors.

No Guarantees: The author makes no representations or warranties about the accuracy, completeness, or suitability of the information contained in this book. The author assumes no responsibility for errors, omissions, or contrary interpretations of the information provided.

Limitation of Liability: Under no circumstances shall the author be liable for any direct, indirect, incidental, or consequential damages arising from the use of this information, even if advised of the possibility of such damages.

Official Sources: Readers are strongly encouraged to verify all information with official Panamanian government agencies, qualified legal professionals, and other authoritative sources before making any decisions based on the content of this book.

By reading this book, you acknowledge that you understand and accept these limitations and agree to use the information at your own risk.
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About the Author
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Elwood Fletcher is a retired expat, avid traveler, and self-proclaimed food critic who now calls Panama home. After decades of living a fast-paced life, Elwood traded in the grind for palm trees, tropical breezes, and the vibrant culture of Central America. With his signature Panama hat, Hawaiian shirt, a goatee, and a tropical drink in hand, Elwood is passionate about sharing his experiences with others.

Through his blog, Elwood offers a blend of practical advice, travel stories, and insider tips for those looking to explore Panama, whether for a short stay or a permanent move. His humorous yet down-to-earth writing style brings a fresh perspective on what it’s really like to live in Panama, and he’s always ready with a friendly word or a piece of wisdom from his very own expat journey.

When Elwood isn’t exploring the backroads of Panama or dining at local eateries, he’s likely sharing his discoveries with readers, guiding fellow travelers, and enjoying the simple pleasures of expat life.

Join Elwood on his adventure, and learn how to make the most of life in Panama, one tropical drink at a time.
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Introduction

​Strategic Planning for Your Panama Visa: Setting Up Your Investment AND Your Life
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Three months after getting my Pensionado Visa approved, I was sitting in a cramped apartment in Panama City, trying to figure out why my internet kept cutting out, wondering if I'd made a terrible mistake with my housing choice, and realizing that I'd spent so much energy on getting the visa that I'd barely thought about what came next.

Don't be me. Don't treat your visa application like a sprint to the finish line, only to discover you've won the right to scramble around a foreign country trying to set up basic life infrastructure from scratch. After watching dozens of expats make this same mistake, I've learned that the smart approach is to use your visa application process as the foundation for building your actual life in Panama.

Whether you're going for the Pensionado, Friendly Nations, or one of the investment visas, you're going to need to put money into Panama anyway. The key is making those required investments work double duty: satisfying visa requirements while setting up the life you want to live. Let me show you how to think strategically about this entire process.​
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The Two-Birds-One-Stone Approach
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Every Panama visa, except the basic Pensionado, requires you to demonstrate economic ties to the country. Instead of seeing this as a bureaucratic hurdle, think of it as forced financial planning that happens to come with residency benefits.

Take the Friendly Nations Visa, which requires either a $200,000 real estate investment or a $5,000 bank deposit plus a business. Most people focus on meeting the minimum requirements, but the smart play is asking: "What do I need to live comfortably in Panama, and how can I structure that to satisfy the visa requirements?"

Suppose you're planning to live in Panama City and work remotely; that $200,000 real estate investment could be a well-located condo that gives you both visa qualification and eliminates rent payments. If you're thinking about starting a consulting business, that $5,000 deposit becomes your business operating fund while checking the visa box.

The same logic applies to investment visas. The $300,000 requirement for the Self-Economic Solvency Visa can be fulfilled by splitting the amount between a primary residence and a rental property that generates income. You're not just buying a visa; you're building a financial foundation for your new life.
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Real Estate: Location, Location, Visa Application
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Real estate is the most popular visa investment for good reason: it's tangible, potentially appreciating, and serves an obvious life purpose. But choosing the right property requires thinking beyond just meeting visa requirements.

For the Pensionado Visa Holder:

Although you don't need to buy property for the Pensionado, many people still do. Plan this purchase during your visa application process. You'll already be spending months getting to know Panama, meeting with lawyers, and establishing local connections. Use this time to seriously house hunt instead of rushing into a purchase decision later.

I know a couple from Michigan who spent their six-month Pensionado application period looking at properties in Boquete, David, and Panama City. By the time their visa was approved, they'd already closed on a house in Boquete and had their utilities transferred. They moved from temporary rental to permanent home without missing a beat.

For Investment Visa Applicants:

Your property choice becomes even more critical because it's tied to your visa status. Think about your actual living needs first, then find properties that meet both requirements.

If you're planning to spend six months in Panama and six months elsewhere, a condo in an established building with good management makes sense. You want something that won't fall apart while you're gone and doesn't require constant maintenance.

If you're planning to live in Panama full-time, consider properties that could generate rental income. A duplex where you live in one unit and rent the other can help offset living costs while satisfying investment requirements.

Location Strategy:

Your property location should align with your banking, healthcare, and social needs. Buying a beach house in Bocas del Toro might sound romantic, but if you need regular medical care, you'll be flying to Panama City constantly. That beautiful mountain retreat in Boquete is perfect until you realize the nearest major bank branch is an hour away.

I recommend the "triangle approach": choose a location that puts you within reasonable distance of quality healthcare, banking services, and either an airport or major city. Panama City satisfies all three. Boquete works if you're okay with driving to David for banking and flying from there for international travel. Bocas del Toro is more challenging unless you're truly embracing the remote lifestyle.
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Banking: Your Financial Command Center
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Opening a Panamanian bank account is essential for any visa category, but the timing and approach matter more than most people realize. Don't wait until after your visa is approved; start this process during your application period.

For Investment Visa Applicants:

Your required bank deposits need to go into Panamanian banks anyway, so this becomes your entry point into the local banking system. But think beyond just parking money for visa purposes. You'll need checking accounts, online banking, and potentially credit cards for daily life.
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