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I did it! Sold off just about everything I owned, packed up some clothes, bought a ginormous dog crate, and moved to Panama with my dog Charlie.

Well, it wasn’t that simple. But here I am... my first month living in a small fishing town in Panama with my Charlie.

But moving abroad turned out to be far more emotional, complicated, and unpredictable than I expected.

There were endless forms, airline issues, pet paperwork, banking questions, transportation problems, cultural adjustments, moments of excitement, and moments where I seriously questioned what I was doing. Not to mention saying goodbye to my dear friends and family.

This book is not a professional relocation guide. It’s simply my experience of the good, the difficult, the funny, the stressful, and the beautiful of moving to Panama with my Charlie and trying to build a new life in a completely different country.

Some of this happened exactly as written. Some of it only feels true in hindsight. Names, moments, timelines, and memories have been compressed, blurred, or rearranged by stress, distance, exhaustion... and survival.

If you’re considering moving abroad yourself, especially with a pet, I hope this helps you feel a little more prepared, and a little less alone.

CHAPTER 1

Why Panama?

The simple answer for me comes down to three things.

First, I had heard there were already several established expat communities throughout Panama, and that English was spoken in many areas. Moving to another country felt a little less intimidating knowing that I wouldn’t be isolated or struggling to communicate with people everywhere I went. Of course, if push came to shove, I’d have to rely on the little bit of high-school Spanglish that I still remembered.

Second, Panama uses U.S. currency, which made the financial side of moving abroad feel much simpler and more familiar.

And third, I absolutely love heat and humidity.

Yes, I know that sounds a lot like Florida. And honestly, I had already lived there and loved it. Florida had been wonderful to me, but I felt drawn toward something farther outside my comfort zone.

I wanted an unfamiliar environment, a unique culture, and a slower pace of life.

I wanted a place where life could slow down a little. A place where I could breathe, live more in the moment, spend more time outdoors, and feel less trapped in the constant rush and stress that had become normal for me.

Panama felt like the possibility of a reset.

CHAPTER 2

How it Happened

I made the decision to sell my house. I had already been quietly flirting with the idea of moving abroad. I assumed the house would probably sit on the market for a while anyway. Besides, I had friends who had recently become expats in Europe, so the idea didn’t feel impossible.

Even though part of this move was driven by emotion and the desire for change, I didn’t jump into it completely blindly.

Now, to be fair, it was not as much research as most people would do before relocating to another country. I wasn’t trying to plan for every possible scenario or get lost in the details. I simply wanted to understand what needed to be done and trust myself to handle any challenges as they arose.

Whenever I was online, I kept seeing advertisements and videos pop up about retiring in Panama throughout my social media feed.

I am aware that I had brought it on myself. I’m sure the algorithm had quietly tagged me by then, unexpectedly nudging me toward what would eventually become my future.

While I was still pondering where I might go next, a solid offer came in on the house, with the buyers requesting a thirty-day close.

I hadn’t expected things to move so quickly.

Suddenly, I found myself asking a question that no longer felt hypothetical:

Could I really do this? Could Panama become my next home? Was I truly ready to take this from a shiny dream to reality.

That was when I came across a company called “Retire in Panama.” They specialized in guided tours throughout various parts of the country for people considering relocating.

What really drew me in, though, was the structure they created. Every week, they hosted live video conference calls where prospective expats could ask questions directly to the representatives, connect with members of their team, and network with others who were exploring the same idea.

These weren’t just people selling a dream. They had a system in place. Over the years, they had already helped individuals and families from all over the world successfully relocate to Panama.

The more I listened, the more impressed I was by them. They were the type of organization that continued to support people long after they had relocated. They stayed in touch with several of the expats and regularly shared their success stories. I started to believe this move might be possible for me.

Eventually, I decided to take the leap and contact them. As luck would have it, a spot had just opened up on their next tour. By then, I would already be out of the house. So, I booked it.

Truthfully, even before leaving for the trip, I already had a feeling that Panama was going to be the place for Charlie and me. Somewhere along the way, excitement overpowered logic, and in a moment of pure optimism, I went ahead and bought tickets to Panama for the week after returning from the tour.

So, my timeline was as follows: I’d return from the tour on a Friday and eleven... yes, eleven days later I’d be flying back.

In hindsight, it was probably a little naïve of me to think I could get everything finalized in such a tight timeframe.

At the time, though, I figured I would simply return home, finish packing, complete some paperwork, then fly back and start our new life in Panama.

In fact, I wondered whether I was about to set a company record. I could probably win an award for the fastest transition from “just taking a tour” to relocating to Panama in record time.

What I hadn’t fully anticipated was how complicated relocating internationally with a dog would become.

However, until then, I had to finish frantically packing, finding a storage unit, and deciding where I would stay with Charlie for the three weeks before the tour.

CHAPTER 3

Documents and Forms

Time flew by so quickly.

Before I knew it, every day seemed consumed by one task after another. There were forms to fill out, veterinary appointments to schedule, airline rules to research, government requirements to understand, financial decisions to make, and an overwhelming number of intricate details that all somehow felt equally important.

The closer the move became, the more my daily life started revolving around lists, deadlines, phone calls, and trying not to forget something critical.

Here’s where using a monthly calendar to track due dates became absolutely crucial for me.

Now, I should admit that I’m still a little “old school” when it comes to staying organized. I don’t rely heavily on apps, digital planners, or technology for everything. I’m still very much a paper-and-pencil checklist person. I’m also the type to hang a large calendar on the refrigerator and physically mark off important dates, appointments, deadlines, and milestones as they approach.

I know that sounds outdated in today’s world; but it works for me.

And when you’re preparing for an international move, especially with a pet, staying organized becomes incredibly important very quickly. I continued trusting my familiar system.

I had learned through the online conference calls that the first thing I needed to do was find a USDA-certified veterinarian who could electronically submit the required “Veterinary Health Certificate for Export of Dogs” directly to the USDA for approval. Surprisingly, finding a veterinarian who both understood the international process and knew how to properly handle the USDA electronic submission system proved far more difficult than I expected.

Yeesh... that alone turned into a massive challenge.

Needless to say, I made more than two dozen phone calls before I finally found someone.

Even then, it happened entirely through luck and timing.

It was my close dear friend—who has connections within the industry—who ultimately helped connect me with the veterinarian. However, there was still a major problem: the only appointment available was the Monday before my final scheduled flight to Panama.

Every country has its own import requirements, timelines, veterinary regulations, and documentation standards for animals entering their country. I called the Panamanian consulate and inquired whether it was realistic for me to meet their ten-day timeline given that I had allowed myself only a week. I was assured that it was.

How exciting! I really wasn’t pushing my luck with this tight window. This was possible!

I was brimming with optimism and thankful that I’ve always been meticulous when it comes to my dog’s medical records and paperwork. I keep detailed documentation of his vaccinations, surgeries, microchip information, medications, and anything else that could possibly become important later.

As it turned out, that helped me tremendously throughout the entire process since the documentation requirements for international pet travel are extremely strict.






I must admit that Charlie started sensing that something big was happening.

There was suddenly so much activity, so many changes, and so much nervous energy surrounding the house that I’m sure he was noticing it. Dogs always seem to know when something feels different.

Between the packing, organizing, phone calls, paperwork, and constant movement, the entire atmosphere around us had changed. And looking back on it now, he understood far earlier than I did that our lives were about to completely change.

Before I knew it, I was leaving my home behind.

CHAPTER 4

Somewhere Between Here and There

For the first week, I stayed at a hotel that had been converted from a decommissioned Air Force base. As strange as that may sound, the property didn’t feel cold or abandoned at all. Instead, it was a peaceful, cozy thirty-acre retreat filled with historic buildings and lush greenery. But more importantly to me, it was pet-friendly and offered plenty of space for Charlie to walk, explore, and burn off some energy.

My room was spacious, quiet, and exceptionally clean. It included air conditioning, a small office space, and a kitchenette





































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Completed by a USDA-accredited veterinarian

	Electronically submitted to the USDA for endorsement

	Approved within a strict timeframe prior to departure



	My dog was healthy and fit to travel

	Rabies and other vaccinations were current

	No visible signs of infectious disease were present





	Date administered

	Species

	Breed

	Batch Number

	Next rabies vaccination date

	Tag number

	Microchip Number

	Product name




	The Veterinary Health Certificate for Export of Dogs

	Paying a processing fee

	Receipt of payment 

	The endorsed USDA documents

	Rabies Certificate 

	Vaccination records

	Receiving consular validation prior to travel




	My passport

	Flight itinerary

	Lease agreement.




	Separate airline ticket 

	Weight verification (in and out the crate)

	Confirmation that space was available for live animal transport. I strongly recommend obtaining written confirmation from the airline.





	Proper ventilation

	Correct sizing so the dog could sit, stand, and turn around comfortably

	‘Live Animals’ labeling



	Copies of the USDA certification

	Vaccination documentation

	Rabies certificate

	My contact information

	A brief note introducing my dog
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