
Chapter 4 

A BIOLOGICAL RESERVE PRESERVED 

 

In the late 1930s, scientists had petitioned the then Governor of the Canal Zone to set 

aside a permanent biological reserve where the flora and fauna of the area would be safe 

for scientific study.  The Governor agreed, and set aside the largest island in Gatún Lake, 

Barro Colorado Island (BCI), formed by the damming of the Chagres River to establish the 

main fresh-water body facilitating the inter-oceanic passage of marine commerce.   
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This 3,700-acre (1,495 hectare) island became the workshop for much of the research 

performed in the New World tropics in the early 20th Century.  As the fauna and flora 

became better known through research, scientists began to study the behaviour and 

ecology of the island.  These studies attracted more and more scientists from around the 

world until BCI was sometime referred to as the mecca for biologists. 

 
1  https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-of-Barro-Colorado-Island-BCI-Panama_fig5_267288970 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-of-Barro-Colorado-Island-BCI-Panama_fig5_267288970


 

By now, World War 2 was underway and the important research on BCI faced a possible 

threat. The scientific community worried that its reserve status depended upon a decree 

of the Governor of the Canal Zone (who was usually a major general in the US Army Corps 

of Engineers), and that some military purpose might seem imperative and the island’s 

status could be converted into something more appropriate to the war effort.  To ensure 

that the island was not turned into a bombing range or golf course, in 1940, the US 

Congress created the Canal Zone Biological Area (CZBA) as a separate governmental 

agency to be administered by a board of directors made up of prominent scientists, 

including the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.   

 

The CZBA struggled throughout the war since the Congress argued that the research on 

biodiversity (a term not yet coined) was not sufficiently relevant to the war effort to 

warrant any financial appropriations.  The CZBA officially became a bureau of the 

Smithsonian Institution in 1946 under a government reorganisation Act2 - 

The President is authorized and directed to set aside within the Canal Zone an area in 

Gatun Lake known as Barro Colorado Island in which the natural features shall, except in 

event of declared national emergency, be left in their natural state for scientific 

observation and investigation. 

 

The island remains now, renamed as the field station of the Smithsonian Tropical Research 

Institute (STRI), and is a reserve that reflects Panama’s special geological history as a 

strategic land bridge between North and South America3.   

 
2  https://siarchives.si.edu/canal-zone-biological-area-becomes-part-si  
3  https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/century-smithsonian-institution-isthmus-panam%C3%A1  

https://siarchives.si.edu/canal-zone-biological-area-becomes-part-si
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/century-smithsonian-institution-isthmus-panam%C3%A1


 

Aerial view of the CZBA in the 1950s 

 

 


