
Chapter 37 

THE 1942 BASES AGREEMENT AND 1947 FILOS-HINES AGREEMENT 

 

In May 1942, the US and Panama finally 

signed a Defense Sites Agreement1 (and a 

parallel exchange of notes in Washington2) 

allowing for the lease of what eventually 

became a total of 134 sites outside the Canal 

Zone to be used for the protection of the 

Canal, with the occupation of the sites to 

end 1 year after the end of the war3.  The 

agreements provided for a new, simpler 

procedure for the US to acquire defence 

sites outside the Canal Zone4. 

 

Signed on 18 May 1942, it took effect from 

11 May 1943. 

 

Ironically, no sooner that the new Agreement come formally in to effect than the US 

began gradually reducing the threat level and the forces level, with troop numbers 

starting to fall and some defences (such as the big guns of the coastal artillery) fall into 

disuse, or even be removed.  In fact, it was in April 1943 that the War Department had 

 
1  https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c  
2  The Twelve-Point Agreement of 1942, an understanding concerning the settlement of 12 outstanding 
problems in the relations between the two countries: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
3  There were actually given all up in 1948 (after a dispute, dealt with in a later Chapter, which also led to 
political unrest in Panama).  This was despite a caveat in the 1942 agreement that, “If within that period the 
two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a state of international insecurity 
continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said defence bases 
or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation and shall conclude the new 
agreement which the circumstances require”: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
4  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html


reduced the Caribbean Defense Command to the status of Category "B", that is, it was 

considered a coastal frontier that only "may be subject to minor attacks".  

 

In just over 2 years the war would be over and the would be another set of fraught 

negotiations, this time culminating in an abandoned agreement and the rapid withdrawal 

from the defence sites in the Republic. 

 

Negotiations had begun 1939, when the US Army requested 999-year leases from the 

Republic for over 100 sites outside the Canal Zone – for additional defence facilities, such 

as airfields, anti-aircraft batteries, and warning stations. President Arias Madrid 

demanded compensation in the form of cash and the transfer to Panama of various 

properties, but for the US the price was too high and negotiations dragged on for the next 

2 years.  

 

While the 1936 Treaty had not been finally ratified until mid-1939, the US Government 

was minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and property in 

Panama but outside the Canal Zone.   

 

As we have seen, the US had asked in the lead up to World War 2 for 999-year leases on 

areas outside the Canal Zone to build essential defences – airfields, anti-aircraft batteries 

and warning stations.  This was on the basis that effective defence of the Canal and its 

approaches would be impossible without the additional sites and their facilities. 

 

Prior to the ratification of the 1936 Treaty, there had been an Exchange of Notes, between 

the US Secretary of State and the Panamanian Minister to the US on 1 February 1939, 

which provided that, in the event of an emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude 

consultations with Panama, the US would not be required to delay action pending 



consultation, but would be obliged to consult with Panama as soon as possible 

thereafter5. 

 

The 1936 Treaty had then made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, and had 

seen the US give up the right of peremptory territorial acquisition in Panama. 

 

Under the terms of the 1936 Treaty, it had been agreed that, in all matters relating to the 

operation, maintenance, sanitation and protection of the Canal, the US and Panama 

would proceed on a partnership basis, acknowledging that they had a joint and vital 

interest which would cause them to consult together and adopt by common accord the 

measures necessary to protect that common interest6. 

 

Of course, the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, but the US Government 

was nevertheless minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and 

property in Panama but outside the Canal Zone. 

 

On 13 February 1941, the Panamanian Government advised the US that, if it were to grant 

such a request, the US Government would have to declare that an imminent threat to the 

Canal's safety existed.  Therefore, on the same day, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull 

issued such a statement, saying that – 

“The Government of the United States has... reached the conclusion that, in 

accordance with the terms of Article X of the Treaty of 1936... an international 

conflagration has broken out bringing with it the existence of a threat to the 

security of the Panama Canal which requires the taking of measures for the defense 

of the canal on the part of the Government of the United States”.  

 

 
5  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  
6  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467


However, on 18 February, the Panamanian Government issued a set of 12 further 

demands, as a condition of allowing the use of the bases in the country – 

• Transfer, without cost, of the sanitation systems in the cities of Panama and 

Colón; 

• Transfer of all lands belonging to the Panama Railroad in Panama City and 

Colón (valued at approximately $12 million); 

• Both Governments to intensify their efforts at preventing contraband from the 

Canal Zone into Panamanian territory; 

• Construction of a bridge across the Canal; 

• US to assume a third of all costs to improve and maintain all roads and 

highways used by its military in Panama; 

• The cessation of importing Caribbean blacks to work in the Canal Zone; 

• US military police and Canal Zone Police restricted to the use of only billy clubs 

outside of the Zone; 

• Excess electricity from Canal operations to be distributed to Panama City and 

Colón, as requested by the Panamanian Government; 

• The US to assume full cost of the road to Rio Hato, and therefore to repay the 

$2 million borrowed by Panama for this purchase from the US-operated 

Export-Import Bank;  

• The US to transfer the railroad station in Panama City to the Government of 

Panama; 

• The US to pay an indemnity of the flow of US troops during wartime 

interrupted regular Canal traffic; and 

• The US to provide workers for building an oil pipeline between Panama City 

and Balboa port. 

The cost of meeting these demands was estimated to be $25–30 million, and was one of 

the reasons why the negotiations lasted so long.  The 999-year lease was seen as too long, 

amounting to virtual ownership. 

 



The State Department regarded these 12 points agreed on 18 May 1942 not as linked to 

the Bases Agreement, but as separate and in return for Panama’s cooperation in 

protection of the Canal.  Panama regarded it as a binding treaty.  While the commitments 

contained in the agreement were eventually honoured, this was seemingly not to the 

satisfaction of the Panamanian Government.  It seemed to Panama, understandably, that 

the US was more interested in Canal defence than development of Panama – and no 

doubt it was correct in this assumption.7 

 

The hard-line approach adopted by President Arias Madrid was one of the factors that led 

to his being deposed in a bloodless coup, by the National Police (there being no army), on 

7 October 1941.  For more on Arias Madrid, and his successor, see Chapter 42. 

 

With Aris Madrid removed, the negotiations proceeded more quickly.  They were 

hastened further following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December. 

 

The eventual Agreement8 called for the occupation of the sites to end 1 year after the end 

of the war (this would become a point of contention – resulting in the rejected Filós-Hines 

Agreement of 1947, and the rapid withdrawal of US forces from the bases in the Republic 

in 1947-48), and for the US to pay $50 per hectare annually for all the bases, except Rio 

Hato, for which it would pay $10,000 a year.  Panama also received promises about the 

completion of various public works projects, including the Rio Hato Road, and a bridge 

over the Canal. 

 

The phrase “one year after the date on which the definitive treaty of peace which brings 

about the end of the present war” was to cause problems, particularly “definitive treaty of 

peace” which implied something more than a mere cessation of hostilities.  After all, the 

 
7  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 

Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  
8  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-
dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf (in English and Spanish) 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf


initial Japanese surrender was not a “definitive treaty of peace”, although Panama tried to 

argue that the 1-year deadline should run from then.  The State Department in turn 

waited 11 months before even replying to the Panama request9. 

 

However, as noted in the Chapter on the expansion of activity prior to Pearl Harbor, one 

considerable difficulty faced in the expansion of the defences was that, in both the Canal 

Zone and Panama as a whole, there was no industry to speak of, almost no construction 

equipment, and a shortage of skilled workmen 

 

Included under the terms of the 1942 Agreement, signed by Octavio Fábrega, Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, and US Ambassador, Edwin C Wilson (and hence aka the Fábrega-Wilson 

Agreement) – 

• The properties were to be vacated 1 year after the date on which a definitive 

peace treaty which brings to an end the current war shall have entered into force; 

• If the Governments believe that a state of international insecurity continues to 

exist, the parties would consult on a new agreement; 

• The Agreement also covered any waters adjacent to the properties, and permitted 

any necessary improvement of any entrances or anchorages involved; 

• The military and naval aircraft of each state are permitted to use airports in the 

areas controlled by the other (academic, as Panama had no such aircraft); 

• Sovereignty of the sites remained with Panama, although the US should have 

complete use and exclusive jurisdiction over the sites involved for the period of the 

Agreement – and could exclude any person, and arrest try and punish any person 

committing crimes in the sites (except that any Panamanian citizen had to be 

handed over to the Panama authorities for trial and punishment); 

• All buildings etc constructed in the sites would be the property of the US 

Government, and any existing buildings etc would be available for US use as well; 

 
9  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 

Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


neither Panama nor the US was obliged to rebuild or repair any buildings; nor was 

the US obliged to return the site to Panama in its original state, but that any 

buildings and improvements made would become the property of Panama when 

the site was vacated; 

• US military and civilian personnel in the sites would be exempt from any 

Panamanian taxes etc; 

• The US was to build or extend certain highways projects, and subsequent 

maintenance; while Panama guaranteed to maintain those roads under its 

jurisdiction and used by the US military – with the US bearing a third of the costs of 

road maintenance (to compensate for use of them by the US military); 

• The roads built by the US in the Republic shall be under the jurisdiction of the 

Panamanian Government, but the US military could restrict or prohibit use and 

access to secondary roads connected to the defence sites; 

• The US was to take all appropriate steps to prevent leakage of items from the 

defence sites into the Republic, but would use products, articles and food 

originating in the Republic in the sites wherever possible; 

• The lands involved consisted of both that belonging to the Panamanian 

Government and privately-owned land.  For the latter, the Government would 

acquire the land and receive an annual rental of $50,000 for its use from the US – 

to cover costs of expropriation, indemnities and reimbursements; 

• The Agreement could be terminated upon the mutual agreement of the parties, 

even if before the planned termination date of 1 year after hostilities ended 

 

During the war, the US was to construct in the Canal Zone and elsewhere 9 new airbases 

and aerodromes, 10 bases for ground forces, 30 aircraft warning stations, 634 searchlight 

and anti-aircraft positions, and various other facilities, including the Coco Solo Naval 

Hospital to the south-east of the Naval Air Station – at a total cost, in 1940 dollars, of 

$1.36 billion.   

 



A means of speeding up the new construction was to employ Army labour to put in any 

footings and clear and prepare sites, so that contractors would not waste time visiting 

Panama to inspect and survey ground conditions before bidding10. 

 

The construction work involved with the defence expansion necessitated bringing to 

Panama of workers from the Caribbean and other Central American states – something 

that did not prove popular with the Panamanian Government.  By 1942, there were over 

65,000 workers in Panama, employed by the US to work on construction of defence 

facilities.  Only a relatively small proportion were those “imported” by the US, but they 

were nevertheless regarded as essential to resolve the labour shortage encountered in the 

rapid expansion required by the defence plans. 

 

The task of expanding the defence sites in 1940-41 was tremendous and every available 

soldier was detailed to some aspect of construction.  There was a severe shortage of 

civilian labour due to the competing demand for workers on the Third Locks project, and 

the additional labour force required only increased the ongoing housing shortage.  Due to 

the severe time constraints, much of the new building construction was of a temporary 

nature and typically this resulted in the use of existing building plans, but the substitution 

of readily available, less expensive, and less labour-intensive construction materials.  

Designs were stripped down to the essentials, and all ornamental details were eliminated.  

Temporary structures were less durable, and were often meant to be capable of being 

easily disassembled and re-erected elsewhere11. 

 

  

 
10  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
11  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf


THE 1947 FILOS-HINES AGREEMENT12 

 

The essence of the new agreement was that it would have provided the US defence sites 

on or at Taboga, San José, Taboguilla, Isla Salud, and Isla del Rey, Jaqué, Pocrí, Punta Mala, 

San Blas, Isla Grande, Victoria and Las Margaritas for 10 years; and for 15 years the base in 

Rio Hato. 

 

As we have seen, the 1942 Fábrega-Wilson Agreement had, in essence, provided that, 

unless the international situation remained insecure (in which further negotiations on an 

extension to existing leases would anyway have been initiated), the US would vacate the 

defence sites it had obtained in the Republic a year after the ending of the war. 

 

The war ended with the surrender of Japan in August 1945, and the formal ending in 

September.  In giving testimony to the National Assembly in September 1946, the Foreign 

Minister gave his interpretation of the 1942 Agreement – that is that the US must return the 

bases in the Republic by 2 September 1946 (i.e. 1 year after Japan’s surrender)13. 

 

In fact, in December 1946, it is reported that President Truman had asked why the US did 

not leave Panama before it was kicked out, and some in the Administration were said to 

sensitive about allegations of military occupation and neo-colonialism on the eve of the first 

sessions of the UN14. 

 

The US military were opposed to giving up all of the bases, and the State Department 

agreed, telling Panama that the US had no intention of disarming as it had after World War 

115.  While Panama argued that ownership of the sites be relinquished immediately, 

 
12  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-
S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf  
13  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke University 
Press, 2003). 
14   Ibid. 
15  Ibid. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf


whereas the US War Department wanted to keep control of the sites for a further, 

indefinite period16.  For more detail of the plans of the Army, see Chapter 50. 

 

Nonetheless, the US State Department, being aware of growing unrest in the country, 

proposed negotiation of a 20-year extension of leases in the case of 13 of the sites, this 

being part of an effort made by the US in 1946 and 1947 to replace the agreement of 1942 

with a new one designed to meet peacetime requirements for the adequate safeguards of 

the Canal17.  

 

President Jimenez was inclined a US offer, but announced that US occupation of the bases 

in the Republic after 2 September 1946 would represent a violation of Panamanian 

sovereignty.  On 3 September, the National Assembly passed a unanimous resolution 

demanding their immediate evacuation18. 

 

However, it was March 1947 when Panama said that it wished to open formal negotiations 

and appointed the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr Ricardo Jaoquin Alfaro, as its official 

representative19.  However, on 9 December 1947, Dr Alfaro resigned, as he disagreed with 

plans to allow continued large-scale US military presence in the Republic.  He was replaced 

by Francisco Filós. 

 

The Agreement would have seen 98 of the 134 sites in the Republic returned, but with 

extended leases for 36 others, the US being particularly interested in continued use of the 

 
16  The 1942 agreement included a caveat that, “If within that period [i.e. the year following the end of 
hostilities] the two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a state of international 
insecurity continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said 
defense bases or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation and shall conclude 
the new agreement which the circumstances require”: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
17  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
18  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 

Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  
19  He was one of the authors of the 1936 Treaty. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


air base it had built at Rio Hato20.  By July 1947, 98 of the 134 sites located in the Republic 

and adopted by the US forces during the war had reverted to the Panamanian 

Government, with the 1947 agreement intended to govern the length of occupation of the 

remaining 36 sites 

 

The Filós-Hines agreement, aka the Bases Agreement, was signed on 10 December 1947, 

by the new Minister of Foreign Affairs of Panama and the US Ambassador, General Frank T 

Hines, with the approval of their respective presidents: Enrique A Jiménez21 and Harry S 

Truman. 

 

President Jiménez then convened an extraordinary session of the National Assembly to 

debate and ratify the new treaty.  On 11 December, the New York Times reported the new 

Agreement, but also noted that protests against it in Panama were increasing. 

 

One has to bear in mind that unrest in the country had been rising, and that President 

Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango had been removed following student protests in early 

1945.  He had been ruling increasingly by decree and, as we shall see (in the later Chapter 

on Constitutions), he had dissolved the National Assembly on 31 December 1944, and 

suspended the 1941 Constitution, in preparation for the drafting of a new 

Constitution.  During his 4 years in office, he had rejected repeated calls for a Constituent 

Assembly to approve such a new Constitution. 

 

As news of the new agreement got out, on 12 December, there was a march by students 

and others in opposition – these being met with violence by the National Police, 

culminating in scenes in Plaza de Santa Ana in Panama City, where both tear gas and 

 
20  The subsequent Eisenhower-Rémon Treaty of 1955 would see the US being granted use of Rio Hato for 
training and use in major exercises for 15 years to 1970.  Ironically, it was the same Rémon, then chief of the 
National Police, who had the demonstrations violently suppressed in 1947. 
21  President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango having been forced to resign; on 15 June 1945 the 
Constituent Assembly had appointed Enrique Adolfo Jiménez as the new Provisional President until 7 August 
1948. 



firearms were used, in addition to mounted police.  One student was then shot and 

wounded as demonstrators moved towards the Plaza de la Cathedral in the old city, the 

most severely injured of 30 that day. 

 

Opposition to longer-term continued occupation of the sites is said to have been fired by 

fear of “mini-Canal Zones”, with the associated restrictions on citizens etc that that might 

entail22. 

 

Protests continued over the following days, as the events in Plaza Santa Ana galvanised 

the opposition – including a march of 10,000 women, dressed in black, who marched on 

the National Assembly on 16 December. 

Photo of the Plaza de Francia in the 

old city whilst the National 

Assembly debated the Agreement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
22  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 

Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  
My Panamanian wife, whose father worked for the US Army, recalls how, as a child, the Canal Zone and how 
even travelling with her father to his workplace was not straightforward. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


 

A few days before the vote in the National Assembly on the draft Agreement, and in the 

midst of a growing rejection that was being expressed in daily popular demonstrations, 

President Enrique A Jiménez Brin made a plea in favour of the agreement.  At 7:30 pm on 18 

December 1947, he addressed the country through a chain of radio stations – but 4 days 

later, the Agreement was unanimously rejected by the National Assembly.  The text of that 

address was published in 2021 by the Panamanian newspaper La Estrella.23 

 

One of the points he made was that “Panama, by its own instinct of conservation and by the 

imperative of contractual relations with the United States of America, is obliged to 

cooperate in order to make the Panama Canal invulnerable to any attack, whether it is 

surprising or of any other nature.  This duty of ours also arises from the Inter-American 

Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, a treaty recently signed in Rio de Janeiro by all the nations 

of the Americas and which tends to irrevocably realize the ideals of continental solidarity”, 

and that “Panama fulfils its duty by thus lending to the United States its determined 

cooperation, its unequivocal assistance in order to ensure the continuous and effective 

protection of the Panama Canal”. 

 

 
23  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-
incumbe-enrique  

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-incumbe-enrique
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-incumbe-enrique


He went on to say that in no cases was it intended to establish "zonitas" on a permanent 

basis, and that the bases involved are just 13 of the 130 that had been occupied previously 

during the war, and he said that “Almost all of them serve as observation stations”. 

In the case of Rio Hato, the President pointed out that the US had requested a term of 10 

years, extendable for a further 10 years, but, at the same time, it undertakes to leave the 

sites before the fixed date, if in the opinion of the 2 Governments the causes or 

circumstances that have determined the need for such sites have ceased. 

 

He also highlighted some of the benefits that would accrue to Panama: a  highway from Rio 

Hato to the border with Costa Rica; return to Panama of Punta Paitilla (on the Bay of 

Panama) and areas in Taboga; reaffirmation of effective compliance with commitments 

regarding equal treatment and opportunities for Panamanians in the Canal Zone; 

prohibitions regarding the manufacture and import of alcoholic beverages in the Zone; 

access of the Zone's market for Panamanian products; and certain prohibitions and 

limitations on the sale of goods in the Zone. 

 

Despite the President’s pleas, on 22 December, 51 deputies in the National Assembly 

rejected the agreement24, and a day later the US began to dismantle and withdraw from 

its many bases in the Republic. 

 

 
24  The President of the National Assembly being quoted as saying that there were “10,000 boys with knives” 
awaiting the decision outside (and in Panama, he would likely be referring to machetes, not a comforting 
thought – these still commonly on sale in shops today). 



 

 

 

 

 

THE TEXT OF THE AGREEMENT 



 

Defense Sites Agreement, Signed on December 10, 1947, But Not Subsequently Ratified 

Between Panama and the United States7 

December 10, 1947 

The Government of the United States of America and the Government of the Republic of 

Panamá have consulted together to consider all the phases of the existing international 

situation as well as to discuss the experiences of World War II in relation to the defense of 

the Panamá Canal; and, after an exchange of information with relation to the present 

needs, have reaffirmed their joint interest in providing for that which is necessary for the 

continued and effective protection of the Panamá Canal and the security of the Republic 

as stipulated in the General Treaty signed at Washington March 2, 1936 and in the 

exchange of notes relating thereto; they have reached the conclusion that under present 

circumstances a limited number of defense sites in territory under the jurisdiction of 

Panamá should be maintained temporarily; in virtue of which they have decided to 

conclude an agreement in order to effectuate the foregoing objectives, and for that 

purpose have appointed as their respective representatives: 

 

His Excellency Frank T. Hines, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the 

United States of America to the Republic of Panamá, and 

His Excellency Doctor Francisco A. Filós, Acting Minister of Foreign Relations of the 

Republic of Panamá, who, having been duly authorized by their respective 

Governments, have agreed as follows: 

 

ARTICLE I 

The two Governments agree that the defense sites referred to in the present Agreement 

will be regulated by the conditions set forth in the following articles. 

 

ARTICLE II 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791#fn:1.5.4.68.8.90.10.3


The Republic of Panamá designates the areas specified in the Annex attached67a to this 

Agreement, and of which it forms an integral part, to serve as sites to be used for the 

defense of the Panamá Canal and of the Republic of Panamá, for the limited period 

specified for each site. 

 

ARTICLE III 

To assure the efficient and mutually satisfactory functioning of the defense sites as well as 

to assure the exercise of the sovereign rights of the Republic of Panamá, the Government 

of the United States of America designates the local Commander of its Armed Forces, or 

his designated deputy, and the Government of the Republic of Panamá designates the 

Minister of Government and Justice as its representative, to form a joint commission 

whose members, the above-mentioned representatives, shall consult on all matters 

relating to the use of the defense sites, provided, however, that all matters of a military 

nature or involving in any way the exercise of military command are to remain within the 

exclusive responsibility and jurisdiction of the military authorities of the United States. 

Following such consultation, the two Governments carrying out the stipulations of this 

Agreement, shall adopt by an exchange of notes, the recommendations of the above-

mentioned representatives. 

 

ARTICLE IV 

The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the powers and authority necessary 

to assume full military, technical, and economic [Page 934]responsibility for the defense 

sites. The United States shall exercise, therefore, all the rights and authority within 

defense sites and the air spaces thereover, which are necessary to make effective such 

responsibilities. 

The Government of the United States of America may employ contractors and other 

personnel in the exercise of such rights. 

 

ARTICLE V 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791#fn:1.5.4.68.8.90.26.2
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/pg_934


The Republic of Panamá maintains its sovereignity over the areas used as defense sites 

and over the air spaces corresponding thereto, as well as jurisdiction with respect to civil 

and criminal matters in these areas, it is being understood, nonetheless, that the United 

States shall have exclusive jurisdiction over any offenses which may be committed within 

the defense sites by its civilian or military personnel employed or engaged in any manner 

whatsoever in connection with the operation of the defense sites and by members of their 

families. The United States, by virtue of the military responsibility which it assumes in 

conformity with Article IV, shall have the right to arrest, try, and punish, if necessary, all 

persons who, in any defense site, commit any act against the security of the site, of the 

military installations therein, or of the personnel situated thereon, provided, however, 

that any Panamanian citizen arrested or detained on any charge shall be delivered to the 

authorities of the Republic of Panamá. National authorities of both Governments shall be 

accorded adequate facilities for access to the defense sites, but the military authorities of 

the United States may exclude other persons from the defense sites. 

 

ARTICLE VI 

The Government of the United States of America shall pay to the Government of the 

Republic of Panamá on or before the first day of February of each year an annual 

compensation of seventeen thousand two hundred fifty Balboas (B/17,250.00) for all the 

lands used as defense sites during the preceding calendar year in accordance with the 

terms of this Agreement. The payment shall be reduced proportionately in the case of 

periods of less than a year. There shall be expressly excepted from the above provisions of 

this Article: 

(A) The piece of land in the township of Río Hato designated as No. 1 in the Annex, 

for which the Government of the United States of America shall pay to the 

Government of the Republic of Panamá an annual compensation of ten 

thousand seven hundred and fifty Balboas (B/10,750.00). 

(B) The entire area of the island of San José, in the Archipelago of Las Perlas, in 

the Bay of Panamá, designated as No. 2 in the [Page 935]Annex, for which the 
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Government of the United States shall pay to the Government of the Republic 

of Panamá an annual compensation of fifteen thousand Balboas (B/15,000.00). 

The Government of the Republic of Panamá shall assume, with respect to the lands used 

as defense sites, all expenses of expropriation as well as the indemnifications and 

reimbursements for installations, cultivated lands, or other improvements which may exist 

on those lands. 

The compensations established in this Article shall be paid in Balboas as they were defined 

in the exchange of notes effected on March 2, 1936, to which Article VII of the treaty of 

that date between the United States of America and the Republic of Panamá refers, or the 

equivalent in dollars, and shall be paid proportionately for each defense site listed in the 

Annex, from the effective date of this Agreement. 

 

ARTICLE VII 

When a defense site or part thereof is no longer required for the defense of the Panamá 

Canal and the Republic of Panamá, its use shall be discontinued on a date set by the 

United States. The Republic of Panamá shall be notified of the contemplated 

discontinuance no less than 90 days prior to the date set, unless the two Governments 

agree to a shorter notice. 

All the buildings, constructions, installations, or accessories which may have been erected 

or placed by the United States on a defense site may be removed by the United States at 

any time prior to the date set for discontinuing the use of the site. The buildings, 

constructions, accessories, crops, cultivated areas, or other improvements existing at the 

time a defense site is first occupied may be used by the United States without obligation 

to pay for damages caused in any manner thereto. The Republic of Panamá shall not be 

obligated to pay compensation to the United States for improvements made on a defense 

site or for the buildings, constructions, or assets left thereon by the United States, all of 

which will become the property of the Republic of Panamá when the use of the defense 

site is discontinued in accordance with this Agreement. 

 



ARTICLE VIII 

The United States and the Republic of Panamá reiterate their understanding regarding the 

temporary character of the occupation of the defense sites to which this Agreement 

refers. Consequently, the United States, recognizing the importance of the cooperation 

rendered by Panamá in making these temporary defense sites available, and also 

recognizing the burden which the maintenance of these sites signifies for the Republic of 

Panamá, expressly undertake to reach agreement with the latter upon the measures 

necessary in order that the evacuation of said sites will be effected no later than the date 

of expiration of the period stipulated with respect to each site in the Annex, or before, if 

in the opinion of the two Governments the causes and circumstances which have 

determined the maintenance of the defense sites should have ceased. 

 

ARTICLE IX 

Government owned or operated aircraft of the Republic of Panamá shall be authorized to 

land at and take off from air bases established within defense sites, in accordance with 

regulations to be established by the Joint Commission created pursuant to the provisions 

of Article III. 

Civil aircraft and aircraft of Governments other than those of the Republic of Panamá and 

of the United States shall not be authorized to land at or take off from any defense site 

established by the terms of this Agreement, except in the case of emergency, or for 

strictly military purposes. 

The Republic of Panamá shall not permit the erection or existence of obstacles which may 

constitute hazards to the safe operation of air bases established on defense sites. If it is 

necessary to alter, remove or relocate any existing structures, the United States shall bear 

the costs involved. 

 

ARTICLE X 

The Republic of Panamá agrees that all roads under its jurisdiction used for movements by 

the Armed Forces of the United States from one defense site to another, and between 



defense sites and the Canal Zone, shall be well and properly maintained at all times. In the 

case of emergencies the United States may undertake the necessary repairs, immediately 

notifying the Republic of Panamá of its action. For normal or routine maintenance 

requirements the United States may offer assistance for the performance of repair and 

maintenance work whenever it appears to be appropriate. 

The United States shall pay annually to the Republic of Panamá on or before the first day 

of February of each year one hundred thirty-seven thousand five hundred Balboas 

(B/137,500.00) or the equivalent in dollars as its contribution to the preceding year’s cost 

of repair or maintenance work on the roads used by the Armed Forces of the United 

States. The first of such payments shall be made on or before the last day of February 

1948 to cover the calendar year 1947. In the event that in any year the United States 

performs repair or maintenance work in accordance with the provisions of the first 

paragraph of this Article, the expenses incurred by the United States in so doing shall be 

subtracted from the next annual payment made by the United States to the Republic of 

Panamá. If the expense incurred by the United States in any year is greater than the 

annual payment for that year, the annual payment shall be canceled and no claim shall be 

made by the United States as a result of the amount spent in excess thereof. 

In consideration of the aforementioned contribution by the United States to the cost of 

maintaining roads in the Republic of Panamá, the United States is granted free right of 

transit on all roads under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Panamá. The foregoing free 

right of transit shall be applicable to the routine or tactical movement of members of the 

Armed Forces of the United States and civilian employees of such Armed Forces, and their 

families, as well as animals, animal-drawn vehicles, and motor vehicles, employed by the 

Armed Forces, or by contractors employed by the Armed Forces, or by others whose 

activities are related to the defense of the Panamá Canal. The United States shall not 

obstruct the free use of any of the roads under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Panamá 

by virtue of the routine or tactical movement of United States Armed Forces, except in 

cases of emergency. 



The United States shall maintain and permit the free use of any existing public roads 

which cross the defense sites or may relocate such roads in accordance with the 

recommendation of the Joint Commission. 

 

ARTICLE XI 

The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the right to maintain and use such 

aerial telegraph and telephone lines, submarine cables, subterranean cables, and aerial 

cables, as are presently established. 

The United States shall, under such regulations as may be agreed upon by virtue of 

recommendation by the Joint Commission and insofar as military requirements permit, 

share with the Republic of Panamá the use of existing military telegraph and telephone 

lines and cables, and any similar additional facilities of the Armed Forces of the United 

States which hereafter may be constructed in the Republic of Panamá. 

 

ARTICLE XII 

The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the authority to install, operate, and 

maintain within defense sites such radio-communication facilities as may be required by 

the Armed Forces of the United States for the defense of the Panamá Canal and the 

Republic of Panamá. Similarly, the use of radio-communication facilities by the Armed 

Forces of the United States in territory and waters under the jurisdiction of the Republic of 

Panamá shall be permitted, in accordance with the regulations to be established by 

recommendation of the Joint Commission. 

 

ARTICLE XIII 

The civilian and military personnel of the United States functioning on the defense sites or 

employed in connection with the operation of said sites, including contractors working 

exclusively on the defense sites, and the families of such personnel, as well as the 

property and effects destined for the bases, shall be exempt from all taxes, contributions 



or imposts of any kind imposed by the Republic of Panamá or its political subdivisions, 

during the terms of this Agreement. 

The authorities of the Government of the United States of America shall impede the sale 

or transfer of merchandise and articles imported into or sold in the defense sites for the 

use or consumption of civilian and military personnel employed thereon to persons having 

no right to buy such merchandise or articles. Said authorities shall, in addition to 

preventing the abuse of the exemptions conceded by this Agreement, cooperate with the 

authorities of the Republic of Panamá for the purpose of precluding the contraband of 

said merchandise and articles. 

 

ARTICLE XIV 

This Agreement may be terminated by the two Governments by mutual accord prior to 

the expiration of the periods stipulated in the Annex. 

 

ARTICLE XV 

This Agreement shall enter into force on the day on which each of the Governments 

notifies the other Government in writing of its approval of the same, if such notifications 

are given on the same day; and if the notifications are given on different days, the 

Agreement shall enter into force on the date of the notification later in time. 

In faith of which the plenipotentiaries of the High Contracting Parties have signed this 

Agreement in duplicate in English and Spanish, both texts of equal authenticity, and have 

affixed their respective seals. 

 

Done at the city of Panamá, the tenth day of December, 1947. 

FRANK T. HINES 

FRANCISCO A. FILÓS 

Annex 



MEMORANDUM DESCRIBING THE DEFENSE SITES AND STIPULATING THE PERIOD OF OCCUPANCY OF THE 

SAME, ANNEXED TO THE DEFENSE SITES AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AND THE 

REPUBLIC OF PANAMÁ, AND FORMING AN INTEGRAL PART OF THAT AGREEMENT 

 

The exact boundaries of the defense sites are shown in detail on the United States Army 

maps and drawings listed below, copies of which are in the possession of the Ministry of 

Foreign Relations of Panamá. For further identification, where possible, there are given 

the numbers under which said bases appeared in the Annex to the Agreement for the 

Lease of Defense Sites in the Republic of Panamá, of May 18, 1942.  

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 1, RIO HATO, formerly known as No. 12, is located in the 

township of that name and Province of Coclé approximately 57 miles westward, 

along the National Highway from the Canal Zone and extends from the shore of 

the Gulf of Panamá northward across the National Highway for a distance of 

approximately 16 miles. The site consists of two parcels, one with an area of 

7,675.96 hectares and the other of 12.32 hectares, or a total area of 7,688.28 

hectares. The boundaries are shown on Department Engineer Drawings Nos. 

5889 and 5889–1. Period of occupancy: Ten years, renewable for an additional 

period of ten years, at the option of the United States of America. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 2, SAN JOSÉ ISLAND, comprises the entire island of that name and 

is located in the Bay of Panamá, in the Perlas Archipelago, approximately 55 

miles S 40° E of Balboa, Canal Zone. Its area is approximately 4,460 

hectares. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 3, TABOGA ISLAND, located on the island of that name which lies in 

the Bay of Panamá approximately 11 miles due S of Fort Amador, Canal Zone. It 

comprises three parcels of land formerly known as No. 17 with an aggregate 

area of 26.79 hectares, the boundaries of which are described in Department 



Engineer Drawings 6020, 6026, 6073, 6075, 6077 and 6078; and of another 

parcel of 14.5 hectares, formerly known as No. 56 and described in Department 

Engineer Drawings 6020 and 6022; the total area of this site being 41.29 

hectares. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 4, TABOGUILLA ISLAND, formerly known as No. 18, is located on the 

island of the same name, in the Bay of Panamá less [Page 940]than one mile E of 

Taboga Island which has been previously identified. The site comprises 132.06 

hectares, the boundaries of which are described in Department Engineer 

Drawings 5311, 5820, 5821 and 5885. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 5, SALUD, is located in the Province of Colón on the Caribbean 

Sea, approximately 19 miles SW along the coast from Fort Sherman, Canal Zone, 

between the villages of Salud and Lagarto. It comprises 49.996 hectares and is 

delimited in Sheet 122, Terrain Map, Military Survey of Panamá, Scale 

1:20,000. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 6, REY ISLAND, is located on the southernmost part of the island 

of that name, the largest of the Perlas Archipelago, lying in the Gulf of Panamá 

approximately 69 miles S 40° E of Albrook Field, Canal Zone. The site, formerly 

known as No. 32, consists of two parcels with a total area 100.05 hectares and is 

shown on Department Engineer Drawing 5672. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 7, JAQUE, with a total area of 149.01 hectares, consists of one 

parcel of 9.02 hectares, formerly known as No. 20, located at Piñas Bay in the 

Province of Panamá, approximately 30 miles NW along the Pacific Coast from 

the Colombian border, and described in Department Engineer Drawing 5865; 

and of another parcel of 139.99 hectares, previously known as No. 21, located 
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inland approximately 1 mile from the former and shown on Department 

Engineer Drawing 6039. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 8, POCRI, formerly known as No. 7, is located in the Province of 

Los Santos peninsula, approximately 92 air-miles S 26° W of Albrook Field, Canal 

Zone and 10 miles E from the town of Las Tablas. It consists of two parcels with 

an aggregate area of 157.2 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer 

Drawings 2002–1 Revised, 6002–1–2 and 6002–3. Period of occupancy: Five 

years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 9, CAPE MALA, is located in the Province of Los Santos at the SE 

extremity of Los Santos peninsula, approximately 108 air-miles S 16° W from 

Albrook Field, Canal Zone and comprises two parcels with a total area of 20.07 

hectares. The first, of 15.03 hectares, formerly known as No. 8, is shown on 

Department Engineer Drawing 6061; while the other, previously known as No. 

126, has an area of 5.04 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer 

Drawing 6356. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 10, SAN BLAS POINT, formerly known as No. 24, is located in the 

Comarca of San Bias on the Caribbean Coast on a peninsula at the western end 

of the Gulf of San Bias and approximately 61 air-miles N 82° E from France Field, 

Canal Zone. It has an area of 23.87 hectares and is shown on Department 

Engineering Drawing 4781. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 11, ISLA GRANDE, formerly known as No. 96, is located in the 

Province of Colón, on a small island of that name on the Caribbean Coast, 

approximately 30 air-miles N 51° E of France Field, Canal Zone. It consists of two 

parcels having a total area of 8.66 hectares, the boundaries of which are shown 



on Department Engineer Drawing 6167–Revised. Period of occupancy: Five 

years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 12, VICTORIA, formerly known as No. 36, has an area of 5.4 

hectares, lies approximately 5 miles NE of the town of Pacora in the Province of 

Panamá, and is shown on Department Engineer Drawing 6019. Period of 

occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 13, LAS MARGARITAS, formerly known as No. 127, is located near 

the village of the same name, in the Province of Coclé. The site has an area of 

2.13 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer Drawing 6438-A-

Revised. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

In witness whereof, this memorandum is signed in duplicate in English and Spanish, in 

Panamá, this tenth day of December, A.D. 1947. 

FRANK T. HINES 

FRANCISCO A. FILÓS25 

 

 

 
25  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791 
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THE EVACUATION 

 

An earlier Chapter looked at the rushed evacuation of the island of San José, site of the 

wartime chemical warfare tests, which were continue in the Canal Zone (and occasionally 

outside it) into at least the 1960s, even after San José itself was evacuated by January 

1948. 

 

The other bases of the US military outside the Canal Zone were (hurriedly) vacated , with 

the target for the withdrawal to be completed by 14 January 194826. 

 

On 10 December 1948, the US Ambassador was able to inform the Secretary of State that 

the Caribbean Command did not maintain any installations in Panamanian territory other 

than areas occupied and controlled by the US Government at the time of the 1936 

Treaty27. 

 

In 1955, the Remón -Eisenhower Treaty was to further amend the original 1903 Treaty, 

following the election in 1952 of President José Antonio Remón Cantera, and negotiations 

began in 1953 and eventually ended on 25 January 1955.  The President did not survive to 

see the successful conclusion, having been shot and killed on 2 January28. 

 

From the US military’s perspective, the chief achievement of the new Treaty was the US 

regained use of the airbase at Rio Hato, at least under a 15-year lease to 1970.  In 1970, 

the Government of the dictator General Omar Efrain Torrijos Herrera refused to renew 

the agreement over Rio Hato. 

 
26  https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-
bases-by-jan-14.html  
27  He was quoting answers given to the local press by the Commander-in-Chief of Caribbean Command:  
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d485  
28  A former head of the National Police (which became the National Guard and effectively ran the country 
until the overthrow of Noriega in 1989), and the military strongman behind the scenes even before his 
election. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
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The new Treaty also increased the annual payment due to Panama, from $430,000 to 

$1.93 million per year29.  In addition – 

• Panama was granted the right to charge taxes to Panamanians working in the 

Canal and railroad; 

• Certain areas were returned to Panama30; 

• The US would build a bridge over the Canal31; 

• Local traders could sell to ships transiting the Canal; and 

• The US to prevent contraband entering Panama from the Canal Zone. 

 

Another important change was that the new Treaty finally abolished the Gold and Silver 

Roll system.  However, as explained in the Chapter on discrimination, the Canal Zone 

managed to maintain a de facto segregation/discrimination system in place until the 

1970s. 

 
29  Allowing the Government to reduce the tax on alcoholic drinks sold to and in the Canal Zone. 
30  Land in Punta Paitilla, Nuevo Cristobal, Playa de Colon, and the Lesseps area. 
31  The Bridge of the Americas opened in 1964. 


