
Chapter 39 

FUEL STORAGE, THE TRANS-PANAMA OIL PIPELINE1 AND PIPELINE ROAD 

 

FUEL STORAGE IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

In 1940, there were 2 tank farms and all Navy vessels were fuelled at the docks at Balboa 

or Cristobal, with the exception of diesel-powered craft based at Coco Solo.  One of the 

tank farms was at Balboa and the other at Mount Hope, on the Atlantic side.  Neither was 

protected against air attack and each was served by one unprotected pumping station.  

Furthermore, the Balboa tank farm was on high ground adjoining the harbour entrance 

channel, and its tanks presented an excellent target for air attack.   

 

The risk was that had these farms been destroyed it would have been impossible to refuel 

shipping in the Canal Zone.  The obvious solution to the problem was clearly to install 

underground bombproof storage tanks.2 

 

In any case, it was obvious that war would require additional fuel-handling facilities and, in 

January 1941, the Secretary of the Navy recommended that all liquid fuel be in 

underground storage as soon as practicable3. Plans were also considered for a pipeline 

connecting both coasts in order to replace tanker shipment through the Canal, but the 

difficulties and cost of construction caused those plans to be dropped until 1942, when 

the course of the war made it a project of vital urgency4.   

 

The 2 sites selected for the underground storage facilities were a 1,700-acre (688 hectare) 

tract, near Cristobal, designated the Gatun farm (which, due to the needs of the war, was 

later enlarged twice in 1942-43), and an 820-acre (332 hectare) tract near Balboa, known 

 
1  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
2  Ibid. 
3  Ibid. 
4  Ibid. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html


as the Arraijan farm.  Reserve storage for aviation fuel was also provided adjacent to the 

air station at Coco Solo. 

 

In 1944, the Panama Cana’s Mechanical Division was established as the operating repair 

base for the 300 War Shipping Administration tankers of the Pacific Fleet.  Balboa was the 

terminal for all Pacific Ocean tanker operations, and for any required dry docking and 

repair.  At its peak during the war there were some 300 tankers using the facilities at 

Balboa.5 

 

The Oil Handling Plants of the Supply Department of the Canal saw increased activity 

during the war. During July 1934-June 1940, the average amount of petroleum products 

handled was around 10 million barrels, in the 5 years to June 1945 it averaged over 22.9 

million barrels, with a peak of over 35.1 million barrels in the year July 1944-June 1945.  

The principal movement was from Atlantic to Pacific, as well as to Central and South 

America.  The Navy’s trans-isthmian pipeline system used the plants as transhipment 

points from around September 19436. 

 

TRANS-PANAMA OIL PIPELINE 

 

After the Japanese seizure of the oil fields in the Netherlands East Indies at the start of the 

Pacific War the forces there had to rely entirely on the Americas for oil deliveries to the 

Pacific theatre.  

 

Many of the refineries in the US supplying the fuel were located along the Gulf of Mexico 

and the US East Coast and, during Summer 1942, U-boats took a heavy toll of the tanker 

fleet on the Atlantic and the Caribbean, which, apart from the loss of oil involved, 

seriously reduced the number of fast tankers available to transport oil in the quantities 

 
5  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
6  Ibid. 
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needed.  These losses were regarded as a matter of grave concern in view of the oil 

demands involved in future operations planned for the Pacific campaign.  This led to plans 

for the installation of a pipeline across the isthmus, connecting the Gatun and Arraijan 

tank farms7. 

 

Also known as the Trans-Isthmian Pipeline, this proposed pipeline would allow older, 

smaller, and slower tankers to be used for a shuttle service between Cristobal, the supply 

sources along the Gulf of Mexico, and the huge refineries in Aruba and Curaçao.  It would 

also serve to eliminate tanker traffic through the Canal and materially speed up the 

loading and return of the large, fast tankers carrying oil into the Pacific. 

 

A contract was awarded in August 1942 for two 33-mile-long pipelines, and construction 

began in October 1942.  Despite an unduly severe rainy season, the pipelines were 

completed and used for the first time in April 1943 and, by the end of 1943 the entire 

system was completed and in full operation.  Running from Rodman to Coco Solo, it was 

originally built and maintained by the US Navy.   The Panama Canal Commission Dredging 

Division took the Dipper Dredge Gamboa behind Monte Lirio to dig a underwater trench 

in Gatun Lake to lay the pipeline.  After a year of operation, in April 1944, work began to 

double the capacity of the pipelines, with larger-diameter pipes.  Trans-Isthmian pipeline 

was able to handle a daily flow of 265,000 barrels of fuel oil, 47,000 barrels of diesel-oil 

and 60,000 barrels of gasoline8.  The Panama Canal Company later used it.  The old 

pipeline still sits at the bottom of Gatun Lake and in the undergrowth today9. 

 
7  See Annex 2 for details of the development of the fuel storage and supply systems during the war. 
8  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
9  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/mlindex.htm  
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PIPELINE ROAD 

 

Located only 45 minutes from Panama City, Pipeline Road is a road built close to the 

Panama Canal in World War 2.  It was meant to be used to maintain a trans-isthmus 

pipeline to transport fuel from one ocean to the other in the event the Canal was 

attacked.  Fortunately, this particular road was never used for its intended purpose, and it 

now is a gravel road which provides excellent walking access to the 22,000 hectare 

(55,000 acre) of tropical rainforest in the Soberania National Park, and which boasts an 

impressive list of 525 species of birds and is also home to 105 species of mammals10.  

 

 
10  http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours 

http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours


 

Pipeline Road nature trail in 2021 

 


