
Chapter 40 

PANAMA CANAL COMMISSION’S OPERATIONS AND MAINTENANCE  

SYSTEMS DURING THE WAR1 

 

THE DEPARTMENT OF OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE 

 

Marine Division – the Marine Superintendent is responsible for the transit of ships 

through the Canal, with the Port Captains at either end, pilots (all vessels, of whatever size 

must carry a Canal pilot), assessing tolls (based on a ship’s tonnage).  There were also 

numerous harbour-related activities – ship inspections, boiler services, towage and 

salvage, accident investigation, installation and maintenance of navigational aids. 

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. 

 

Locks Division  

 

Mechanical Division – from 1941, there was a steady and increasing change in the nature 

of the work undertaken by this Division.  By 1945, around 85% of its workload was taken 

up by repairs and services on all types of Army and Navy craft.  The number of vessels it 

repaired grew from several hundred in 1941 to 4,377 in 1945 (declining once more, to 

3,186 in 1946). 

 

As speed was the most important factor in passing ships through the Canal, reliable and 

swift repairs were essential. 

 

 
1  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 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081


The Division operated 4 dry docks, which were in constant use.  In June 1945, US Navy 

floating dry dock YFD-6 transited the Canal and was installed in Balboa to augment the No 

1 Dry Dock there.  The number of ships using the dry docks rose from 185 in 1941 to a 

peak of 546 in 1945. 

 

There were also 2 marine railways. 

 

In 1944, the 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.2 

 

Municipal Engineering Division – due to work on the Third Locks Project, Special 

Improvement projects (aka Special Item Projects - see the Chapter on the defences for 

details of these SIPs), and various other war work for the Army and Navy, this Division 

grew from 1,500 employees in 1939 to a peak of 7,600. 

 

It was involved in construction of airports3, docks, bridges, pipelines and tanks, sewers, 

drains, highways and a variety of military installations.  It took over construction of the 

highway to Rio Hato airbase from the American Bridge Company and the Public Roads 

Administration, including building 14 steel and concrete bridges of varying dimensions. 

The Division also handled municipal utilities, water, sewers and roads needed to meet the 

expanded requirements following the expansion programme4. 

 

 
2  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 
3  Airfields were built in record time.  For example, in just 2½ months, in rough jungle country at Casa Larga, 
a complete airport was provided, with access roads, taxiways, bridges, barracks and other quarters, in 
addition to the necessary runway (including 4,000 feet – 1,219 metres - asphalt paved portion). 
4  For example, water filtration capacity expanded from 16 million gallons (60.6 million litres) to 26 million 
(98.4 million litres) daily on the Pacific said, and from 9 million (34 million litres) to 14 million gallons (53 
million litres) daily on the Atlantic side. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081


Electrical Division – the vital, but little publicised, work of this Division included providing 

the electrical power for all the facilities – from lights to locks.  It was also involved in ship 

repair work. 

 

In 1945, servicing of the tankers at Balboa presented a problem, as the tankers and 

landside services used different types of electrical supplies. 

 

The local telephone system was vital and involved 5 automatic exchanges.  The system 

was substantially expanded between 1940 and 1942. 

 

Dredging Division – this Division saw a growth that dated from the expansion programme 

that began in 1939-40, and particularly the start of the abortive Third Locks Project in July 

1940.  Its workforce rose from 1,030 to a peak of 3,173 in April 1943. 

 

The Division’s dipper dredge Gamboa was used to excavate a underwater trench in Gatun 

Lake to lay the Trans-Isthmian oil pipeline.  

 

In addition to the Third Locks Project, it was involved in meeting the demand for increased 

anchorage and aggregates for the various construction programmes.  This included the 

production of gravel from the Chagres River for a stockpile at Gamboa, with 22.5 million 

cubic yards (17.2 cubic metres) of material removed by dredges before the Third Locks 

Project ended. 

 

A project to widen the approach channel to Cristobal Harbour was still underway in 1946, 

to provide additional anchorage and manoeuvring area.  Another project to provide 

additional anchorage in West Limon Bay was also still in progress in 1946.5 

 

 
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 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081


 

SUPPLY DEPARTMENT 

 

This was headed by the Chief Quartermaster and is responsible for the acquisition, storage 

and distribution of materials and supplies for the Canal and the Panama Railroad; as well 

as maintenance and construction of buildings, living quarters and care of associated 

grounds, storehouses, fuel oil plants and even a printing plant.  It was also responsible for 

the supply of motor transport to the various other departments and division, and the 

messes for contract labour. 

 

Division of storehouses – the operations of this Division had increased considerably in the 

expansion programme of just before and following the outbreak of war in 1941. 

Its Oil Handling Plants 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 1943. 

 

Building Division – almost half the new building the Division provided was for housing of 

American and “alien” employees, with new towns at Diablo, Margarita and Cocoli; and the 

expansion of existing ones at Balboa, Pedro Miguel, Gamboa, Gatun and Old Cristobal.  

About 375 new houses were built, ranging from single-family homes to 12-family 

apartment blocks, with over 100 of the latter built in the first 18 months.  5 large mess 

halls were also built tor the imported workers to use. 

 

Additional units were built for almost every department and division, with such things as 

retail commissaries, club houses, movie theatres, post offices, police and fire stations, 

gasoline stations, schools, dispensaries, gymnasiums, ball parks, tennis courts etc. 



 

A large hospital was built at Margarita, Gorgas Hospital expanded and Colón Hospital 

renovated and enlarged. 

 

New construction took place for the Mechanical Division and additions to the water 

filtration system.  Additional power generation involved additional generating capacity, 

both diesel and hydro-electric. 

 

Motor Transportation Division - a Public Transportation System, with 175 privately-

owned buses on contract to the Canal Commission was organised in early 1943.  This 

provided assigned transport routes for the general public.  It was intended to meet 

increased demand, supplement transport provided by official vehicles and ferry labourers 

to and from construction sites.  It also relieved some of the pressure resulting from 

wartime petrol and tyre rationing. 

 

Commissary Division – this Division saw greatly increased volumes during the war, in 

order to meet the requirements of the civilian personnel employed by the Army, Navy, the 

Canal and the Panama Railroad, as well as contractors.   

 

It soon became apparent that the open market could not supply the volumes required, 

and arrangements were therefore made to purchases essential food items from the US 

through the Quartermaster General, and from Argentina through the British Food Mission.  

However, purchases from Central and South America (including from Panama itself, of 

course) were also an important factor. 

 

 



 

HEALTH DEPARTMENT 

 

During the war, expansion of this Department saw 630 additional beds and some 20 

additional dispensaries.  The Department also had to supply complete medical services 

both onshore and on ships, and serves as a supply source for merchant shipping passing 

through the Canal. 

 

Its Quarantine and Immigration Officers also served as aides to civil and military 

intelligence. 

 

The Board of Health Laboratories carried out water analysis, tested food and carried out 

special tests for various branches of the armed services6.  The latter tests were also for the 

US armed services throughout the Caribbean and Central and South America. 

 

 
6  A veiled reference to tests that included those linked to the chemical warfare activities on the Island of  
San José?  See the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences of the Canal. 


