
Chapter 3 

THE NEUTRALITY PATROL 

  

THE NEUTRALITY ACTS 

 

With strong isolationist sentiments in the country, which only became greater with the 

outbreak of war in Europe in 1939, President Roosevelt performed a careful balancing act 

in 1939-41.    

 

In the 1930s, the US enacted a series of laws designed to prevent it from being embroiled 

in a foreign war by clearly stating the terms of US neutrality.  In 1935, 1935, Congress 

passed the first Neutrality Act prohibiting the export of “arms, ammunition, and 

implements of war” from the US to foreign nations at war and requiring arms 

manufacturers to apply for an export licence.  of Roosevelt originally opposed the 

legislation, but gave way in the face of strong Congressional and public opinion.   

On 29 February 1936, Congress renewed the Act until May 1937 and prohibited Americans 

from extending any loans to belligerent nations.   

 

The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 and the rising tide of fascism in Europe 

increased support for extending and expanding the Neutrality Act of 1937.  US citizens 

were now forbidden from traveling on belligerent ships, and US merchant ships were 

prevented from transporting arms to belligerents even if those arms were produced 

outside of the US.  The Act gave the President the authority to bar all belligerent ships 

from US waters, and to extend the export embargo to any additional “articles or 

materials”. 

 

However, the 1937 Act did allow a country to acquire any items except arms from the US, 

so long as they immediately paid for such items and carried them on non-US ships (the so-



called “cash-and-carry” provision).   in March 1939, Congress rejected an attempt to 

renew “cash-and-carry” and expand it to include arms sales.  

 

Then, in November 1939, after a fierce debate in Congress, the last Neutrality Act passed.  

This lifted the arms embargo and put all trade with belligerent nations under the terms of 

“cash-and-carry”. The ban on loans remained in effect, and US ships were barred from 

transporting goods to belligerent ports.  US businesses could sell arms and materials to 

the belligerent countries, but they could only be exported in ships of that country or a 

neutral (and given Anglo-French control of the high seas, this gave an obvious advantage 

to the Allies). 

 

In October 1941, the House of Representatives revoked the section of the 1939 Act which 

forbade the arming of US merchant ships and, after a series of U-boat attacks against US 

Navy and merchant ships, the Senate passed another Act in November 1941 that also 

repealed legislation banning US ships from entering belligerent ports or “combat zones”. 

The Acts became irrelevant with the entry of the US into World War 2 in December 1941.1 

 

THE NEUTRALITY PATROL 

 

The day war began in Europe in September 1939, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) 

informed US naval forces that German U-boats were ready to begin operations in Atlantic 

shipping lanes, and reports indicated that a dozen German merchant ships were being 

armed as raiders.  The advisory noted that neutral merchantmen, including US-flag ships, 

could expect similar actions by the British and that it was the duty of the US, as a neutral, 

to prevent such activities in our territorial waters and to assure no interference with rights 

on the high seas2.  The CNO ordered the commander of the Atlantic Squadron to establish 

 
1  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/neutrality-acts  
2  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  
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as soon as possible a combined air and sea outer patrol for observing and reporting on 

movements of warships of the belligerent nations. 

 

The US established Neutrality Zones that included the whole Gulf of Mexico, the entire 

Caribbean Sea, and extended 200 to 300 miles (322 to 483 km) into the Atlantic from 

North American and South American shores.  Concurrently with operations in the Atlantic, 

much-lesser-known neutrality patrols were also carried out in the Pacific by naval air 

patrol assets mainly based at Cavite, Philippines, home port of the US Asiatic Fleet3. 

 

The original mission of the Neutrality Patrol was purely that of observation and reporting, 

and ships were instructed to avoid any action that might be interpreted as being of hostile 

 
3  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  
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intent4.  By 16 October 1939, the orders had changed, calling for “suspicious” vessels and 

warships to be followed.  These basic rules did not change until just before the US entry 

into the war in December 1941.  Nonetheless, the operations of the Patrol expanded in 

1940 with old destroyers being recommissioned and new patrol aircraft squadrons added. 

 

It is said that, although the ostensible aim of Neutrality Patrol was to preserve US 

neutrality, the zone was in reality used to help the Royal Navy locate and destroy German 

merchant vessels, as well as those of the Kreigsmarine.  Consequently, US naval vessels 

and patrol aircraft in the Atlantic were primarily tasked with keeping watch over this area 

to block the entry of German surface vessels and submarines.5 

 

President Roosevelt had moved to provide diplomatic support for the 3 Neutrality Patrol 

within the Western Hemisphere.  On 26 September 1939, the foreign ministers of the 

Latin American republics met for a special conference in Panama and the US successfully 

lobbied for a multilateral declaration that would keep the European war away from the 

Americas, and the Declaration of Panama was signed on 2 October (see below for the text 

of the Declaration).  

 

The Declaration established a neutral zone constituting an area from 60W longitude to 

23N latitude, thence to a point 600 miles (654 km) south of the Cape Verde Islands, and 

finally southwest and parallel to the South American coast (the Pan American Security 

Zone).  All belligerent warships were to be prohibited from warlike operations in this area, 

and submarines were barred from using ports of the American Republics.  In short, it 

brought most of the Latin-American republics in line with US foreign policy on hemispheric 

neutrality6. 

 
4  The Navy Air War, edited by Lt AR Buchanan USNR (US Navy), 1946: 
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/
AHUNAW/4*.html  
5  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
6 It also included a demand for an end to any subversive activity in their countries  
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf  
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The neutrality zone was soon violated by European belligerents, but in July 1940 the 

American republics took concerted action more forceful than the Declaration of Panama.  

At Havana, a conference of American foreign ministers made the Monroe Doctrine 

multilateral, agreeing that their respective governments would oppose any change in 

sovereignty of European colonies in the Western Hemisphere and would combat Axis 

attempts to undermine American institutions.  The missing link in the inter-American 

security system was supplied on 18 August 1940 when Canada and the US announced the 

establishment of a Permanent Joint Board on Defense, with equal representation from 

each nation, to co-ordinate defence measures for North America7. 

 

The US also declared its intention to patrol well beyond the boundaries of western 

Neutrality Zones in order to properly monitor the approach of any belligerent shipping.  

Aviation squadrons were also mobilised and repositioned; battleship, cruiser, and 

destroyer screens were established, and plans were made to recommission older 

destroyers for the patrols.  Consequently, on 17 May 1940, plans for recommissioning 35 

additional flush deck destroyers to meet the requirements of fleet expansion and the 

Neutrality Patrol were announced.  Some of these were to eventually find their way to 

Panama in 1940. 

 

With the conclusion of the Anglo-American ABC-l Staff Conversations8, Admiral Stark of 

the US Navy the suspension all Neutrality Patrol operations on 15 March 19419.  The 

Atlantic Fleet would "retain in the Caribbean one cruiser, one division of old destroyers, 

one patrol plane squadron with one small tender, and the Marine Defense Battalion and 

one Marine company in Guantanamo", and keep 2 patrol aircraft squadrons, a division of 

 
7  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf   
8  The Report of the meeting of January to March 1941 and concluded with a report entitled "ABC-1", which 
was tacitly approved by President Roosevelt, and included a number of general principles of agreement 
including that America's territorial interest was in the Western Hemisphere; and the security of sea 
communications between the Allied powers was essential. 
9  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 
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old destroyers, and a few submarines in the Canal Zone. The rest of the ships assigned to 

the Neutrality Patrol were hastened to "mobilization ports”10. 

 

By September 1941, US effective involvement in the war had increased, with British 

eastbound trans-Atlantic convoys being escorted by the US Navy for the first time, soon 

resulting in US destroyers being attacked by U-boats, with USS Reuben James becoming 

the first US warship lost on 31 October11.  The Neutrality Patrols continued through 1941 

but were rendered moot by Germany's declaration of war on the US on 11 Dec 194112. 

 

  

 
10  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 
11  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  
12  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  
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THE DECLARATION OF PANAMA 1939



 


