
ANNEX 7 

RATIONING AND WARTIME CONTROLS ON THE ECONOMY 

 

PETROL AND CAR TYRE RATIONING1 

 

During World War 2, only a few commodities were rationed in Panama – being limited 

almost entirely to car tyres (and inner tubes) and petrol. 

 

The first regulations were concerned with tyres, and in February 1942 all those involved in 

the sale or repair of car tyres and tubes were required to declare what stocks they held.  

After this they could only sell to buyers who received authority from the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Commerce2.  To conserve those tyres already in use, new lower maximum 

speeds were set.   

 

In May 1942, even tighter regulations took effect, and the Government took control of all 

stocks of tyres and tubes in the country, and only it was permitted to import and sell tyres, 

tubes and materials necessary for their repair.  An Office of Tire and Tube Inspection 

(Oficina de la Inspección de Llantas y Tubes) was established3. 

Rationing of petrol began in October 1942, with a Gasoline and Tire Rationing Office 

(Oficina de Racionamiento de Gasolina y Llantas) being set up4.  This new body made 

regulations which restricted the consumption of petrol to 40% of that consumed in 1941.  

Ration coupons were introduced, and operators were classified on the basis of the 

necessity of their services. 

 

 
1

  Economic Controls and Commercial Policy in Panama (United States Tariff Commission, 1946). 
2  Executive Decree No 27, February 1942. 
3  Executive Decree No 35, May 1942. 
4  Executive Decree No 39, September 1942. 



In July 1943, it was announced that regularly established retail dealers would once more 

be permitted to distribute car tyres and tubes, subject to the rationing controls and 

subject to set maximum prices. 

 

In September 1944, the Gasoline and Tire Rationing Office was authorised to control the 

distribution of other petroleum products, including kerosene, diesel oil, fuel oil and 

asphalt5. 

 

OTHER CONTROLS 

 

During World War 2, Panama adopted various controls to stabilise the domestic economy 

and serve as part of its war effort.  This included moves to block the flow of funds to Axis 

countries and their nationals6, and export and re-export controls to preserve essential 

supplies (see also the section on petrol and tyre rationing) and prevent materials reaching 

hostile countries. 

 

These changes also included modifications to import duties, to relieve the domestic supply 

situation and to reinforce the programme of price control.  For example, in 1942, as part 

of a programme to help control prices, the rate of import duty on many food products 

were reduced (on many by 80% or more) or eliminated7.  This was done under emergency 

powers granted to the Executive in 19418.  Shortly after price controls were introduced for 

most of the items involved. 

 
5  Executive Decree No 474, September 1944. 
6  This had been agreed by the American Republics at the Rio conference in January 1942.  In fact, Panama 
had imposed such controls in respect of Japan the day after the Pearl Harbor attack by Executive Decree No 
13, December 1941.  4 days later similar controls were imposed in respect of the other Axis countries, as 
Panama declared war on Italy and Germany on 12 December.  An Alien Property Custodian was established 
to take possession of, and administer, properties of Germany, Italy and Japan. 
7  Duty was completely removed on imports of products including canned meats, bacon, powdered milk, 
cheese, eggs, fresh vegetables, canned soup, soda crackers and fruit juices.  Executive Decree No 26, 
February 1942. 
8  Law No 41 of 1941. 



In 1940, all duties, except consular fees, were abolished on imports of all construction 

materials, including lumber, cement, zinc, nails, paint and steel. 

 

However, from 1942, duties on a few products were increased, the most important being 

alcoholic beverages. 

 

The first important war-related export control measure adopted by Panama was when, in 

August 1941, it prohibited the re-export of all goods subject to export control, except to 

other countries in the Western Hemisphere with similar export controls in place9. 

Export controls were further tightened, and in April 1942, Executive Decree No 190 

prohibited, “for the duration of the emergency”, the export and re-export of food 

products, construction materials, machinery, hardware, drugs, chemical products, rubber 

and rubber manufactures, paper and paper products, bottles, soap, kerosene, vegetable 

fibres, and related products.  From then special permits were required for all exports and 

re-exports.  However, “export” to the Canal Zone was allowed. 

 

After December 1942, the re-export of all merchandise was prohibited (again, except to 

the Canal Zone)10.  For 3 years, from August 1942, the export of coconuts was restricted to 

ensure adequate supplies of coconut oil for the domestic soap industry. 

 

Panama was more reliant on imports than many other Latin American countries, 

particularly where foodstuffs were concerned.  The considerable expansion in the 

population of the Canal Zone in wartime, as well as the increased employment 

opportunities, higher wages etc combined to fuel inflation, acerbated by shortages of 

supplies.  Food supplies from the interior suffered, as workers migrated to the cities and 

Canal Zone to seek better-paid employment.  However, many Panamanians were able to 

benefit from subsidised prices at the Commissaries in the Canal Zone. 

 
9  Executive Decree No 83, August 1941. 
10  Executive Decree No 42, December 1942. 



 

Prices of basic consumer goods increased almost continuously throughout the war, most 

markedly before official price controls were introduced.  In fact, a committee appointed 

by the Government reported that the cost of living increased by 150% between the end of 

1940 and July 1942.  Between August 1942 and December 1944, an official cost of living 

index recorded just a 10% rise. 

 

A price control authority – the Office of Control of Imports, Prices and Supplies (Oficina de 

Control de Impotación, Precios y Abastas) - was set up in July 1943 (having been preceded 

by 3 similar agencies).  In fact, even before the Pearl Harbor attack, in April 1941, a Price 

Control Commission (Comissión de Control de Precios) had been established, but was 

abolished in July 1941.  In December 1941, the Supply Commission (Comissión de 

Aprovisionamiento) and the Cost of Living Investigating Commission (Comissión 

Investigadora del Costo de la Vida) were created to carry out studies and make 

recommendations.  The Price Control Commission was reconstituted in July 1943 and 

could fix maximum wholesale and retail prices for food staples – including rice, sugar, fish, 

potatoes, eggs, beef, milk and pork.  However, violations are said to have been 

widespread. 

 

Price controls, plus the reduction in import duties, was matched in 1942 by a government 

programme to increase domestic production of foodstuffs.  Control over rents in Panama 

City and Colón was authorised in December 1943. 

 

Nevertheless, by mid-1942 it was apparent that measures taken to then had been 

inadequate to halt inflation, and 2 members of the Price Control Commission resigned, 

complaining that the body had inadequate staff and lacked authority for effective 

performance.  In early 1943, the head of the office resigned, also protesting a lack of 

authority and official support.   

 



The Office of Control of Imports, Prices and Supplies set up in July 1943 also absorbed the 

role of the Import Control Commission (Comissión de Control de Importación) that had 

been established in 1942.11 

 

PRICE CONTROL IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

In the Canal Zone, the US Office of Price Administration operated.  This Office had been 

established in 1941 to control rents and prices during the wartime period.  It had the 

power to place ceilings on all prices except agricultural commodities, and to ration scarce 

supplies of other items, including tyres, automobiles, shoes, nylon, sugar, gasoline, fuel oil, 

coffee, meats and processed foods.  It was abolished in May 1947. 

 

One of The 9 “regions” of the OPA, with offices in Washington DC, oversaw the territories 

of Alaska, Hawaii, the Panama Canal Zone, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin Islands.  Each of 

the regional offices also had accounting, enforcement, information, price, and rationing 

departments. These regional offices would receive reports from the district or state level, 

disseminate information from the federal offices, and help coordinate rationing practices 

throughout several states12. 

 

 

 

 
11  Economic Controls and Commercial Policy in Panama (United States Tariff Commission, 1946).   
12  https://aquila.usm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2612&context=dissertations  

https://aquila.usm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2612&context=dissertations

