
Chapter 54 

THE THIRD LOCKS PROJECT 

New Gatun Locks for Third Set of Locks 
project.  Wet excavation, North 
approach.  View of channel at end of FY 
1941.  Drill Boat Terrier No. 2 and 
Dipper Dredge Paraiso in operation. 
(Special Engineering Division Photo) 

 

 

In 1936, the Governor of the 

Panama Canal was authorised by 

the US Congress and directed to 

investigate the means of 

increasing the capacity of the Canal for the future needs of interoceanic shipping.  He 

submitted a report in February 1939, saying that construction should start within 10-12 

years and, for defence security considerations, the new locks should be placed some 

distance from existing ones.  The cost was estimated at $277 million1.   

 

Map of the southern sector of the Canal Zone with red outline of the route and works proposed in the construction project of 
the new set of locks (Library of Congress) 

 

 
1  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf


In August 1939, the US Congress authorised the “Third Locks Project”, to provide new, 

larger locks near existing ones at Gatun, Pedro Miguel and Miraflores in order to increase 

the Canal’s capacity.    Excavation began near Miraflores on 1 July 1940, when the dredge 

Cascades started excavating at the Pacific end of the channel leading to the New 

Miraflores lock site. Construction and planning were placed in the hands of the Canal 

administration, not the US Army, although the War Department controlled the finances.  

The plans called for a series of single locks parallel to, but at some distance from, the 

existing double chambers.2 

 

However, a severe labour shortage hampered the project (exacerbated because the 

parallel programme to improve Canal defences competed for the same labour).   

Dredging the by-pass at Gatun in 
March 1942 

 

 

Associated work included a 

moveable (swing) bridge 

 
2  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm  

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/ship/bb-67.htm


across the Miraflores Locks3 to ensure continued road and rail access to the west side of 

the Canal, with another across the New Gatun Locks to allow continued access to Gatun 

town4. 

 

To cater for the increase in US “Gold roll” workers, a new site called Margarita was laid 

out about 2½ miles (4 km) from Cristobal, with the first buildings occupied in January 1941 

– “tropical” (or “Silver” roll) workers were to be accommodated separately near Gatun.  

Private contractors were to be responsible for buildings for their own employees’ use5. 

Among the first things that were required were 3 new construction towns (Caecal, Diablo 

Heights, and Margarita) for the estimated 6,300 employees and dependents associated 

with the project.   

 

Changed priorities on the part of the US Navy saw it postponing indefinitely the 

construction of the larger battleships for which the new locks would have been necessary, 

and this effectively ended the Third Locks Project in May 19426. 

 
3  This swing bridge was completed in August 1942. 
4  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  
5  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  
6  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf


 

The work begun in 1940 would have seen locks large enough to accommodate the 

planned 58,000-ton Montana-class battleships which had been placed on order in 1940, 

with construction of these locks scheduled to be completed by 19467.  The new locks were 

to be 200-feet longer and 30-feet wider than the existing ones.8 

 

Separate from Navy plans, the Army had had expressed concerns that a ship transiting the 

Canal could be blown up to destroy one or more of the existing locks, and it had agreed 

with the Navy that a solution was a third set of locks some distance from the others.  

While the project was cancelled after the Navy changed its mind and cancelled the 

planned super battleships, the Army had also become worried that the new locks would 

be a further target in an attempt to drain the Gatun Lake, and so cripple the Canal. 

 

 
7   Concern of the threat of Japanese bombing also influenced the plans.  Whilst the new locks were never 
completed, the work undertaken would later assist in the Canal expansion project of the 21st Century.   
8  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm  

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm


 

Excavations at Gatun, 
March 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An initial appropriation of $15 million was made for the Third Locks through the War 

Department Civil Appropriations Act 1941.  A Special Engineering Division of the 

Department of Operation and Maintenance was created to handle the work in close 

cooperation with existing Panama Canal organisations.   

 

On 23 December 1941 the Governor reported to the Secretary of War that the schedule, 

which called for completing the project by 30 June 1946, could be met only by assigning 

high priority to the construction. Dredging works in the channel that was close to 

Miraflores locks had been initiated on 1 July 1940, and dry excavation of the third set of 

locks began in Gatun sector on 19 February 19419.   

 

Canal employees had been producing plans for the design and construction and selecting 

potential key employees in the US since the authorisation in 1939.   

 
9  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm  

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm


 

An aerial photo of the Miraflores Locks, the towns of Corozal and Diablo, along with Albrook Field, can  be 
seen in the distance.  Ancon Hill, Sosa and the Amador Islands are seen in the far distance.  You can make out 

Thatcher Ferry Bridge at the mouth of the Canal.  To the left of the locks is what remains of the Rio Grande 
River which was a key river back before the Canal was flooded.  To the right of the locks is a great view of the 

1940's Third Lock project results which are now being used to help with the new locks being built in 
Panama10. 

 

One of the preparations involved in planning the new locks involved modification of the 

Liberty Ship design to take cement to Panama.  The Liberty Ship construction programme 

in the US was to produce hundreds of vessels to both replace war losses and provide the 

necessary transportation needed to sustain the war effort and, as well as the standard 

cargo ship layout, there were a number of conversions or modifications.  One such 

conversion was as a cement carrier for the Third Locks Project, but no such conversion 

was never carried out.   

 

US naval designers Gibbs & Cox were directed to develop plans for the modified Liberty 

vessels, which were called “EC2”, and would be capable of carrying about 10,000 tons 

 
10  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof853.htm  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof853.htm


(9,072 tonnes) of cement from Houston, Texas to Cristobal.  In order to achieve this the 

ship had to be limited to a fuel capacity for a one-way trip at an average speed of 10 

knots.  4 hulls were designated for such conversion but before work began, the plans for 

the additional locks were dropped, removing the need for such bulk cement carriers.11 

 

1941 Mack NW dump truck 
in use on the Third Locks 
Project 

 

 
11  Workhorse of the Fleet A History of the Liberty Ships by Gus Bourneuf Jr (American Bureau of Shipping) 
1990 & 2008: https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-
the-fleet-2019.pdf  

https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-the-fleet-2019.pdf
https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-the-fleet-2019.pdf


12 

 

 
12  http://navy.memorieshop.com/World-Ports/Panama/Third-Locks.html 

http://navy.memorieshop.com/World-Ports/Panama/Third-Locks.html


 

The excavations for the Third Locks Project at Cocoli in April 1945 

 

 



 

However, on 5 January 1942, the Deputy Chief of Staff, argued that there was some 

question as to whether or not, with shipping and material in such short supply, the 

construction of this lock should have such a high priority.  Nevertheless, since the matter 

was of primary interest to the Navy, the War Department accepted the opinion of the 

CNO, who recommended "that every effort be made" to complete the project "at the 

earliest date practicable, and not later than 1 January 1946.  The Army and Navy 

Munitions Board agreed to assign the priorities necessary for completing the work on this 

schedule, and the Governor was instructed to push construction as rapidly as he could13. 

The issue of where the Allies proposed to concentrate forces for its first major offensive 

was decided in early 1942.  An attack on Germany through Western Europe would afford 

 
13  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm  

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm


the maximum possible support for the SUSSR, whose continued participation in the war 

was essential to the defeat of Germany14. 

 

In May 1942, the Navy indefinitely postponed the battleship construction programme, 

before any keels had been laid.  In July 1943, when it was clear that the battleship was no 

longer the dominant element of sea power, their construction was cancelled. The 

Commanding General, General Andrews, recommended that the locks project also be 

deferred.  Both the War Department and the Navy agreed.  Therefore, in May 1942, the 

Secretary of War directed the Governor to modify the programme and, except for some of 

the dredging and excavating work that had already been started and the Miraflores bridge 

construction, all construction work was halted.15  

 

POPULAR SCIENCE ON WHY TO EXPAND THE CANAL 

 

The Canal came one major constraint: size.  The locks of the Canal are only so wide and so 

long and so deep, and they mean that the Canal has inevitable restrictions. 

 

Until the expansion programme that saw new access points operating from 2016, the 

Canal was limited to the so-called Panamax vessels – no longer than 965 feet (294 

metres), no wider than 106 feet (32.3 metres), no more than 190 feet (59.7 metres) high 

above the waterline and no greater than 39 feet 6 inches (12 metres) draught.  

 

The limitation was seized upon by naval theorists as soon as it came into existence.  In 

1916, Commander William Adger Moffet of the US Navy wrote about the possible 

maximum size of warships, with Popular Science reported on it as “The Thousand Foot 

Battleship”.  Hence the theoretical size limit of battleships was 995 feet in length and with 

a displacement of 60,000 tons (54,431 tonnes), as the maximum displacement that the 

 
14  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm  
15  Ibid. 

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/panama-canal-third-locks.htm


Canal was able to handle was said to be 65,000 tons (58,967 tonnes). Moffet’s suggested 

that the ship would have been as long as the US battleships Oregon and Pennsylvania, 

which were in service at the time, stuck together end-to-end. 

 

After World War 1, in response to submarine attacks during the war, British vessels 

started have anti-torpedo “blisters” added to the sides, which greatly increased their 

width. An article in Popular Science asked if applying such protection to US warships 

would mean they could not use the Canal. 

 



This was to lead to the suggestion which became the Third Locks Project, adding another 

set of larger locks.  In September 1940, a Popular Science article put forward the rationale 

for the new locks (see above). 

 

After World War 2, the US navy’s new capital ships, its aircraft carriers, grew progressively 

larger, with the USS Enterprise and the Nimitz Class vessels were far too large, at around 

1,100 feet (335.2 metres) long and 130 feet (39.6 metres) wide.  Their replacements, the 

Gerald R Ford Class ships would be too large, even after the expansion of the 21st 

Century.16 

 

View of the town of Diablo in 1940, seen in the background of the image (Library of Congress) 

 
16  https://www.popsci.com/article/technology/how-panama-canal-changed-shape-war/  

https://www.popsci.com/article/technology/how-panama-canal-changed-shape-war/

