
A Canal Treaty out of the Dark Ages 
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evenly-three years ago the U.S. connived in 

from Colombia in return for the privilege of building a 
canal across the Panamanian isthmus "on a strip of land 
leased in perpetuity." Within this 533-square-mile zone 
the U1.S. was to exercise. forever. all those rights that i t  
'.'would posscss and exercise if  i t  were the sovereign of 
the territory....'. Today the significance of that "if" is 
much dehatcd. 

Although Ronald Reagan's campaign position-that s the secession of the Republic of Panama the Panama Canal Zone is as much a part of the U.S. as is 
Alaska-has heen deplored by the Ford Administration. 
i t  maintains strong support in the Senate. "The Canal 
Zone is hoth the territory and property of the Unired 
States." insists Strom Thurmond of South Carolina. 
who, with John McClellan of Arkansas. is leader of a 
coalition of senators opposed to decreased U.S. control 
of the Canal. "We paid for i t  and i t  is ours-in per- 
petuity." 

Panamanians and the U.S. State Department disagree. 
"From as early as 1905." says Ambassador at Large 
Ellsworth Bunker, Chief U.S. Negotiator for the Panama 
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Canal Treaty. "U.S. officials have acknowledged re- 
peatedly that Pananiii retains ;it least titular sovereignty 
over the zone ... our presence in the zone i s  based on 
treaty rights. not on sovereignty." 

Whichever \%city the treaty i s  interpreted. the facts are 
that the 1I.S. has been exercising sovereign powers in the 
Zone for the last seventy-three years and that the 
Panamirnians are unwilling for that arrangment to con- 
tinue. 

A 1975 U.S.  State Department summary of American 
policy toward Panama since 1903 iiiakes clear that well 
into the 1920's the political position o f  "the free repuh- 
l ic of Panania",relative to the U . S .  was much the aanie i i s  
the position o f  Finland relative to the USSR since 1945. 
Panama might not elect presidents unacceptahle to the 
United States. and these presidents might not niake 
cabinet appointments unacceptable to the U.S.. for fear 
o f  armed intervention. In the 1930's. after the negotia- 
tion o f  several new accords with then Panamanian 
President Harniodio Arias. overt U.S. interference in 
Panamanian politics ceased. Covert interference. claim 
Panamanians, has never ceased. The United States 
vigorously disputes that easily made claim. What ciinnot 
be disputed i s  that American presence and power in the 
Canal Zone are resented by increasing numbers o f  
Panamanians who believe that the existing ,1903 treaty 
w a s  virtually dictated by the U . S .  and that. one way or 
another, i t  robs their country o f  independence and 
wealth . 

In 1964. after anti-U.S. riots killed twenty-four per- 
sons in Panama. President Lyndon Johnsonfcomniitted 
the U . S .  to negotiating a new canal treaty. Twelve years 
later. af ter  various interruptions and setbacks. and de- 
spite several periods o f  what seemed like promising 
progress. the two countries are s t i l l  negotiating. 

Given the rising temper of the Panamanian people. 
neither government can afford to go on this w a y  much 
longer. The leaders o f  the moh that stoned the American 
Embassy in Panatiia City on Septenlher 1 3 .  1975. in the 
most serious incident since the riots o f  1964. also 
denounced their o\vn Chief of Government. General 
Omar Torrijos-for '-complicity" in negotiating with 
the U.S. Those familiar with Communist methods in- 
evitably suspect the demonstratiorrwas not purely spon- 
taneous and presume i t  wi l l  not be the last. Indeed. i t  wi l l  
not be the last whatever the Comniunist Party's role may 
have been or may he in the future. Both the Canal and 
Torrijos are undeniably threatened. 

Were a more radical group to oust the Torrijos regime. 
the consequsnces 10 the U . S .  could he as had or worse 
than the consequences to Britain o f  the advent o f  Nasser. 
Reasonable men on Capitol Hill, as the advocates o f  
concessions to Panama argue. can forestall a more leftist 
takeoiyr in that country and preserve some U.S. 
privilege there. But they stress that delay i s  dangerous. 

Responsibility for the protracted negotiations rests 
with both Panama and the U . S .  By 1967 Panamanian 
President Marco Robles's representatives had agreed 
with Johnson's representatives on 3 three-treaty pack- 
age: but hoth Presidents were about to conimence 
reelection campaigns, and when the treaties' ternis were 
made public before having been ratified, their various 

conipromises caused such itn outcry in hoth countries 
that both governments temporarily hacked off .  In 1968 a 
Nationol Guard coup d'Ctat overthrew Panitnla's newly 
elected President Arnulfo Arias. and the ensuing slrug- 
gle for power \vas won hy Niitionill Guilrd Colonel Oinilr 
Torrijos. (Today the Colonel i s  a Brigadier General ;is 
well as Chief o f  Government and Suprrtiie Leader ol 'thr 
Pananianiirn Revolution.) 

Torrijos-ansious to impress the Panatiianian peoplc 
with dramatic firmness loward  thc U.S. and t o  ei i i -  
phasize the contrast betuneen this firmness and the 
behavior o f  the overthrown government-rejected thc 
three draft treaties thiit had been initialed in 1967. and 
insisted that the negotiations had to hesin "a l l  ovcr" 
again. 

he ne \v Pa na nia n ion ne got i a t  i ng iii i ss ion ' s T public position turned out to he rhat U . S .  
concessions in the 1967 drafts were t1ioritII~. perhaps 
even legally. binding, hut that any Panirnii1ni:In conccs- 
sions were off.  Naturally. there [viis no quick iiccord. 

In 1968 Panama began an expert propi1p;lnda cani- 
paign that won more and niore support for i t s  deiiiands 
against the U . S .  The actively canipirigned-tor seat on the 
U.N. Security Council. tvhich Piiniitiia iissuliied in 
January. 1976. has been shrewtlly esploited qs itn inter- 
national foruni for pressing these detliiinds; huf i t  i s  
within the U . S .  that Panama's side o f  the story most 
needs telling i f  the Senate i s  to he persuiided Ihilt 
ratifying the kind o f  treaty Panama wants does not mean 
suicide at the polls. 

"In 1976 ill in 1968 Piinilnia has three tii;rjor g0;Ils lor 
any new canal treaty." says Pananiiinian AliihiisSdtlr 
Alternnte to the U.N. Juan Stagg. "Foreniost i s  that U.S.  
jurisdiction o f  a ten-mile strip clear across our country. 
right in the middle o f  i t ,  should stop. 

"Second i s  control o f  the canal. Panania i s  willing to 
have the U . S .  control the operation o f  the canal for ;I 

definite period. but not beyond this century-because 
anything to the contrary i s  totally out ofthe Dark Ases." 

Third, says S t a g ,  i s  removal froni the Zone o f  cleven 
o f  the U.S. Southern Command's fourteen bases. "The 
existing treaties mention that the U . S .  could keep a 
police force in the Canal Zone and in the event o f  
emergency could have a military force to face this 
emergency. to protect and defend the ci ini~l,  The U.S.  
has always interpreted that in any iviiy i t  wimted. The 
U . S .  has about twe lve  thousgnd n~il i tary personnel in thc 
Zone and the whole Panama Nirti(>niil Guard i s  s i x  
thousand men. You can see thitt a people who want to 
feel independent can't be conifortahle with such a 
tremendous foreign force in their midst." 

Money. o f  course. i s  a major issue. Mitny U.S.  
senators like to compare what Panama reaps financially 
from the Canal with what i t s  economy would he had the 
U.S. not built the Canal. or had i t  heen built elsewhere. 
More than a third o f  Panama's total foreign e.yhange 
earnings in recent years has derived troni U.S .  payments 
for Panamanian goods and serviceh used in the Zone. nnd 
Panama's per ciipitii income i s  the highest in Centriil 
America. Unfortunately for Aniericitn popularity. i t  i s  
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nothing like the per capita income of the forty thousand 
Americans living in the Zone, which every Panamanian 
can observe. 

Even rich Panamanians cannot resist comparing what 
the Canal has earned for their country during its sixty 
years with what i t  would have brought if  the U.S. had 
built and vanished. They usually exaggerate the pos- 
sibilities: "Had Panama gotten a proper share of the 
benefits of the canal," says Sr. Stagg, "what Panama 
got from the canal nowadays might still be 30 percent of  
the gross national product. but Panama instead of having 
a billion dollar economy might have a $10 billion 
economy. .. 

n 1968 as in 1967 U.S. negotiators expressed I willingness to share with Panama opera- 
tional and defense responsibility for the present Canal 
and for any new (i .e. ,  sea-level) or improved canal; to 
increase the U.S. annual payment to Panama roughly 
thirteenfold; IO transfer Canal lands back to Panamanian 
jurisdiction. These offers were rejected as insultingly 
inaccurate. 

The Torrijos government is conspicuously dictatorial, 
and for the next few years i t  seemed to find loud defiance 
of a monster-villain-the United States-more useful 
than even a new canal treaty. The stalled negotiations 
were a distraction that could be simmered or boiled when 
considered politic by a supreme leader who muzzled his 
country's press, banned all political parties, doubled 
government indebtedness within four years ( t o  
$329,000,000-merely servicing i t  takes 30 per cent of 
the budget), and who introduced a new labor code that 
was proving (according to the General's opponents) to be 
the ruin of their country. (These opponents say that 
Torrijos's 1972 code increased workers' benefits while 
elevating costs and lowering productivity to an extent 
that  threatens some industrial firms with bankruptcy and 
that, along with other Torrijos measures, has all but put a 
stop to industrial development in Panama. The code's 
advocates say that while the rate of increase of indus- 
trialization has diminished since the code went into 
effect, this diminution was coincidental and inevitable. 
given world economic conditions and given Panama's 
small population. Torrijos's code, Ambassador Stagg 
points out. did not increase wages by fiat. but merely 
established a way by which labor could negotiate for 
higher wages. Torrijos, adds Stagg, has decreed worker 
salary increases only twice, and that noi un t i l  1974 and 
1975.) 

As for the U.S., the Defense Department was in no 
hurry to see the Senate ratify a new treaty that the State 
Department advocated offering Panama but that con- 
tained concessions the Defense Department regarded as 
at its expense. 

In 1973 Panama called a meeting of the U.N. Security 
Council in Panama City in the candidly stated hope of 
marshaling world opinion against the U.S. in the matter 
of the Canal Zone. To the great satisfaction of Panama- 
n ian  Foreign Minister Juan Tack, thirteen of the Security 
Council's fifteen nations voted at this meeting for Pana- 

ma's resolution calling on the U.S. to "fu l f i l l  Panama's 
legitimate aspiration [to] ... ful l  sovereignty over [the 
Canal]." Thereupon the U.S. exercised its third veto in 
the Security Council's history. "The United States 
vetoed the resolution," declared Tack, "but the world 
vetoed the United States.'' 

erhaps as a result of discovering how un-  P popular internationally our Panamanian 
position was, the U.S. adopted a more conciliatory tone. 
The signing of an eight-point "Declaration of Princi- 
ples" by Secretary of State Kissinger and Foreign 
Minister Tack in  February, 1974, seemed to signify 
American willingness to compromise. Principle I 1  prom- 
ised that "The concept of perpetuity will be eliminated" 
in the new canal treaty, while Principles 111 and IV 
promised prompt transfer of the Canal Zone from U.S. to 
Panamanian jurisdiction. Commented Kissinger: "A 
stable world cannot be imposed by force; i t  must derive 
from consensus." And he added: "We recognize that no 
agreement can endure unless the parties to i t  want to 
maintain i t ."  

Strong opposition was heard immediately from Con- 
gress. The coalition led by Senators Thurmond and 
McClellan numbers more than the thirty-four necessary 
to block ratification of any treaty and allows no doubt 
that i t  will block any treaty relinquishing U.S. 
sovereignty over the Canal Zone. In June, 1975, the 
House of Representatives voted 246- 164 to deny funds 
for even the negotiation of "the surrender or relinquish- 
ment of United States rights in the Panama Canal." The 
House later relented, perhaps upon realization that such 
withholding of funds would have been unprecedented 
and probably illegal, for the Constitution expressly gives 
all treaty-making powers to the President, with the 
advice and consent of the Senate. The reversal of the 
House vote by no means indicated that the House had 
been converted from the Thurmond coalition's view to 
that of the Ford Administration. 

Senator Thurmond maintains that the promise of 
perpetual U.S. sovereignty in the Zone was Panama's 
inducement to the U.S. to give up a plan to build their 
canal in Nicaragua. The Zone, he insists, was not leased 
by the U.S., but purchased. In his opinion the U.S. 
should never relinquish sovereignty over the Canal; first, 
because once we did so Panama would forever be raising 
the toll, and second, because the Panamanians alone 
could not guaranteeto keep the locks open. 

That Panama does intend to raise the toll substantially 
is obvious. In  an October, 1974, address to the Navy 
League in Washington, D.C., Panamanian Ambassador 
Carlos Lopez Guevara (a member of Panama's canal 
treaty negotiating mission) declared that the U.S. has 
always underpaid Panama for the use of the Canal Zone 
while operating the Canal as a "subsidy to world 
commerce." rather than charging what the market would 
bear and paying Panama iavishly. The U.S.,  said the 
Ambassador, "have been munificent in  favor of the 
world commerce but with complete disregard of 
Panama.. . ." 

Tolls for use of the Canal were raised in 1974 for the 
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first time in its history, and U.S. rental payments to 
Panama were last increased in 1955. Offers of the 
Johnson Administration to raise this rental from about $2 
million to about $25 million annually were angrily 
rejected by Panama, as was the Ford Administration's 
1974 offer of $35 million. After all ,  explained Lopez 
Guevara, "CEPAL [ t h e  French acronym for the 
Economic Commission for Latin America, a U.N.  study 
group established in  1948 "to speed up economic and 
social development" in Latin America] has proved that 
the ships that used the canal from 1960 to 1969 saved 
$5,400,000,000.. . . " 

The U.S .  estimate of Canal-produced savings in 
commercial and military expenses to this country during 
World War I1 is $ I  .5 billion. A U.N.  attempt to project 
the economic benefits that would be derived over the 
next ten years by those countries using the Canal arrived 
at the figure of $8.5 billion. There has always been more 
gold to be had from that goose without killing i t  than the 
U.S. Government has ever extracted-and the Panama- 
nians want it. There is still no agreement on what 

"economic benefits" the new treaty will grant Panama. 
Senator Thurmond's opinion of the incapability of 

Panama alone to defend the Canal Zone in the event of an 
external attack is incontrovertible. A country of 1.5 
million and an armed force totaling 6,000 would need 
help. This is another major stumbling block in U.S.- 
Panama negotiations. In I975 Ambassador Bunker rec- 
ommended that the U.S. accept Panama's demand of the 
year 2000 as the expiration date of a new canal treaty, 
during whose life the U.S .  would continue to collect 
tolls and keep the Canal in repair; but the Defense 
Department was said to be holding out for at least a 
fifty-year treaty that continued its right to defend the 
Canal. At last report the negotiators agreed that the U.S. 
will retain primary responsibility for the operation and 
defense of the Panama Canal for the lifetime of the new 
treaty, and that Panama will participate in this defense 
"in accordance with her capabilities." No agreement 
has been reached on exactly what lands and waters the 
U.S. shall require for operation and defense of the Canal 
or on the duration of the treaty. 

The Panama Canal at the Pedro Miguel locks, closer to the Aflanfic side, 1975 (RNS)  
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ven after a compromise has been reached by E the negotiators, there is the question of 
whether two-thirds of the U.S. Senate can be brought to 
ratify any compromise. 

“Better to have one bad general than two good ones.” 
Napoleon is supposed to have said-and certainly the 
U.S. would find i t  easier to defend the Panama Canal 
unilaterally than to do so in conjunction with and at the 
sufferance of General Torrijos and whomever his suc- 
cessors may be. This argument has served the Soviet 
Union for almost all its territorial aggression. 

Certainly the U.S. could turn Panama into another 
Czechoslovakia if i t  were willing to take the appropriate 
steps. The State Department seems to consider this the 
o n l y  allernative to relinquishing conlrol of the Canal to 
Panama as Panama demands. and of course i t  rejects this 
alternative. More than a third ofCongress either does not 
reject i t  or, more likely, does not believe that  our choice 
will come down to that. 

The Thurmond-McClellan coalition may well be vot- 
ing just as its constituents would wish. Wounded by 
defeat i n  Vietnam. dismayed by recession and inflation 
and the discovery that nations they have always regarded 
lightly can devastate their lives, a good many Americans 
yearn for reassurances that the U.S. is and will remain an  
overwhelmingly powerful nation with the world’s most 
envied standard of living. The concessions of power and 
wealth demanded by the Ford Administration in the 
matter of Panama-yet another small, not even Euro- 
pean, country. of which most people in the U.S. have 
never taken much account--obviously run  counter to 
that yearning. 

Americans cannot even be certain that the Panamanian 
public would benefit from giving Torrijos the enormous 
added hold on his office that contol of the Canal’s 
revenues would bestow. On the contrary, our citizens 
can argue that the U.S. has operated the Canal as a public 
service and that turning i t  over toTorrijos to charge what 
the traffic will bear will be not only the end of a good 
thing for the U.S. and the rest of the world but might also 
deliver Panama’s citizens into bondage. 

The truth is that we in the U.S. have always been the 
Canal’s chief beneficiaries and, because i t  has been ours, 
have never had to pay its full  worth to us. Ahother truth is 
that poor as is the Panama Government’s record on civil 
liberties when compared with our own, the Torrijos 

regime is more interested in the general welfare of its 
citizens than many of its opponents. In retaining its 
present degree of control over the Canal, the U.S. will 
strengthen factions in Panama that are more prone to 
unleash violence than Torrijos, more hostile to the U.S., 
and less benign toward the Panamanian public than 
Torrijos has been to date. 

Again and again governments have refused conces- 
sions to imperfect regimes only to find themselves 
obliged to make those concessions-and more-to the 
considerably less perfect regimes their own intransi- 
gence helped breed. 

Speaking before the Center for Inter-American Rela- 
tions in  New York six weeks after Henry Kissinger’s 
signing of the eight-point “Declaration of Principles,” 
Ambassador Bunker reminded Americans that their 
presence in Panama “rests upon the consent of the 
Panamanian people.” As the level of consent de- 
clines, said Bunker, “ in  that proportion we must divert 
some of our energies to functions not related directly to 
the waterway’s operation. And in that proportion the 
efficiency of the operation declines-to the detriment of 
our critical interests.” 

The Commission on U.S.-Latin American Relations 
in  its October. 1974, report echoed Kissinger and 
Bunker in urging ratification of a treaty along the lines of 
the eight-point declaration. Without a modernized canal 
treaty, the Commission contended, the U.S. “might 
ultimately be required to defend its position in  Panama 
by the use of force in the midst of a hostile population and 
in the face of universal condemnation by the region, and 
the world.” 

For the U.S. to fail to reach an  accord with Panama 
would be to invite the very disruption of the Canal that 
congressional opponents of compromise profess to fear 
most. We are not going to be allowed to go on as we 
have, whatever line we adopt. “Reform if you would 
preserve,” said FDR, and President Ford and the State 
Department believe that U.S. relations with Panama 
have reached that crucial point. Surely our Bicentennial 
i s  a reminder of what can happen to an overconfident 
great power that remains intransigent in  its policies 
toward a less powerful but distant country. A reasonable 
Lord North-Congress would do well to consider- 
might have prevented the American Revolution. 


