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The Moral Issues in the Panama Treaties
The new treaties with Panama regarding the U.S. 

Canal involve moral, national security, constitutional 
and financial issues of great concern to all Americans. 
Let’s examine some of these issues, beginning with the 
moral issues.

These treaties are highly immoral because they 
deprive us of the physical means of defending the 
Canal with the least cost in American lives. The first of 
the two Panama Canal treaties runs from the time of 
ratification to 1999. Under it we supposedly retain our 
right to defend the Canal. But this right is hamstrung 
with many handicaps.

First, under the terms of the treaty, we cede the 
Canal Zone to Panama. This buffer zone of five miles 
on each side of the Canal has always enabled us to keep 
five miles away from the Canal any saboteurs, rioters, 
or attacking troops. If we give it up, we will be allowing 
any of those people to come in close to the Canal. We 
will have lost the tremendous advantage of that buffer 
zone.

Second, under the terms of the Panama treaty, we 
are forbidden to increase the number of troops we have 
at the Canal over the level presently stationed there.

Third, the defense of the Canal is made subject to a 
combined military board on which will serve an equal 
number of Americans and Panamanians who must con-
sult and cooperate together in the defense of the Canal.

Fourth, under the financial deal that accompanies 
the Panama treaty, the American taxpayers will loan to 
the Torrijos regime $50 million in military sales cre-
dits. This loan will be used to arm Torrijos’ troops and 
to perpetuate the dictatorship he enjoys at the present 
time.

Assume that during the next 22 years, which is the 
life of the first treaty, there is a threat to the defense of 
the Canal. This threat could come from Torrijos who 
decides to nationalize the Canal. It could come from 
Communist agitators who run riot, or whom Torrijos al-
lows to run riot. The threat could come from Cuban 
troops returning from Angola flushed with victory and 
looking for a new country to conquer.

Our existing troops would then be called upon to 
defend the Canal. They would have to carry out the 
defense without the advantage of the five-mile buffer 
zone on either side, without any reinforcements com-
ing from the United States, and with the treaty-noose 
around their necks of being forced to consult and coop-
erate with the Panamanians. They might even have to 
defend the Canal against an attack by Torrijos’ own

troops who are armed by the American taxpayers’ 
money.

This would be asking American servicemen to pay 
with their blood to overcome the handicaps that this 
treaty hangs around their necks.

Next comes the matter of defending the Canal after 
1999 when the second treaty goes into effect. The sec-
ond treaty provides that only the Republic of Panama 
shall operate the Canal and maintain military forces, 
defense sites, and military installations.

When I ask treaty proponents what is going to hap-
pen if Panama closes the Canal to our Navy, the answer 
is “Oh, if our national security is at stake, we will send 
the troops in if necessary and retake the Canal.” This 
would be impossible if we abide by the terms of the 
treaty. They specifically deprive us of any right to have 
a single troop, a single base, or a single installation at 
the Canal after 1999. Of course we could violate the 
treaty, and we could retake the Canal. But at what cost! 
In the first place, world opinion would be against us, 
exactly as it was against the French and English when 
they tried to repossess the Suez Canal after Nasser took 
it over.

Secondly, and more important, are we willing to 
risk American blood for the paper promise of a pro- 
Communist dictator? He seized power in 1968, threw 
out his own constitution, and has demonstrated his dis-
regard for human rights ever since. Should we surren-
der American territory and property, already paid for 
by the American taxpayers, which we may find neces-
sary to reacquire at the expense of American lives? 
These are the moral issues that cry out for an answer 
before we sign any treaty.

What about the question, can we defend the U.S. 
Canal at Panama? Yes, we can defend the Canal i f  we 
reject the treaty. Our Canal Zone Commander-in- 
Chief, General McAuliffe, has testified that his troops 
are adequate to defend the Canal from any threat. Our 
Army, Navy, Air Force and Marines have always been 
equal to the duties imposed upon them.

But i f  we sign the Panama treaties, we will not be 
able to defend the Canal, because we will have no 
Canal Zone to keep our enemies five miles away, we 
will suffer the handicaps I have previously described, 
we won’t be able to bring any reenforcements from the 
United States, and the Canal will be subject to 
saboteurs who can come in close to the Canal itself.

The second moral issue is the matter of American 
property at the Canal and in the Canal Zone. The



American people have poured $7 billion of the tax-
payers’ money into the Canal and Zone. Does our Gov-
ernment have the right to simply give it away to some 
foreign country?

The third moral question involved in the Panama 
Canal treaties is the immorality of Panama’s dictator. 
We are not talking about giving the Canal to some great 
Latin American hero like Simon Bolivar. We are talking 
about giving it to a dictator who is immoral, pro- 
Communist, who seized power in 1968, threw out his 
own constitution, and who has the worst record of 
human rights in all of Latin America. He was never 
elected to anything. An organization called Freedom 
House rates countries on their record of human, politi-
cal and civil rights on a scale of 1-7, with 7 being 
the greatest violations of individual rights. Freedom 
House rates Panama 7 in political rights and 6 in civil 
rights; that’s the worst record of all Latin America. 
Panama is specifically rated “NF”, which stands for 
“Not a Free Country.”

Torrijos’ own brother is under an indictment in 
New York-for smuggling narcotics into the United 
States. The Justice Department has confirmed that 
several members of Torrijos’ family have been engaged 
in smuggling narcotics into the United States.

Were We Fair to Panama?
When we discuss moral issues, for some reason 

many people are given to understand that we should 
have some kind of guilt complex about the way we 
have treated Panama in the past. Let’s discuss the ques-
tion of justice to Panama.

Under the terms of the 1903 treaty, Panama 
granted us the Canal Zone. Panama did not lease us the 
Panama Canal Zone. The term “grant” is used 14 times 
in the treaty. The terms “rent” or “lease” do not appear 
even once. Panama granted us the exclusive use, occu-
pation and control of the Canal Zone and all rights, 
power and authority as if we were sovereign “to the 
entire exclusion of the exercise by the Republic of 
Panama of any such sovereign rights power or author-
ity.” Some people have tried to make a case out of the 
word “if* we were sovereign. That argument goes 
nowhere at all because, even if  we don’t have 
sovereignty, Panama still doesn’t have it. The 1903 tre-
aty specifically says that Panama has no sovereign 
rights whatsoever.

What was the length of the time of the 1903 treaty’s 
grant of sovereignty and title? It was “in perpetuity”. 
The words “in perpetuity” appear seven timesrin the 
1903 treaty.

Our exclusive title and sovereignty over the Canal 
Zone were officially upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court 
in the case of Wilson v. Shaw in 1907, and again in a 
U.S. Court of Appeals case in 1971.

Even if we did not acquire title to the Canal Zone 
by means of the 1903 treaty, we acquired it anyway by 
virtue of our peaceful possession of the land and dis-
play of sovereignty for more than 50 years. Interna-
tional law sanctions the acquisition of sovereignty for a 
period of time without objections by other nations. We 
did exactly that for more than 50 years without any 
complaint from Panama.

Were we unfair to Panama by the 1903 treaty or 
when we bought the land? Was it a bad deal for Pana-
ma? No one in the history of the world ever got so much 
for such a worthless piece of real estate as Panama got 
out of the deal. All we received was a little piece of

land 10 miles wide by 50 miles long. It was pest- 
ridden, mosquito-infested, and uninhabitable. But look 
what Panama got out of the deal.

First of all, the Panamanians got our guarantee of 
their independence. Panama had revolted 50 times 
against Columbia in the preceding 70 years. All those 
revolts were unsuccessful. By the 1903 treaty, the great 
United States of America pledged its honor to guaran-
tee the independence of this little country. How lucky 
for the Panamanians!

Secondly, Panama got the promise that we would 
build our Canal at Panama instead of Nicaragua. The 
American Isthmian Commission had officially recom-
mended that we build our Canal in Nicaragua, which 
was a better place, closer to our country, and has a more 
favorable climate and a deep lake which would have 
made construction more economical. But Panama won 
out over Nicaragua by the 1903 treaty.

Third, Panama got more cash than we paid for any 
land in all our history. Panama originally received $10 
million in cash and has subsequently received a total of 
$70 million in cash. This is far more, for example, than 
what we paid for Alaska.

Fourth, we cleaned up Panama. Encyclopedias de-
scribe Panama in 1903 as one of the most disease- 
ridden areas in the entire world. We spent the first two 
years wiping out the malaria, the yellow fever, and the 
rats that carried the bubonic plague. We made it into a 
healthful place to live.

Finally, we poured in a tremendous investment 
which has given Panama the highest standard of living 
in Central America and fourth highest in all of Latin 
America. The economic benefits that have flowed into 
Panama, in addition to cash payments, have been tre-
mendous. Last year the economic benefits totaled $243 
million going into Panama.

Some people try to tell us that our control of the 
Canal Zone is a vestige of colonialism which we should 
eliminate in the 20th century. There is no parallel bet-
ween our sovereignty over the Canal Zone and what is 
universally understood to be colonialism. The Canal 
Zone is not a colonial nation. We have not imposed our 
culture on the people of Panama. We have our Canal 
Zone and the Panamanians have their country, their 
dictator, their laws, their culture, and whatever they 
want. There is nothing exploitative about our relation-
ship with Panama. We are not taking out their natural 
resources;' Wé‘ áre constantly pouring money' and in-
vestment in.

The National Security Issues
There are vital national security issues involved in 

the new Panama Canal treaties. In wartime, the Canal 
is essential to American security. In World War II we 
were able to close the Canal to German submarines 
and Japanese warships but allow our Navy to go 
through. This was a tremendous military asset. During 
the Vietnam War, 70 percent of the cargo that we sent 
to Vietnam went through the Canal.

The Canal is also essential to us in peacetime. It 
enables us to have a much smaller Navy than we would 
otherwise be required to have. The Canal enables us to 
move our Navy back and forth quickly between the At-
lantic and Pacific coasts. Of our 483 U.S. Navy ships, 
470 can go through the Canal. Only 13 aircraft carriers 
cannot transit the Canal.

The Canal is almost as important to our national 
security in peacetime. Can we protect it and keep it



open? Yes -- i f  we reject the treaty. Our trump card 
would be that, if Panama closed the Canal to our ships, 
or allowed rioters or saboteurs to threaten it, we would 
be able to issue a peaceful threat to build another Canal 
somewhere else, such as Nicaragua. But if we ratify the 
Canal treaty, we bind ourselves not even to talk to a 
third nation about building another Canal without the 
express approval of the government of Panama. This is 
a humiliating provision, a restriction of our sovereign-
ty, and a giveaway of our trump card that could elimi-
nate all threats to the Canal from Panamanian agitation.

Third, we need the Canal for economic reasons. 
Thirty-five percent of the cargo that goes through the 
Canal is destined for or coming from the American 
ports. It is estimated that by 1980, 45 percent of the oil 
drilled in Alaska will be going through the Canal 
headed for thé East Coast of the United States.

The Caribbean - A “Red Lake”?
Fourth, the giveaway of the U.S. Canal will give 

another beachhead in the Western Hemisphere tp a 
pro-Communist government. Congresswoman Leônor 
Sullivan, who was the chairman of the Merchant 
Marine Committee that had direct charge over the 
supervision of the Canal, said that turning the Canal 
over to Panama would turn the Caribbean into a “Red 
lake”. She said that this would be “the most serious 
mistake of this century.”

Torrijos went to Cuba for a state visit and took a 
retinue of 200 Panamanians. The Cuban embassy in 
Panama has an unusually large staff. Torrijos is also a 
good friend of the Communist dictator who runs Libya. 
In the summer of 1977, Torrijos invited the Soviet 
Union in to sign a trade agreement allowing the Soviets 
to open a bank, to carry on commercial dealings, and'to 
occupy one of the bases formerly occupied by Ameri-
cans. It begins to look as though, as fast as the United 
States moves out, the Soviets will move in.

We are told by the treaty proponents that the real 
issue is not who owns the Canal, but whether the Canal 
will be kept open. That is the best reason to reject the 
treaty. Our record is completely clear. We have kept 
the Canal open for 63 years. We have maintained it as a 
major international strait on fair and even generous 
terms to the whole world. We operate it at low rates, 
open to all countries except our enemies in time of war. 
The U.S., Canal was really our gift to the-world. We 
have never taken any return on our capital investment. 
We have charged only enough tolls to take care of cur-
rent operational expenses.

Will Panama keep the Canal open? By the terms of 
the treaty, Panama doesn’t even promise to keep the 
Canal open. Panama specifically refused to have a tre-
aty provision requiring them to keep the Canal open. 
All they promise is that it will be “neutral.” The Canal 
can just as well be neutral and closed, as neutral and 
open.

The Unstable Panama Government
Look at the unreliability of the Panamanian gov-

ernment. In the last 74 years Panama has had 59 chiefs 
of state. Since World War II, Panama has had 13 
changes of government, five of them violent. This pre-
sent dictator seized power and threw out his own con-
stitution. And after 22 years, of course, total control will 
go to this Panamanian government. However, even be-
fore that, Panama would acquire de facto control.

The administration of the Canal during the next 22

years is set up on an unworkable arrangement. It is to 
be governed by a Panama Canal Commission with five 
Americans and four Panamanians. For the first 12 
years, we appoint the top administrator and they ap-
point the deputy administrator. At the end of 12 years, 
Panama appoints the top administrator and we appoint 
the second in command.

In addition, there is a Consultative Commission to 
advise on all aspects of the Canal, on which there are to 
be an equal number of Panamanians and Americans. 
Under the treaty, Panama gets control of the Canal 
Zone, where Panama’s civil and criminal laws will 
apply rather than American laws.

We are required to give preferential hiring to 
Panamanians in the operation of the Canal. We are re-
quired to accept Panama’s professional licenses. 
Americans may remain in any jobs at the Canal a 
maximum of five years. Even George Kennan has con-
ceded the impossibility of administering the Canal 
jointly by two countries who have different cultures, 
different political systems, different national goals, dif-
ferent technological abiilities, and different tempera-
ments. The arrangement will cause daily disagree-
ments. Of course, George Kennan comes to the conclu-
sion that we should give the Canal away right now. It is 
easy to see, that as we are beset by daily disagree-
ments, Americans would get worn out and conclude, 
“Let’s get rid of it, we can’t stand it any longer.”

Finally, we are told that we should support the 
Canal treaty because the Joint Chiefs of Staff are for it. 
The firing of General Singlaub in Korea shows clearly 
that the Joint Chiefs and every military officer on active 
duty will obey the policy of the Commander-in-Chief, 
or find himself another career.

The Constitutional Issues
There are also constitutional issues involved in the 

Panama Canal treaties. Under our Constitution, the 
treaty power is shared by the President and the Senate 
which must give its advice and consent. The Senate 
gave no advice whatsoever about the Canal treaties. 
The Senators were pfevented from even knowing the 
terms of the treaties until after they were signed on 
September 7, 1977.

Article 4, Section 3, of the Constitution says, “The 
Congress shall have power to dispose of and make all 
needful rules and regulations respecting territory o# 
other property belonging to the United States.” In 
other words, Congress, that is both Houses, has the sole 
and exclusive right to give away American territory and 
American property. Supreme Court cases have held 
that the President has even no right to negotiate about 
the transfer of American property or territory unless he 
has first been delegated that power by the Congress 
(consisting of both Houses). President Carter was given 
no such power by the Congress.

The third constitutional issue is the way the Canal 
treaty attempts to override the tax laws of the United 
States. Until this treaty came along, nobody ever 
would have thought that the President could sign a tre-
aty with some foreign country and rewrite the tax law of 
this country. One provision of this treaty gives total in-
come tax and other tax exemption to American citizens 
in the Canal Zone. It is not clear what is the purpose of 
this provision. It might be a little sweetner to get Canal 
Zone Americans to support the treaty or it might be to 
create a tax-free enclave for certain favored people. In 
any event, it is an attempt by treaty to amend the tax



laws and give complete exemption to a privileged class 
of people.

There is also a First Amendment issue involved in 
the Canal treaty. The treaty says that Americans in the 
Canal Zone must abstain from any activity incompati-
ble with the spirit of the treaty, and the United States 
will take all measures to ensure that this is carried out. 
That means that Americans living in the Canal Zone 
have no right to criticize the treaty. Certainly Torrijos 
would consider any criticism incompatible with the 
spirit of the treaty.

The Financial Issues
Finally, there are major financial issues involved 

in the treaty. The Canal is a great national asset which 
we paid for four times. We paid Panama $70 million, 
we paid Columbia $25 million, we paid the French $40 
million, and in addition to that we bought off the pri-
vate land owners. We invested $7 billion of the Ameri-
can taxpayers’ money in the Canal which the treaty will 
turn over to Panama, plus $82 million in buildings that 
we have erected in the Canal Zone.

But that is just the beginning. Look at the cash flow 
that will go along with it. By the terms of the treaty, 
Panama will get $10 million in guaranteed cash. 
Panama will get an additional $10 million for police 
and fire protection and street cleaning, without promis-
ing any satisfactory level of performance. Panama will 
get 30 cents for every ton going through the Panama 
Canal, estimated to total $50 million a year. Then 
Panama will get an additional $10 million a year if re-
venues permit; but that is cumulative and, if it is not 
paid one year, it must be paid the next. Then Panama 
will get another $5 million a year in revenues from cer-
tain business transactions. This makes a total of $85 
million a year for 22 years.

That isn’t all. Then come the loans from the 
American taxpayers. By the side agreements that go 
along with the treaties, the Administration has prom-
ised to loan the Torrijos regime $200 million from the 
Export-Import Bank, $75 million from the Agency for 
International Development, $20 million from the 
Overseas Private Investment Corporation, and $50 
million in military sales credits, making a total of $345 
million guaranteed out of the United States Treasury. 
Add it all up and it comes to $2.2 billion in cash over 
the next 22 years, in addition to the capital asset that we 
would turn over.

Why the great push to give Torrijos all this 
cash in addition to the Canal and the land? The polls 
show that about 80 percent of the American people are 
opposed to this giveaway. Where does the push come 
from? The answer is in a couple of ads run in the Wall 
Street Journal in 1972 and 1973. Those ads identified 
ten of our country’s largest banks which had loaned 
millions of dollars to the Torrijos government in 
Panama. After 1972, the banks accelerated their loans. 
The latest Federal Reserve Board figures show that 
American banks have loaned a total of $2.9 billion to 
Panama.

The Panamanian government is now broke. Its 
credit is gone. The banks don’t have a chance of col-
lecting their bad loans. The Torrijos government is 
paying almost 40 percent of its national budget in debt 
service, that is, in interest on loans. By comparison, the 
United States, with our huge national debt, is paying 
only 7 percent of our national budget in debt service. 
Any individual or country that is paying almost 40 per-

cent in interest is bankrupt.
How are those loans going to be paid back? How 

can they be paid back? There is no way unless Torrijos 
somehow gets access to the tolls or to money from the 
United States. This is the reason for the tremendous 
push from powerful and important people in our coun-
try to put over the Panama treaties in order to guarantee 
a cash flow to Panama over the next 22 years of a sum 
that approximates the amount that the ten largest U.S. 
banks have loaned to Panama.

In addition to the other costs, there will be a big 
increase in costs to shippers. We are told that the Latin 
American countries are very eager for us to give away 
our Canal and will be offended if we reject the treaty. 
When they realize how much they will have to pay in 
increased shipping costs, they will take an entirely dif-
ferent look at the treaties.

The Organization of American States passed a re-
solution in August 1977 saying that the tolls at the 
Panama Canal should reflect only current operating 
costs and should not be a monopoly source of revenue 
for the country that it is operating it. Only the United 
States will ever operate the Canal that way. The Canal 
treaty violates this standard because it will require at 
least a 50 percent increase in the tolls in order to pay 
Panama the $85 million a year it expects.

What Must Be Done
Our task is to speak up and inform the American 

people on this vital issue. Ask your Senators and Con-
gressmen if they are going to force the American tax-
payers to bail out the big bankers from their bad loans? 
Are they going to force us to give away this priceless 
asset paid for four times by the American taxpayers? 
Are they going to deal a mighty blow to our military 
security and our economic prosperity? Are they going 
to force the American taxpayers to finance another 
Communist base in the Caribbean? Are they going to 
force us to commit the immoral act of risking American 
lives for the paper promise of a corrupt pro-Communist 
dictator? It-makes no difference what type of cosmetic 
surgery the Carter Administration or public relations 
personnel may apply to the treaties. The clear terms of 
the treaties represent a sellout, a surrender, and a 
shakedown of American interests from the first line to 
the last.

Make it your personal resolution to make sure that 
the Canal treaties are defeated, and that your Senators 
and Congressmen vote NO.


