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Panamanian Cabinet
Commit tee  Ses s ion

Introduction to the Body

Dear Delegates,

	 It is my pleasure to introduce you 

to the special committee session of  the 

Panamanian Cabinet. The Panamanian 

Cabinet is the principal authoritative body 

of  Panama. At its helm is President 

Ricardo Martinelli, while the rest of  the 

body is made up of  members in charge of  

various affairs of  Panama. 

 Your role as members of  the 

Cabinet is to come equipped with the 

latest developments in Panama, along with 

extensive knowledge of  two of  Panama’s 

most pressing issues: piracy and foreign 

relations. Your job during this meeting will 

be to debate these key crises as they relate 

to Panama. You will need to know 

Panama’s history with similar issues, and 

steps it has already taken to resolve the 

issues. At the meeting, you, as members of 

the cabinet, will craft resolutions to the 

issues. You must decide what is attainable 

for Panama in dealing with these issues, 

possibly forging international alliances in 

the process. 

 To truly understand the 

importance of  these issues and how 

Panama can resolve them, it is vital to 

have extensive knowledge of  Panama’s 

history. This will give you insight into 

Panama’s priorities and past actions, 

which will inevitably influence your 

decisions as a Cabinet. This background 

guide serves as a launching point for your 

further research of  the country, the issues, 

and the ministers who will be represented.

History of  the Topic

Spanish Colonization

! Perhaps the most important time in 

Panama’s early history was its founding 

and colonization by the Spanish explorers 

shortly after the New World was 

discovered. Like most of  Latin America, 

Panama’s Spanish roots have left their 

mark on current society. Throughout 

Panama’s over 300 years under Spanish 
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control, its economy and international 

importance fluctuated with its 

geographical importance to Spain. 

Throughout its colonial history it 

remained the most important and most 

influential trade link between the New 

World and the Spanish Empire.

  In 1501, Rodrigo de Bastidas set 

out on a Spanish expedition to Latin 

America, after having previously sailed 

with Christopher Columbus on his first 

voyage to the New World. On his 

conquest, he explored the east coast of  

Latin America, including Colombia and 

Panama. Shortly after, Columbus sailed 

for Latin America, landing upon Costa 

Rica. He traveled southeast in his 

exploration, eventually going through 

Panama and Colombia. He made an 

attempt at colonization in Río Belén in 

Costa Rica, but failed because of  stout 

resistance from natives. Columbus 

returned with accounts of  riches, claiming 

to have seen more gold in his short time in 

Colombia and Panama than he had seen 

through four years in Spain. With this 

glorious account, Columbus pleaded the 

Spanish Crown to grant him governorship 

of  the shoreline stretching from Honduras 

to Panama, known as the Veraguas. 

Columbus’s death in 1506 came before he 

could be appointed governor, but his 

expeditions had already left their mark on 

Spanish society. 

 The Spanish Crown sent Diego de 

Nicuesa to settle the land that Columbus 

had explored. Nicuesa left for the New 

World with a group of  settlers, attempting 

again to settle Río Belén. The inhabitants 

again drove out the Spanish settlers, and, 

with smaller numbers and great weariness, 

they fled and settled in Panama near 

present-day Portobelo. Nicuesa then 

established the town of  Nombre de Dios, 

marking one of  the first Spanish 

settlements in the continental New World 

and the first settlement of  Panama. The 

troubles of  Nicuesa’s voyage were not 

over, as the gold that Columbus reported 

was nowhere to be found, and tropical 

diseases plagued the new settlers. Spanish 

settlements in Nombre de Dios failed 

multiple times during its earlier years, 

though it eventually emerged as a 

permanent society.
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	 Spanish settlement of  Panama 

began to intensify when Balboa heard 

reports of  a gold-filled land in the New 

World. His first action was the 

establishment of  a permanent settlement, 

Santa Maria la Antigua del Darien, on the 

eastern coast. In his bold conquest, he 

traveled across the isthmus of  Panama and 

was the first documented European to 

reach the Pacific Ocean. 

He claimed possession of  the sea, dubbing 

it the South Sea. He boldly declared that 

all lands touching it belonged to the 

Spanish Crown.

 Balboa’s exploration opened the 

doors wide for the Spanish Empire’s 

conquests of  Latin America. King 

Ferdinand, the ruler of  Spain at the time, 

appointed Pedro Arias de Ávila, also 

known as Pedrarias, as the governor of  the 

isthmus. Pedrarias was a ruthless governor, 

killing much of  the native population and 

beheading Balboa on a charge of  treason. 

 Despite his questionable 

humanitarian tactics, Pedrarias was 

effective in beginning Panama’s history as 

a key Spanish territory. In 1519, Pedrarias 

founded the capital of  Panama, which 

now stands as Panama City. The following 

year, over 1,500 Spanish settlers set sail for 

Panama, marking the true beginning of  

the Spanish colonization. 

Indigenous Peoples

	 Indigenous peoples were those who 

were already living in Latin America 
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Figure i: Balboa Claims Possession 
of the Pacific Ocean



before the Spanish arrived. The 

indigenous population was affected greatly 

by foreign disease, displacement, and war 

as the Spanish population grew. 

 According to a document published 

by the United Nations Permanent Forum 

on Indigenous Issues: “Indigenous peoples 

are the holders of  unique languages, 

knowledge systems and beliefs and possess 

invaluable knowledge of  practices for the 

sustainable management of  natural 

resources...Indigenous peoples hold their 

own diverse concepts of  development, 

based on their traditional values, visions, 

needs and priorities.” 1 

	 Indigenous peoples were often 

compromised because of  the interests of  

the Spanish. Even today, the much 

diminished population of  indigenous 

peoples is affected by the rest of  the 

population, and often they are treated 

unfairly by the government. Most live in 

rural areas, where they have strong ties to 

the land because of  their heritage. 

Government extraction of  resources has 

been a constant problem in these areas, as 

the motives of  the government are often 

against those of  the indigenous people. 

	

Ngöbe Bugle Mining Crisis

 One example of  such a problem 

occurred recently with the Ngöbe Bugle 

indigenous group. The government 

discovered that the Cerro Colorado 

mountain, located in the heart of  the 

Ngöbe Bugle reserve, was good for mining.  

Panama President Ricardo Martinelli 

changed Panama’s mining laws to allow 

foreign governments to mine in the 

mountain. He stated, “I want the Korean 

government, together with the Canadians,  

North Americans and the stock market, to 

develop this mine.” 2 

 However, the Ngöbe Bugle people 

were absolutely opposed to the idea. They 

organized large protests, which gained 

great attention and eventually brought in 

armed police. After months of  protests 

from the indigenous people, Martinelli 

changed the law to preserve the people’s 

territory. 

 The Ngöbe Bugle incident 

demonstrates how important indigenous 

people are in Panama, and how the 

government often disregards them.
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The Naso Village Crisis 

	 Another issue came up in 2009, 

when construction of  hydroelectric dams 

threatened the homelands of  the Naso 

indigenous people. They pleaded for help 

and raised nonviolent protests against the 

government. 

	 The police, in a seemingly 

unnecessary act of  force, came into a 

Naso village in riot gear. Using heavy 

equipment, they demolished dozens of  

homes and other buildings, leaving 

hundreds homeless. Indigenous leaders 

were arrested, and police cordons were 

stationed to prevent the villagers from 

leaving the area, giving them no food or 

shelter. The government unwaveringly 

stated that it would only grant shelter to 

the people if  they agreed to leave their 

lands, which the government believed that 

the people had invaded. Later the same 

year the police were again ordered to 

demolish a Naso village.

Spanish Empire

 To truly understand Panama’s 

place in history during the 300 years it was 

under Spanish control, it is necessary to 

first understand the history of  the Spanish 

Empire at the time. 

 Around the time of  Spain’s 

conquests to the New World, religious 

turmoil was breaking out in Europe. The 

Protestant Reformation was gaining 

steam, while King Charles of  Spain was 

opposed to the movement. He believed 

that the movement was an attempt to use 

the resources of  the Church to gain 

autonomy from the empire. 

 In 1546, King Charles went to war 

against the Schmalkaldic League, a group 

of  Protestant towns and nobles in 

Germany, who were ultimately successful 

in driving away Charles’ forces. 

 While Spain was fraught with 

turmoil in Europe, Spanish conquistadors 

were engaged in battle in the New World. 

One of  the most important of  these 

conquests was the defeat of  the Inca 

Empire. For nearly five decades Spanish 

soldiers engaged in skirmishes with the 

Incan people, eventually ending with the 

murder of  the last Incan emperor. The 
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Spanish, under the lead of  Cortés, were 

also successful in conquests to Mexico, 

eventually overthrowing the Aztecs. Aside 

from these two major victories, the 

Spanish also undertook conquests of  other 

Latin American countries, although none 

were majorly successful.

 In 1556, King Charles gave up the 

Spanish throne to his son, Philip II. 

Philip’s reign began just after the religious 

uprisings in Spain came to an end, and 

the conquests in the New World had 

slowed considerably. Many permanent 

societies had been established in Latin 

America, and riches poured into the 

castle. The “Golden Age” of  Spain lasted 

for a century, both during and after 

Philip’s reign. The death of  King Henry 

of  Portugal, who was related to Philip’s 

mother, gave Philip a strong case for 

gaining the throne. He ultimately did not 

get full control, but a strong alliance 

between Portugal and Spain was forged. 

Since Portugal was in control of  territory 

in Asia, Africa, and Brazil, the Spanish 

Empire was expanded considerably by the 

agreement. 

 This union was the peak of  Philip 

II’s rule. His strong devotion to Roman 

Catholicism and his relentless persecution 

of  Protestants proved to be troublesome in 

the long term. Protestants began 

conspiring against him, and his attempt at 

control of  the Netherlands caused a revolt 

in 1566. Skirmishes between the two 

groups dragged on for nearly half  of  a 

century, draining Spain’s resources quickly. 

	 The problems did not stop there. 

England, which had become a Protestant 

power under the rule of  Queen Elizabeth 

I, opened war with Spain. After attacks 

from England and the Dutch, Philip II 

was prompted to send the great Spanish 

Armada against England in 1588, leading 

to the famous defeat of  the Armada in the 

English Channel. 

 Because of  these battles, economic 

woes plagued Spain. The influx of  

treasure had slowed, and it could not 

provide for Spain as it had previously. 

Taxes were raised greatly, and the 

government defaulted on loans. In 

addition, major epidemics swept the 

country, reducing the population, and 

thereby reducing the amount who could 
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work and provide tax money. Philip II’s 

career began at a high point in Spain’s 

history, but he left it in a state of  rapid 

decline.

 Philip the III came and went 

quickly, doing little to help Spain’s 

economy. Philip IV was more concerned 

with arts and culture than he was with 

politics. Because of  his lack of  interest in 

the country’s declining state, he appointed 

Gaspar de Guzmán, Conde de Olivares to 

run the government. Olivares took bold 

moves in attempting to restore Spain’s 

economy. He also made efforts to restore 

Spain’s international power, and even to 

expand it in some areas. At first, he was 

successful in his designs, but the wars in 

Europe were costly to Spain and his power 

abroad wavered. 

16th and 17th Century Panama

 As may be expected, Panama’s 

importance on the international stage 

fluctuated with its importance to Spain. 

During Spain’s conquests of  the New 

World in the early 1500s, Panama was of  

great importance to Spain. It was mainly 

during Spain’s economic and cultural 

peak, around the reign of  Philip II, that 

Panama was important. Panama was one 

of  the primary ports for settlers and 

conquistadors from Spain. As explorers 

and settlers flooded in from Spain, 

Panama was the channel through which 

they reached Latin America. Some settled 

in Panama, while others spread out into 

other nations. Panama, which is relatively 

narrow compared to other Latin 

American countries, was also the primary 

route for those looking to reach the Pacific 

Ocean and explore its coasts. As Spanish 

conquests branched out through Latin 

America, Mexico, and South America, 

treasure was found in abundance. Much of 

this treasure was shipped to Spain by way 

of  Panama. The treasure was used in 

Spain mainly for the costly wars it was 

engaged in. 

 When Spain’s economy began to 

slide, Panama’s relevance began to decline 

in a similar manner. As the wars drained 

Spain’s resources, the country was unable 

to adequately fund explorations and 

conquests. As a result, Panama was largely 

obscure until the early 1800s. 
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Independence of  Panama

 In the 1700s, a colonial jurisdiction 

in South America and Latin America was 

dubbed the “Viceroyalty of  New 

Granada” to distinctly mark Spain’s 

territory in those areas. Panama was a 

part of  New Granada. New Granada 

achieved independence from Spain in 

1819, so Panama was technically 

independent. However, the southern 

Panamanian region of  Azuero and the 

northern area of  Veraguas were divided in 

loyalties. Veraguas, along with the capital 

City of  Panama, were still loyal to the 

Spanish Empire because of  their 

important history with Spain. The people 

of  Azuero were fully in favor of  full 

independence, creating the Grito de la 

Villa de Los Santos independence 

movement, which Veraguas firmly 

opposed. 

	 The differences of  loyalty between 

Azuero and Veraguas had been brewing 

for years. The encomienda system, a 

method of  government set up by the 

Spanish government, had been in Azuero 

for years. The people protested for a 

better method of  government, as they 

claimed that the encomienda system 

treated natives unfairly. In the late 1500s, 

the encomienda system was abolished in 

Azuero, while simultaneously being 

established in Veraguas. Since that time, 

the differences between the two regions 

had grown.

 In 1821, the people of  Azuero 

unanimously decided on a declaration of  

independence, the Grito de la Villa de Los 

Santos. Veraguas and the capital were 

both shocked and angered by this 

declaration. They viewed it as an act of  

treason. Veraguas had counted on Colonel 

José de Fábrega, the head of  all military 

forces in Panama, to provide judgement 

for this act. However, the separatists that 

were in the capital had converted Fábrega 

to their side. There was no battle, as 

Veraguas had no chance at winning since 

Fábrega was not on their side. On 

November 28, 1821, Fábrega formally 

declared that Panama was severing all ties 

with the Spanish Empire. 

 Fábrega also had the support of  

Simon Bolivar, who led Colombia to 
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independence. Prior to the public 

announcement, Fábrega wrote to Bolivar, 

as follows: “Exalted Sir, I have the 

pleasure to communicate to Your 

Excellency the praiseworthy news of  the 

Isthmus' decision of  independence from 

Spanish dominion. The town of  Los 

Santos, to the comprehension of  this 

Province, was the first town to pronounce 

with enthusiasm the sacred name of  

Liberty and immediately almost every 

other town imitated their glorious 

example... Inasmuch as I am concerned, 

Most Excellent Sir, the effusion of  my 

gratitude is inexplicable, at having had the 

unique satisfaction capable of  filling the 

human heart, as is to deserve the public 

confidence in circumstances so critical to 

govern the independent Isthmus; and I 

can only correspond to such high 

distinction with the sacrifices I am willing 

to make since I devoted myself, as it 

wished, to the mother country that has 

seen me be born and to who I owe all that 

I own...” 3 

	

	

	

	 Bolivar wrote back:

“It is not possible to me to express the 

feeling of  joy and admiration that I have 

experimented to the knowledge that 

Panama, the center of  the Universe, is 

segregated by itself  and freed by its own 

virtue. The act of  independence of  

Panama is the monument most glorious 

that any American province can give. 

Everything there is addressed; justice, 

generosity, policy and national interest. 

Transmit, then, you to those meritorious 
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Figure ii: José de Fábrega



Colombians the tribute of  my enthusiasm 

by their pure patriotism and true 

actions...” 3 

	

	

 Bolivar’s large Gran Colombia, 

which contained much of  northwest 

South America, dissolved in 1830. 

Panama became an official part of  the 

new Republic of  Colombia until 1903. 

The Thousand Days’ War

	 Political turmoil later destabilized 

the Republic of  Colombia, and, in 1899, a 

civil war erupted. The U.S. backed 

Panama during the war because of  their 

interest in the Panama Canal at the time. 

The U.S. government threatened to 

intervene with its navy, and the war soon 

came to a halt. The Treaty of  Wisconsin 

was signed, establishing peace among 

Colombia. In 1903, Panama gained full 

independence from Colombia and was, 

for the first time, independent from any 

other nation. 

Construction of  the Panama Canal

 The early Spanish rule had 

influenced much of  Panama’s society, and 

that influence is very apparent throughout 

Panamanian culture today. However, in 

the 19th century, it was time for Panama 

to move on from its dependence on Spain 

and begin establishing itself  as an 

international influence. 

 The construction of  the Panama 

Canal was the first major step forward. 
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The idea to build a canal through Panama 

actually began shortly after its Spanish 

colonization. “After realizing the riches of  

Peru, Ecuador, and Asia, and counting the 

time it took the gold to reach the ports of  

Spain, it was suggested c.1524 to Charles 

V, that by cutting out a piece of  land 

somewhere in Panama, the trips would be 

made shorter and the risk of  taking the 

treasures through the isthmus would 

justify such an enterprise. A survey of  the 

isthmus was ordered and subsequently a 

working plan for a canal was drawn up in 

1529. The wars in Europe and the thirsts 

for the control of  kingdoms in the 

Mediterranean Sea simply put the project 

on permanent hold.” 4 

	 After these early plans were 

scrapped, ideas of  a canal  were not heard  

of  until the 1800s. Just before Panama 

gained independence from Spain, in 1819,  

German scientist Alexander von 

Humboldt restored interest in a canal 

through his books. The Spanish 

government soon authorized the creation 

of  a company to construct a canal through 

Latin America. Because of  delays,   

surveying of  the land did not begin until 

1850. They decided that there were only 

two practical routes for the canal: one 

across Panama and the other across 

Nicaragua. In 1876, a company was 

created to build the canal, but it soon 

failed. 	

	 Despite the failure of  the first 

company, the idea for a canal had already 

gained significant interest. The French did 

not want the creation of  the canal to die 

with its construction company, so 

Ferdinand Marie de Lesseps, the creator 

of  the Suez Canal, organized a company 

to continue the work. The U.S. Congress 

created the Isthmian Canal Commission 

to suggest a route for the canal and 

examine the best way to go about building 

it. The Commission agreed with France 

upon the Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty, which 

established the Panama Canal Zone and 

the construction. The Canal Zone 

included the Canal and five miles of  land 

extending from either side, which were to 

be given to the U.S. in exchange for 

money.

	 French excavation began and was 

carried out, but financial difficulties of  the 

company caused a slowdown. As the U.S. 
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caught word of  these setbacks, they began 

to rethink the building. They realized that 

a raised lock canal would save much 

excavation and, consequently, much 

money. They also realized that changing 

the plans that late in the building would 

could be a fatal blow to all French 

investors. However, diseases from 

mosquitos and inadequacy of  machinery 

plagued the French workers, and the plan 

was soon abandoned. 

 Five years later, the U.S. 

recommenced the construction, making 

sure to address the problems of  disease 

first. Because of  the French’s 

abandonment, the U.S. was free to change 

the plans according to their new ideas. 

They planned out the raised lock canal, 

and excavation began once again. 

However, one problem had been 

overlooked: the threat of  landslides in the 

Culebra Cut, which was to be dug 

through entirely. Many large landslides fell 

upon the excavators, but the workers 

pushed forward, completing the 

excavation on schedule. 

	 The Canal was built with  three 

sets of  locks: the Gatun, the Pedro Miguel, 

and the Miraflores. The Gatun locks are 

the largest, and their size was decided 

because of  requests from the U.S. Navy to 

allow for the passage of  its ships. Because 

of  the disparity between the heights of  

each side of  the Canal, each of  the locks 

serves to raise and lower ships to allow for 

passage. 

 The ten-mile-wide Canal Zone that 

belonged to the U.S. proved to be 

troublesome among Panamanians. The 

country was essentially divided in half, 

and most of  the occupants of  the Canal 

Zone were from the U.S. Anti-American 

riots flared up throughout the 1960s 

because of  this, so the two countries’ 

governments began to collaborate to come 

up with a resolution to the issue. In 1977, 

after years of  talks, U.S. President Jimmy 

Carter signed the Torrijos–Carter 

Treaties, which would give Panama full 

control of  the Canal in 1999. These 

treaties also established the Canal as a 

neutral waterway, allowing every vessel 

safe passage. Just over two decades later, in 

1999, the Canal Zone was turned over to 

Panama, giving her full control over the 
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Canal. The U.S. and Panama agreed to 

share duties of  protecting the Canal.

	

The Noriega Crisis

 “On 20 December 1989, the 

United States launched its largest military 

operation since the Vietnam War against 

Panama. Operation Just Cause employed 

over twenty-six thousand servicemen, 

including the largest parachute drop since 

WWII, to depose and capture Panama’s 

military dictator, Manuel Antonio Noriega 

and to restore a democratic government to 

the country. In his address to the 

American people the next day, President 

George Bush stated the reasons for the 

invasion were: “to safeguard the lives of  

Americans, to defend democracy in 

Panama, to combat drug trafficking and to 

protect the integrity of  the Panama Canal 

treaty.” While the operation was generally 

a success, a greater question arises. Why 

did the United States find it necessary to 

employ overwhelming military force to 

remove the leader of  a sovereign country 

that was ostensibly one of  America’s 

strongest allies in Central America?” 5

 Noriega was a loyal soldier to 

General Omar Torrijos, who was heavily 

involved in the Torrijos–Carter Treaties. 

He was promoted by Torrijos, in spite of  

his history of  drug trafficking, to lead the 

Panamanian military. The U.S. 

involvement in the affair began in 1985. 

Dr. Hugh Spadafora, a respected 

politician, created extensive accusations 

against Noriega, drawing attention to his 

illegal activity. Noriega used the 

Panamanian Defense Force (PDF) to 

murder Spadafora. When this news was 

released publicly, there was an outcry that 

Panamanian President Barletta could not 

ignore. He immediately ordered that 

Noriega step down from his position as 

head of  the PDF, at least until the 
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Figure iv: The Panama Canal today



investigation of  the crime was concluded. 

Noriega would not obey this command, 

and he used force to oust Barletta and 

confiscate all investigations of  the crime. 

 By that time, Noriega’s bold moves 

were too large for the U.S. to ignore. 

Media coverage of  the two events was 

extensive. However, the public interest in 

Panama was not great, and the U.S.’s 

criticisms of  Noriega quickly died down. 

It did not die down completely, though, as 

the New York Times conducted extensive 

research on Noriega’s involvement with 

drug trafficking and the CIA, and its 

reports generated public concern of  

Noriega’s case once again. Calls for 

Noriega’s removal grew louder and louder,  

eventually prompting him to crush all 

rebellions with force. He declared a state 

of  emergency before riots got worse. 

 In June of  1987, the command of  

the U.S. Southern Command passed to 

General Frederick F. Woerner, Jr., who 

had extensive experience in Latin America 

and knew Noriega well. As soon as he 

took office, he strongly expressed his 

opinions on the need of  Noriega to step 

down from control. Noriega was angered 

by Woerner’s comments, and he ordered 

an increase of  force against the U.S. 

servicemen in Panama. Through this act, 

Woerner realized that Noriega would not 

step down, and he promptly began 

planning for a U.S. military invasion. 

	

	 	 In 1988, the U.S. Justice 

Department indicted Noriega in Florida 

for drug trafficking, and found that he was 
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Figure v: Manuel Noriega



working with some of  the biggest drug 

smugglers in the U.S. Prior to this event, 

the Reagan administration had been 

working to come up with a solution for the 

removal of  Noriega, although nothing was 

agreed upon. 	

	 These two events served only to 

show that force seemed to be the only 

possible tactic to remove Noriega. The 

debate over whether or not to use military 

force carried on, with the Reagan 

administration equally divided on the 

issue. Eventually, President Reagan ruled 

out military options as impractical. With 

the coming presidential elections of  1988, 

Reagan realized that a lack of  action in 

Panama would be used against the 

Republican party. As a result, the U.S. 

authorized economic sanctions against 

Panama. The U.S. and Panama were 

closely tied economically, so the U.S. State 

Department advocated a temporary 

isolation of  the Panamanian economy, 

hoping that such an act would cause 

Noriega to run out of  economic support 

for the military. They hoped that this 

would allow the Panamanian people to 

oust him themselves. President Reagan 

pushed on with the sanctions, but they 

were not as effective as planned.

	 After the election of  George Bush, 

the situation in Panama continued to 

decline. Bush searched for nonmilitary 

solutions, but to no avail. Bush was 

desperate, and found one final hope: the 

1989 elections in Panama. He backed the 

party that would get rid of  Noriega and 

establish a democracy, giving them over 

$10 million. Yet Noriega had a solution to 

this too. He manipulated the ballots in his 

favor, and his fraud was quickly reported 

internationally. Protestors cried out, but 

they were beaten and arrested brutally by 

Noriega. 

The U.S. Invasion of  Panama

 Every non-force method exhausted, 

Bush finally resolved to intervene with the 

military. The U.S. sent a small force in, but 

Noriega quickly struck and defeated them. 

Noriega publicized the embarrassment 

greatly, taking every chance he got to 

humiliate the U.S. In December of  1989, 

Noriega was declared the “Maximum 

Leader” and the head of  the Panama 
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government. He quickly declared a state 

of  war between the U.S. and Panama. 

 Finally, Bush declared, “This guy is 

not going to lay off. It will only get worse.” 

5 He then turned to General Powell, who 

was meeting with him at the time, and 

said, “Okay, let’s go.” 5

	 Operation Just Cause commenced. 

The U.S. sent in over 25,000 troops, 

strategically assaulting military command 

centers throughout Panama. Noriega 

eventually fled the country, but the U.S. 

launched attacks to seal his escape. They 

destroyed his boat and jet, but Noriega 

managed to slip through. He experienced 

massive pressure in his hiding from the 

U.S. military. With thousands out to get 

him, Noriega asked to take refuge in the 

Vatican diplomatic mission in Panama 

City, but the U.S. would not ease up on its 

military attack. Soldiers surrounded the 

building Noriega was staying in, staging 

different types of  psychological warfare, 

including the playing of  loud music and 

the burning of  a nearby field, in an 

attempt to force Noriega to surrender.

	 Monsignor Laboa, who let Noriega 

into the Vatican mission, finally told 

Noriega that he had no choice but to 

surrender. Laboa falsely reported that no 

country in the world would offer him 

refuge. Laboa also threatened that all of  

the inhabitants of  the building would 

leave if  Noriega did not surrender. Finally,  

Noriega caved in, and surrendered in 

January of  1990.

 The U.S. invasion of  Panama 

received much criticism. The 

Organization of  American States harshly 

criticized the U.S. invasion. “The Soviet 

Union and the People’s Republic of  China 

introduced a resolution before the U.N. 

Security Council two days later 

condemning the United States. It was 

vetoed by the United States, but a similar 

resolution was passed a week later by the 

U.N. General Assembly by a wide margin. 

While there was criticism in the American 

press, the media was generally supportive. 

 Inside Panama, there was 

widespread support for the American 

invasion. Two weeks after the United 

States invaded Panama, a CBS opinion 

poll showed over ninety percent of  the 

country supported the invasion.” 5
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The Panama Canal Up to the Current Day

 The Panama Canal has become 

one of  the most important venues for 

international trade. Since its inception, 

over 1 million ships have passed through 

the Canal. The Canal has been called the 

“Eighth Wonder of  the World” by some, 

showing how much international 

importance it has gained.

 The necessity for such a Canal 

arose out of  the explosion of  

manufactured goods that occurred around 

the time of  its creation. Early planners 

hoped that the Canal would allow 

European countries to take part in the 

economic development of  the countries 

that lay across it. They also hoped that 

relationships between such countries that 

were previously nearly unreachable to 

Europe would improve. Recent data has 

showed that about 70% of  the U.S.’s 

exports pass through the Canal.

	 With the rapid growth of  

international trade, there have arisen 

problems with the Canal. When the Canal 

was built, it was of  sufficient size to allow 

for the passage of  nearly every vessel. 

Today, many vessels, especially military 

ships, are much larger than they were in 

that time, so they cannot pass through the 

Canal. 	

 The citizens of  Panama approved 

an expansion project in 2006, which, by 

2014, hopes to double the capacity of  the 

Canal, allowing for the passage of  larger 

vessels and more vessels. The project arose 

because of  the aforementioned troubles of 

transporting large ships. Because the 

Canal is Panama’s main source of  

commerce, it is vital that the members of  

the Panamanian Cabinet stay current with 

the latest issues regarding the Canal.

Current Situation

Piracy

 The World Maritime Day theme 

for 2011 was “Piracy: orchestrating the 

response” with the full weight of  the IMO 

behind addressing this as the most serious 

blight for the modern shipping industry. 

Panama's IMO status is a Category A 

member of  the IMO Council – which 

means that Panama is elected, and re-
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elected, as one of  ten States with the 

largest interest in providing international 

shipping services.  This top ten world  

status brings with it the accountability to 

address this scourge, which despite efforts 

by the global community appears to be 

worsening.  Measurable anti-piracy 

progress in the waters off  the coast of  

Somalia, in the Gulf  of  Aden, the 

Arabian Sea, and the western Indian 

Ocean will signal to seafarers that the 

world's oceans are safe and allow oceanic 

travel and commerce to continue to flow 

freely. 

	 Maritime security is of  the utmost 

importance to Panama, as the Canal is 

one of  the principal paths of  oceanic 

travel.	With the ever-growing amount of  

exports, it is vital that Panama keeps her 

anti-piracy measures efficient and 

effective. The amount of  traffic through 

the Canal has been on the rise as of  late. 

While piracy in Panama itself  may not be 

a large concern, there is the threat that 

many pirated vessels may be passing 

through the Canal to deliver their illegally- 

obtained cargo. 

 The International Maritime 

Organization (IMO) was established in 

1948 to bring regulation into the maritime 

world, as oceanic trade was becoming 

increasingly important. "The mission of  

the International Maritime Organization 

(IMO) as a United Nations specialized 

agency is to promote safe, secure, 

environmentally sound, efficient and 

sustainable shipping through cooperation. 

This will be accomplished by adopting the 

highest practicable standards of  maritime 

safety and security, efficiency of  navigation 

and prevention and control of  pollution 

from ships, as well as through 

consideration of  the related legal matters 

and effective implementation of  IMO’s 

instruments with a view to their universal 

and uniform application."6 The IMO is 

now one of  the most important factors in 

security and regulation of  maritime 

affairs. The Panamanian Cabinet must 

consider the IMO and its regulations and 

power when discussing the issue of  piracy. 

What regulations have the IMO already 

passed on piracy? What possible solutions 

to piracy are within the jurisdiction of  the 

IMO? How can Panama use its 
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involvement with the IMO to strengthen 

anti-piracy laws?

	 One of  the most concerning areas 

where piracy occurs is in the Gulf  of  

Aden, the Arabian Sea, and the western 

Indian, where Somali pirates attack many 

ships every year. It is estimated that 

around 111 ships were attacked in 2008, 

and 42 resulted in successful hijackings. 

Somalia has taken positive measures in 

reducing its piracy crisis, but the threat is 

still high in those areas. Twice in the past 

year, Somali pirates seized Panamanian 

ships, only releasing them after being paid 

a total of  $850,000 in ransom. In one of  

these cases, one crew member was shot 

dead and six were held hostage even after 

the ransom was paid, then one of  the 

hostages was killed. With so many similar 

occurrences, the need for anti-piracy 

action is more pressing than before. More 

action has been taken recently, as 

international alliances have been forged to 

combat piracy. Often such agreements are 

between countries who are unfriendly 

toward one another. The need to protect 

such a huge expanse and such an 

important route for trade allows such 

countries to put aside their differences. 

The European Union is one of  the main 

protectors against piracy in Africa, and 

many countries, including Russia, have 

launched military campaigns against 

piracy in Somalia. 

	

	 In 2008, the UN Security Council 

passed a resolution that gave authorized 

countries the right to invade Somalia, as 

requested by the Somalian Transitional 

Federal Government. The resolution was 

sponsored by France, the United States, 

and Panama. Since that time, more 

legislations by the Security Council have 

passed in favor of  dealing with Somalian 

piracy. 
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Figure vi: A Somali pirated ship



	 Though Somalia is one of  the main 

threats of  piracy, similar acts occur 

throughout the world. Since many of  

these pirated vessels may pass through the 

Panama Canal, the Panamanian Cabinet 

must decide upon anti-piracy measures 

within the country in an attempt to stop 

this threat. One measure that Panama has 

taken recently is the creation of  the 

national Data Centre under the Long 

Range Ship Identification and Tracking 

System, which will collect and analyze 

information from over 8,000 Panamanian 

ships to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of  maritime affairs. The 

issue is not only a national one, however, 

so Panama cannot deal with it alone. The 

Panamanian Cabinet must decide upon 

suggested security measures within 

Panama, and consider detailing an 

international plan for security. Some 

shipping companies have taken up their 

own defense through privately contracted 

security firms who bear arms on these 

civilian ships. Could this introduce more 

danger due to firefights than the absence 

of  armed guards? When pirates are 

captured in international waters, what set 

of  laws should be used to prosecute them? 

What are some of  the root causes why 

pirates in Somalia or any other area turn 

to piracy and what can be done to address 

the root cause?

Foreign Relations

Panama Mission to the UN

 The Permanent Mission to the 

United Nations represents Panama before 

humanity’s most representative and 

indispensable international body, and is a 

vital branch of  the Ministry of  Foreign 

Affairs, which coordinates Panama’s 

foreign policy.

 The Permanent Mission exercises 

Panama’s foreign policy in affairs of  

international multilateral interest. The 

diplomatic role of  the Permanent Mission 

is to represent Panama at the United 

Nations in the General Assemblies, 

ECOFIN, UNESCO, IMO, and UNIDO. 

 

Panama Relations with Colombia
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	 Panama's relations with the parent 

government at Bogota, from 1821, the 

year of  independence from Spain to 1903,  

the year of  independence from Colombia, 

had been characterized by intermittent 

revolutions which never had attained a 

decisive and final result proving that 

Panama, unassisted, never could hope to 

achieve independence from the mother 

country. The US often interceded and 

treated Colombia as the sovereign nation 

based on a treaty from 1846 - until the 

combination of  a failed attempt to sign a 

pact for the canal project with Colombia 

combined with Colombian and 

Panamanian independence from Spain 

created an opportunity for the US to 

recognize Panama as a sovereign nation 

and sign a treaty for the canal project with 

her.

	 Panama and Colombia worked 

independently with the US on Free Trade 

Agreements that were passed into law by 

the US Congress on the same day, 

October 12, 2011. In the meantime, an 

FTA between Panama and Colombia has 

been less successful. Consistent with the 

history of  disagreements between the two 

countries, attempts at a mutually 

beneficial FTA stalled because it was "not 

conducive to the necessary balance of  

commercial interests of  Panama."9 More 

recently, after the successful negotiations 

of  FTA's with the US, the neighboring 

countries are once again in FTA 

discussions because, according to 

Panama's Trade Minister Roberto 

Henriquez, it is "important for both 

national governments, and the 

commercial aspects of  it deserve to be 

treated in a permanent fashion."9 

Panama's economic growth rate ranks 

among the highest in Latin America, 

expanding 10.6 percent in 2011, and is 

forecast to grow annually between 5 and 8 

percent through 2017. In an effort to 

ensure the continuance of  Panama's 

economic growth and maintain positive 

regional relations, the Cabinet should 

consider what steps are necessary to agree 

to a Free Trade Agreement with 

Colombia.

As background, a comparison of  FTAs 

with the US:
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Panama Relations with Taiwan and PRC

 After its inception in 1954, Taiwan 

was officially recognized by the UN and 

fully supported by Panama.  In 1971, 

however, when Beijing’s government broke 

ties with the Soviet Union, the UN 

switched recognition from Taiwan to the 

mainland.  At that time, the People’s 

Republic of  China (PRC) affirmed its 

“One China Policy” and declared Taiwan 

a rogue territory. Nevertheless, Taiwan 

continues to seek formal recognition from 

the international community and has tried 

repeatedly to re-enter the UN but to no 

avail. Currently, just 23 countries 

recognize Taiwan as a legitimate state with 

12 of  these 23 countries from Latin 

America and the Caribbean (LAC), 

Panama being one of  them.   Therefore, 

LAC are important allies for both 

countries because Taiwan must hold on to 

its few remaining allies, and China must 

hinder Taiwan’s hope of  independence. 

	 Upon election in 2009, it was the 

intent of  President Martinelli to switch 

relations from Taiwan to the PRC. 

However, he was encouraged to be patient 

and hold the course with Taiwan by the 

PRC as a switch could undermine 

improving relations between the two. The 

Panamanian Cabinet should prepare its 

diplomatic position under the scenarios of 

improved PRC and Taiwan relations and 

deteriorated relations. How would it affect 

the PRC, Taiwan, and Panama if  Panama 

switched its allegiance from Taiwan to the 

PRC, as was previously intended? Would 

it be more mutually beneficial if  Panama 

recognized the PRC or Taiwan? Could 

Panama switch its recognition while still 

maintaining good relations with Taiwan? 

The Panamanian Cabinet must decide the 

positives and negatives of  both scenarios: 

staying with Taiwan or switching to the 

PRC. The Cabinet must then decide 

which course of  action to take. 
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Panama Relations with US

	 The United States and Panama 

began diplomatic relations after Panama 

declared independence from Colombia in 

1903. That same year the two nations 

signed the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty 

granting to the United States rights to a 

zone spanning the country to build, 

administer, fortify and defend an inter-

oceanic canal. The Panama Canal opened 

in 1914. In 1977, the Torrijos-Carter 

Treaties were signed to set governing 

standards for the Canal through 1999 and 

guarantee its permanent neutrality. These 

treaties went into effect in 1979 and on 

December 31, 1999, Panama assumed full 

jurisdiction over the Canal.

 Periodic interruptions in diplomatic 

relations have not superseded an overall 

continuous  history of  cooperation and 

mutual benefit. The US helped oust 

dictator Manuel Noriega after he was 

defeated in a free election in 1989 and 

refused to cede power. Operation Just 

Cause served to keep Panamanian 

democracy alive and trade open. Panama 

and the US signed a Free Trade 

Agreement on June 28, 2007 which was 

signed into law the same year in Panama 

and in 2011 in the US. "The trade 

agreement will eliminate tariffs and other 

barriers to US exports, promote economic 

growth, set high standards for the 

treatment of  investments, provide a 

framework for resolution of  investment or 

trade disputes, and expand trade between 

the two countries. US exports to Panama 

include oil, machinery, aircraft, 

agricultural products, and low-value 

shipments. US imports from Panama 

include returns, fish and seafood, gold, 

cane sugar, and bananas and pineapples. 

Reported US direct investment in Panama 

is led by the finance/insurance and 

wholesale trade sectors. Reported 

Panamanian direct investment in the 

United States is led by the manufacturing 

and real estate sectors."7 This agreement 

is critical to both parties as approximately 

two-thirds of  the Panama Canal’s annual 

transits are bound to or from US ports. 

How can Panama and the U.S. get full 

benefit out of  this agreement? 
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 In 2012, this FTA prompted 

Panama to change its copyright laws. The 

new law would create new offenses, such 

as internet-based violations of  copyright. 

This law gives law enforcement officers 

the right to punish copy-righted file 

sharers through fining, though none of  the 

money would go to the copyright holder. 

This has prompted significant criticism 

from international media. Many have said 

it is too vague. It ascribes copyright status 

to electronic files temporarily held in a 

computer’s RAM, which would allow for 

fining of  up $100,000 for violations. This 

could potentially be used against users of  

paid-for media streaming providers such 

as Netflix, Pandora, etc. 

	 Recently, President Martinelli 

vetoed some parts of  the law, removing 

some objections, and lowering the fines to 

between $1,000 and $20,000. However, he 

also removed some of  the parts which 

gained support. The Panamanian people 

did not have a voice in this veto, as it was 

only publicly announced after it had 

passed. The Panamanian Cabinet must 

assess the current situation of  the new 

copyright law. Is it still worth keeping in 

action? What are the benefits of  it? What 

are the downsides? Should the 

government get rid of  it completely? 

Should any new articles be added? 

Panama Relations with Israel and Palestine

	 Panama's positions relative to Israel 

and Palestine are highly reflective of  those 

of  her northern ally the United States. 

The release below sums up her deference 

to the state of  Israel, placing the burden of 

peace in the Gaza Strip squarely on 

Palestine and making it a contingency to 

acknowledgement of  Palestine in world 

diplomatic fora. 

"THE REPUBLIC OF PANAMA'S 

POSITION REGARDING THE 

ENTRY OF PALESTINE TO THE 

UNITED NATIONS, IN STATUS OF 

NON-MEMBER OBSERVER STATE 

29 November 2012

UNITED NATIONS - The Government 

of  the Republic of  Panama, after a 

thorough political and legal analysis of  
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draft resolution A/67/L.28 about 

Palestine, regrets it cannot support it. As it 

is known, the Government of  the 

Republic of  Panama considers that 

Palestine has the right to be recognized as 

a State and, consequently, to be a part of  

the international community of  Nations, 

though, for that, it must first resolve its 

differences with its neighbour, the State of 

Israel, which, like Palestine, has the right 

to a peaceful existence and a harmonious 

relation with Palestine and other States of  

the region.

 The Government of  the Republic of  

Panama recalls that to take the process of  

recognizing Palestine as a State to a happy 

conclusion, there will be no better way 

than that which arises from a direct 

negotiation between Israel and the 

Palestinian National Authority, since the 

peace process which is indispensable to a 

resolution of  this sad and now lengthy 

dispute, must recognize that Israel has the 

right to a peaceful and secure existence in 

its national territory which is historically 

and legally recognized by the international 

community."8

	 Does the Panamanian Cabinet still 

believe it to be most beneficial to keep 

Palestine out of  the UN until its dispute 

with Israel is resolved? What harm could 

be caused by the entry of  Palestine into 

the UN in its current situation? 

Character Biographies

President Ricardo Alberto Martinelli Berrocal

 Ricardo Martinelli is the 49th, and 

the current, President of  Panama. One of  

Martinelli’s current projects is the 

improvement of  infrastructure, including 

roads, hospitals, and a subway, to increase 

foreign investment. Martinelli has also 

been working to reduce Panama’s 

sovereign debt by pushing for tax reforms. 

He has also taken many measures during 

his presidency to alleviate poverty.

Director General, National Women Institute of  

Panama Markelda Montenegro de Herrera

	 Markelda de Herrera is the director 

general of  the National Women Institute 

of  Panama (INAMU), an organization 
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that promotes equality for women in 

Panama. INAMU has taken strides in 

obtaining rights for Panamanian women, 

and has been supported by First Lady 

Marta Linares de Martinelli.

Authority of  the Panama Canal Administrator 

Jorge L. Quijano

	 The Authority of  the Panama 

Canal announced this year the designation 

of  engineer Jorge Quijano as the new 

administrator for the organization. 

Recently Quijano met with the IMO to 

discuss maritime affairs, including the 

expansion project that the Panama Canal 

is currently undergoing.

Minister of  Tourism Solomon Shamah

	 Solomon Shamah is the head of  

tourism in Panama. In 2011, there was 

controversy regarding Shamah, as it was 

reported that Shamah was engaged in 

drug trafficking. There was no official 

proof  shown, and President Martinelli, 

despite complaints from others, refused to 

fire Shamah on such unfounded reports. 

Minister of  Commerce and Industry Ricardo 

Quijano

	 Ricardo Quijano took his office in 

2011. Shortly after his appointment as 

Minister of  Commerce and Industry, the 

U.S.-Panama Trade Promotion 

Agreement was passed by the U.S. 

Congress. Quijano was involved with U.S. 

Trade Representative Ron Kirk, 

discussing the implementation of  the 

agreement. 

Minister of  Economy and Finance Frank de 

Lima

 The previous Minister of  Economy 

and Finance, Alberto Vallarino, resigned 

over the breakup of  the Panameñista and 

Cambio Democratico political parties. 

Frank de Lima was chosen after his 

resignation, and he has expressed goals to 

continue President Martinelli’s plans for 

the economy of  Panama.
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