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In a 2006 national referendum, the 
Panamanian people voted in a majority of 
80% in favour of expanding the Panama 
Canal. Positioned in its strategic location 
balancing trade between the Atlantic 

and Pacific Oceans, an expanded canal 
promises at least 45,000 additional jobs 
and to inject a massive boost into the 
local economy, with income estimates 
ranging between US$5-6 billion a year 

for Panama. To understand the sheer 
scale of the canal in the context of global 
commerce, it is worth bearing in mind 
that approximately US$9 trillion transits 
the canal on an annual basis, with the 
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the expansion of the Panama Canal (third Set of locks Project) will double the capacity of the Panama Canal by allowing more and 
larger ships to transit. 

canal interlinking 1,700 ports in 160 
countries. 

Since its inception, the canal has 
allowed the eponymous Panamax-sized 
vessels to travel through its waters. 
However, in an evolving industry which 
now uses increasingly large megaships, 
and with ever-increasing demand for use 
of the canal which causes bottlenecks and 
lengthens waiting times, expansion was 
paramount, especially if Panama wanted 
to move into the future with potentially 
the most important and lucrative trade 
canal in the world. 

Søren Skou, CEO of the world ’s 
biggest cargo shipping company Maersk 
Line, has spoken of the expansion, 
indicating how a large waterway is vital 
in providing supply-chain efficiencies for 
both developing and emerging economies, 
with Panama taking the necessary steps to 
continue writing the history books for the 
next chapter of international trade.

And that next chapter is not far off. 
By December 2015 the canal is primed 
to have two new sets of locks - one on 
the Pacific side and one on the Atlantic 
side of the canal - each equipped with 

three chambers, and each chamber having 
three water-saving basins. The added 
locks mean a new transit lane will be 
in place specifically for New-Panamax 
ships, which have been specially created 
to achieve maximum capacity through 
the expanded canal, and that is a figure 
is almost triple the figure that is currently 
possible. Given the current expanding 
economic climate, the expansion arrives at 
an ample time for Panama, with the canal 
countenancing a multitude of challenges. 

Nearby Nicaragua recently awarded a 
50-year concession to the Hong Kong-
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top: Installing the lock gates on the atlantic side of the canal, as at July 31, 2014; Bottom: Works on the Pacific side (photo taken 
november 2013)
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based internat ional  infras t ructure 
development firm HKND to construct 
a canal through the countr y, with 
Nicaragua, and by extension China, 
seemingly  intent  on r iva l l ing the 
Panamanian centenarian.

However, estimated costs for the 
Nicaraguan project already top a dizzying 
US$40 billion, and that is not even 
including the locks that would be vital 
for such an operation in order to tackle 
Lake Nicaragua, which lies 32.6m above 
sea level (compared to the 26m of Lake 
Gatun in Panama). With the additional 
environmental issues and the significant 
risks of earthquakes, the Nicaragua Canal 
appears to be light-years behind the 
Panama Canal in realisation.  

Closer to home, during construction, 
the Panama Canal Authority (ACP) 
encountered some friction with Grupo 
Unidos por el Canal (GUPC), the firm 
hired to implement the expansion, 
leading to delays which threatened the 
construction of the project due to a claim 
of unforeseeable concrete design changes. 

However, discussions were held, and 
agreements were made to see work 
firmly back on-track with the first set 
of massive lock gates installed in their 
chambers this July. 

With the completed canal on the 
horizon, the massive potential to boost 
throughput with the promise of bigger 
vessels arriving has triggered ports on 
the eastern and southern coasts of the 
US – which currently accounts for a 
staggering 70% of container traffic that 
passes through Panama at present – into 
dredging, digging and modernising port, 
terminal and harbour facilities.

US ports in the states of New York, 
South Carolina, Maryland, Virginia, 
Florida, Georgia and Texas have all 
seen or are witnessing redevelopments 
in an effort to become the cutting-edge 
exclusive ports that mega-ships can dock 
at now they have an option to bypass the 
US west coast. 

While at Jacksonville Port, Florida, in 
2013, President Obama outlined how new 
super-tankers, capable of holding three 

times the amount of cargo, will soon be 
coming through the canal and how he 
desired that the super-tankers call-in at 
Jacksonville. He actively argued that if the 
US wanted its workers and businesses to 
compete in a global market then its ports 
have to be ready to receive super-tankers.

American natural gas producers are 
also eager to utilise the canal in the post-
expansion era as it would allow them 
to easily export fossil fuels to Asian 
countries. A study commissioned by the 
US Government suggests that despite 
only 6% of the global LNG tanker 
fleet being capable of using the canal at 
present, that figure is expected to rocket 
to around 90% post expansion. 

US vice-president Joe Biden has 
identified the pertinence of this, stressing 
how important it is for the US, as energy 
production throughout the Americas grows, 
with Panama set to play a critical role in 
bridging energy supplies in the Atlantic 
with a growing demand in the Pacific.

The reverberations of the expansion 
are also being felt way beyond the US, 
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the impressive Centennial Bridge spans the Canal.
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with the Cuban government inspired to 
develop its deep-water Mariel Port in 
tandem with the Brazilian Government, 
and the China Harbour Engineering 
Company having a framework agreement 
to build a new port on the Goat Islands 
near Kingston, Jamaica. 

Robbert van Trooijen, chief executive 
for Latin America and the Caribbean at 
Maersk Line, has spoken of the impact 
the expansion promises to have on his 
area of the world, outlining the positive 
developments in port infrastructure 
across the region, with more investment 
along the Panama Canal area during the 
last two years than the previous five. Key 
projects are underway in the US, Panama, 
Colombia, Mexico, Dominican Republic, 
Costa Rica, Peru and even countries like 
Cuba and Venezuela, as investment in 
port infrastructure continues to grow to 
accommodate the expected increase in 
tonnage that will navigate the region.

The ramifications of the expansion 

not only mean increased trade and 
cargo shipments arriving, but also carry a 
knock-on effect in which the local areas 
around the deep-water ports are impacted 
with the growth provided by higher imports 
and exports. Real estate has become a 
premium around the redeveloping ports as 
well as prospective warehouse space, with 
international commerce giant Amazon 
announcing with developer Duke Realty a 
project to construct a one million square-
foot distribution centre around the Port of 
Baltimore.

Preserving nature
The Panama Canal  winds its  way 
through a rich, natural landscape. A vast 
array of colour and wildlife sits on the 
banks of the canal, and understandably, 
environmental questions have been raised 
concerning the impact of the expansion 
and prospective trade on the area. 

As the locks currently use water from 
Lake Gatun, the levels of which can 

reduce during the dry season, questions 
had to be addressed concerning how 
onerous a third set of locks would be. 
In response, innovative water-saving 
basins have been designed adjacent to 
the locks which can recycle the water 
used in each of the three lock chambers. 
The basins are capable of conserving up 
to 60% of water used per transit, and 
vitally, a policy of reforestation is in place 
to nourish any negatively-affected areas 
during construction to keep the natural 
landscape bursting with vigour and life. 

In the global context, the expansion 
of the canal will act as a catalyst for 
environmental efficiency as it will see 
vast LNG vessels travelling through and 
bringing greener fuel across the east-west 
divide much faster, thereby boosting the 
LNG network. 

By 2016, the global shipping network 
could strike a very different picture with the 
Panama Canal set to perpetuate its standing 
as the vital vein of worldwide trade.
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a tight fit in one of the existing canal locks.

5   Edit ion 63: September 2014 www.por ttechnolog y.org

Panama Canal Centenary


