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Introduction: Understanding the Treaty Before
the Panama Canal Construction

The construction of the Panama Canal represents one of the most significant
engineering feats of the 20th century, transforming global maritime trade
routes and solidifying U.S. influence in Central America. However, before the
first shovel of dirt was turned, the United States engaged in diplomatic
negotiations that laid the groundwork for the canal's construction and
control. Central to these diplomatic efforts was the signing of a treaty that
determined the U.S. government's rights and responsibilities in the region.

The phrase in focus—"Question 5 Of 10 Before Building The Panama Canal, The
United States Signed A Treaty Agreeing to: O A. Annex"—refers to a pivotal
moment in American diplomatic history concerning the Panama Canal. This
article explores the historical context, the key provisions of the treaty,
its implications, and how it shaped the development and control of the Panama
Canal.

---

Historical Context: The Need for a Canal and
U.S. Interests

The Strategic and Economic Importance of a Canal

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, global trade was expanding
rapidly, and maritime navigation routes became increasingly vital for
economic growth and military strategy. The idea of constructing a canal
across Central America emerged as a way to significantly reduce travel time
between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

- Economic Benefits: Shorter sea routes meant faster transportation of goods,
reduced shipping costs, and increased international trade.
- Military Advantages: A shorter route allowed for quicker movement of naval
forces, enhancing national security and power projection.



The Role of the United States

The U.S. recognized the vast strategic and commercial potential of a canal,
leading to intense diplomatic efforts to acquire rights to build and control
it. Initially, the French, under Ferdinand de Lesseps, attempted to build the
canal but faced engineering, financial, and health challenges, leading to
failure.

The U.S. took a keen interest in Panama, then part of Colombia, and sought to
secure the rights necessary for construction. This ambition was driven by
figures like President Theodore Roosevelt, who saw the canal as vital for
American influence in the Western Hemisphere.

---

The Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty: The Key Agreement

Background of the Treaty

The most significant treaty related to the Panama Canal's construction was
the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, signed on November 18, 1903, between the United
States and Panama. This treaty was negotiated shortly after Panama declared
independence from Colombia, a move that was facilitated by American support.

Key Provisions of the Treaty

The treaty granted the United States:

- A Zone of Control: A ten-mile wide strip of land across the Isthmus of
Panama, known as the Panama Canal Zone.
- Sovereignty Rights: The U.S. was granted full rights to build, operate, and
defend the canal within this zone.
- Exclusive Control: The United States had exclusive rights to the
construction, management, and military defense of the canal.

Main points of the treaty included:

- The U.S. paid Panama $10 million as compensation for the rights granted.
- The U.S. could intervene in Panama to maintain order and security.
- The treaty effectively placed the canal zone under U.S. sovereignty,
although Panama was recognized as an independent nation.

---

Implications of the Treaty



Impact on Panama

While Panama gained independence with U.S. support, the treaty's terms were
heavily skewed in favor of the United States. Panama received a lump sum
payment but lacked substantial sovereignty over the canal zone, leading to
long-term resentment.

Key issues included:

- Loss of sovereignty over the canal zone.
- The perception that Panama's independence was compromised or influenced by
U.S. interests.
- The economic reliance on the U.S. for security and administration.

Impact on the United States

The treaty allowed the U.S. to:

- Expedite the construction of the Panama Canal.
- Secure strategic control over a critical maritime route.
- Establish a military presence in the region to safeguard American
interests.

However, it also created diplomatic tensions with Colombia, which claimed
rights over Panama and viewed the treaty as an infringement on its
sovereignty.

---

Construction and Control of the Panama Canal

Building the Canal

Following the treaty's signing, the U.S. initiated the construction of the
Panama Canal in 1904, overcoming numerous engineering and health challenges,
notably controlling diseases like malaria and yellow fever.

Operational Control

The U.S. maintained control over the Panama Canal Zone for nearly a century,
managing the canal's operations, security, and maintenance. This control was
formalized through various treaties, including the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty
and later agreements, which reaffirmed U.S. sovereignty over the zone.

---



Revisions and the Transfer of Control

Treaty of 1977 and the Torrijos-Carter Treaties

The long-standing control of the canal by the U.S. became a point of
contention in Panama. In 1977, the Torrijos-Carter Treaties were signed,
which called for the gradual transfer of the Panama Canal to Panama by
December 31, 1999.

Key aspects included:

- Panama's sovereignty over the Canal Zone.
- The U.S. maintaining military presence until the transfer was complete.
- Ensuring the neutrality and continued operation of the canal.

Final Transfer

On December 31, 1999, Panama officially took control of the Panama Canal,
ending nearly a century of U.S. sovereignty over the zone. The transfer was a
major milestone in Panama's sovereignty and control over its own territory.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of the Treaty and
Its Legacy

The treaty signed before building the Panama Canal was instrumental in
shaping the course of American and Panamanian history. While it facilitated
the construction of a vital global trade route, it also sparked debates about
sovereignty, influence, and imperialism. The treaty's provisions allowed the
U.S. to secure rights necessary for the canal's construction and operation,
but they also led to long-term diplomatic tensions.

Understanding the treaty’s context, key provisions, and implications helps
appreciate the complex history behind one of the world's most important
engineering projects. Today, the Panama Canal remains a symbol of
international cooperation, economic importance, and the enduring legacy of
the treaties that made its construction possible.

---

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Why did the U.S. need a treaty before building the Panama Canal? The1.
treaty established legal rights to construct and control the canal zone,
ensuring American interests were protected and providing diplomatic
legitimacy for the project.



Was the treaty fair to Panama? Critics argue that the treaty heavily2.
favored the U.S., granting significant control over Panama's territory
and sovereignty, leading to long-term resentment.

What were the long-term effects of the treaty? It led to nearly a3.
century of U.S. control over the canal zone, affecting Panama’s
sovereignty until the transfer in 1999.

How did the treaty influence U.S. foreign policy? It exemplified early4.
20th-century U.S. imperialism and interest in strategic control over
vital global trade routes.

---
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Meta Description:

Discover the historical significance of the treaty signed by the United
States before building the Panama Canal. Learn about its provisions,
implications, and how it shaped U.S. and Panamanian relations for nearly a
century.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main purpose of the treaty signed by the
United States before building the Panama Canal?

The main purpose was to establish rights and sovereignty over the territory
where the canal would be constructed, including agreements related to control
and security of the area.

Did the treaty signed before the Panama Canal's
construction involve annexation of any territory?

Yes, the treaty included provisions that effectively led to the annexation of
Panama by the United States, granting control over the canal zone.



Which treaty did the United States sign that
influenced the construction of the Panama Canal?

The United States signed the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty in 1903, which granted
the U.S. control over the Panama Canal Zone.

What were the key terms of the treaty signed before
building the Panama Canal?

The key terms included granting the U.S. the rights to build, operate, and
defend the canal, and establishing the Panama Canal Zone as U.S. territory in
exchange for financial compensation and guarantees.

How did the treaty impact Panama's sovereignty?

The treaty limited Panama's sovereignty over the canal zone, leading to
criticism and eventual negotiations to revise the treaty in later years.

Why was the treaty controversial at the time of
signing?

It was controversial because it granted the United States significant control
over Panama's territory and was seen as an infringement on Panama's
independence.

What is the significance of the treaty in the context
of U.S. foreign policy?

The treaty exemplifies the U.S. policy of exerting influence and control in
Latin America during the early 20th century through strategic agreements and
territorial rights.
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Introduction

The construction of the Panama Canal stands as one of the most monumental
engineering feats of the 20th century, transforming global maritime trade and
geopolitics. Yet, the story leading up to its construction is complex,
intertwined with diplomatic negotiations, imperial ambitions, and strategic
considerations. Central to this narrative is the question: Before building
the Panama Canal, the United States signed a treaty agreeing to: O A. Annex.
The phrasing hints at the broader geopolitical ambitions and diplomatic
agreements that shaped the canal's fate. To fully understand this, we must
delve into the historical context of the era, explore the key treaties
involved, and analyze their implications.

---



Historical Context: The Road to the Panama Canal

The Strategic Importance of a Shortcut

By the late 19th century, global maritime commerce was expanding rapidly, and
the need for a shorter, more efficient route between the Atlantic and Pacific
Oceans became apparent. The existing route around Cape Horn was long,
treacherous, and time-consuming, prompting significant interest among
commercial and military sectors in establishing a canal across Central
America.

Early Attempts and French Efforts

In the 1880s, the French, led by Ferdinand de Lesseps—the builder of the Suez
Canal—began efforts to construct a canal through Panama. These efforts failed
due to engineering challenges, tropical diseases like malaria and yellow
fever, and financial mismanagement.

U.S. Interest and the Role of the Roosevelt Corollary

The United States, initially observing from the sidelines, grew increasingly
interested in taking control of the project. Influenced by strategic
concerns, economic interests, and the ideology of manifest destiny, U.S.
policymakers sought to secure a route that would bolster maritime power and
economic influence in the Western Hemisphere. Theodore Roosevelt, then
Assistant Secretary of the Navy and later President, was a key proponent of
American intervention in the region.

---

The Key Treaty: The Hay-Bunau-Varilla Agreement

Background and Negotiation

The most significant treaty associated with the U.S. interest in the Panama
Canal was the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty signed on November 18, 1903, between
the United States and the Republic of Panama. This treaty was the culmination
of a covert effort by the U.S., which supported Panama's independence
movement against Colombia, then the sovereign authority over the isthmus.

The Context of Panama's Independence

Colombia had previously refused U.S. proposals for a canal zone, leading
Roosevelt to support Panamanian independence, which was declared on November
3, 1903. Following this, the U.S. swiftly negotiated a treaty with Panama
that granted extensive rights over the canal zone.

---

The Content of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty

Key Provisions

- Perpetual Canal Zone: The treaty granted the United States a perpetual,
exclusive rights to a ten-mile wide zone across the Isthmus of Panama.
- Sovereignty: Panama relinquished sovereignty over this zone, effectively
ceding control to the U.S.
- Financial Arrangements: The treaty included monetary compensation to
Panama, though the terms have been widely criticized as unfavorable to the



Panamanian government.
- Control and Military Rights: The U.S. held the right to defend the canal
zone and maintain military presence as deemed necessary.

Controversies and Criticisms

- The treaty was signed by Philippe Bunau-Varilla, a French engineer and
Panama's ambassador to the U.S., who was not an official representative of
Panama but rather a private individual with vested interests.
- Many viewed the treaty as an act of imperialism, with some critics labeling
it as a form of "annexation" of the canal zone by the United States.
- The treaty's terms sparked resentment in Panama and among Latin American
nations, who perceived it as a violation of sovereignty.

---

The Question of Annexation: Did the U.S. Agree to Annex?

The wording of the original question—"Before building the Panama Canal, the
United States signed a treaty agreeing to: O A. Annex"—raises critical
questions about U.S. intentions and actions:

- Was annexation explicitly agreed upon?
No, the treaties did not explicitly state that the U.S. would annex Panama or
the canal zone; instead, they granted control and perpetual rights over a
specific zone, effectively allowing U.S. sovereignty in that area.

- Was annexation a goal or consequence?
While not officially declared, the U.S. control over the canal zone and the
military rights granted by the treaty laid the groundwork for de facto
annexation. The U.S. maintained a significant military presence, and the zone
operated under U.S. jurisdiction, leading many to argue that annexation or at
least a form of territorial control was an inevitable consequence.

- Legal and diplomatic interpretations
Some scholars argue that the treaty's terms functioned as a form of
territorial annexation, effectively making the zone U.S. territory in all but
name. Others contend that the agreement was a bilateral treaty, not a formal
annexation, but one that facilitated U.S. sovereignty over the zone.

---

The Evolution of U.S.-Panama Relations Post-Treaty

The Construction and Operation of the Canal

Construction began in 1904, with the U.S. undertaking enormous engineering
efforts, including the famous excavation of the Culebra Cut and the
implementation of health measures to combat disease. The canal officially
opened in 1914, transforming maritime trade.

Long-term Impact of the Treaty

- The U.S. maintained control over the canal zone until 1977, when the
Torrijos-Carter Treaties set in motion a process for Panama to gain control.
- The 1977 treaties stipulated that full sovereignty over the canal would
transfer to Panama by December 31, 1999.
- This transition marked the end of U.S. control, but the legacy of the
original treaties continues to influence regional geopolitics.



---

Broader Implications and Legacy

Imperialism and Sovereignty

The treaties surrounding the Panama Canal exemplify the complexities of
imperialism and sovereignty in the early 20th century. The U.S. exerted
significant influence over Panama's political and territorial sovereignty,
raising questions about the ethics of such agreements.

Regional Reactions

Latin American nations often viewed the U.S. actions as aggressive and
imperialistic, fueling anti-American sentiment that persisted for decades.

Modern Perspectives

Today, the Panama Canal remains a symbol of U.S. interventionist policies of
the early 20th century. The treaties and construction efforts are studied as
prime examples of how diplomacy, military power, and engineering prowess can
reshape geopolitical landscapes.

---

Conclusion

The question of whether the U.S. signed a treaty agreeing to annex Panama
before building the canal is nuanced. While no treaty explicitly states the
U.S. commitment to annexation, the terms of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty and
subsequent agreements granted the U.S. extensive control over the canal zone,
effectively establishing a form of territorial dominance. This arrangement
exemplifies how diplomatic agreements can have profound territorial and
sovereignty implications, often blurring the line between treaty rights and
annexation.

The construction of the Panama Canal was not merely an engineering project—it
was a manifestation of American strategic interests, diplomatic negotiations,
and regional influence. The legacy of these treaties continues to shape U.S.-
Panama relations and serves as a case study in the complexities of
international treaties, sovereignty, and imperial power.

---
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In essence, the signing of treaties such as the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Agreement



laid the foundation for U.S. control over the Panama Canal zone, with many
viewing it as a de facto annexation. This strategic move exemplifies how
diplomatic agreements can extend beyond their immediate legal language,
shaping regional and international power dynamics for decades.
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