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HISTORY:  With the support of the USA, Panama gained independence from Colombia in 
1903.  By the Panama Canal Treaty, the USA retained sovereign rights over the Canal 
Zone (construction of the canal itself was finally completed in 1914).   In 1979, the zone

was, under the Carter-Torrijos Treaty, incorporated into Panama, with control of the 
canal itself to continue to be shared with the USA until 1999. 

A military intervention by the USA in December 1989 and January 1990, justified by 
President Bush as “necessary to safeguard the lives of U.S. citizens in Panama, defend 
democracy and human rights, combat drug trafficking, and secure the neutrality of the 

Panama Canal  under the Carter-Torrijos Treaty”, resulted in the overthrow of a 
military dictatorship, latterly headed by 
General Noriega, which had ruled the c
ountry since 1968.  Estimates of the death toll in the brief conflict, and particularly 
of civilian deaths, vary widely, but it almost certainly exceeded 1,000, and may have 
been over 4,000; UN sources estimate that 20,000 persons were displaced.
POPULATION (November 2021, estimated
)

 
        
                          3,929,000

Males annually reaching recruitment age (approx)
:  
    

                    32,217
MILITARY RECRUITMENT had always in practice been voluntary.  After the 1989 invasion 
by the USA, the Panamanian Armed forces were abolished, following the example of 
neighbouring Costa Rica.  

Article 310 of the Constitution as revised in 2004 states: “The Republic of Panama 
shall not have an Army.

“All Panamanians are required to take arms to defend the national independence and 
the territorial integrity of the State.

“For the preservation of public order, the protection of life, honor and property of 
those who live under the jurisdiction of the State and for the prevention of punishable 
acts, the Law shall organize the necessary police services, with authority and separate 
roster.

“In the face of external aggression and by authority of the Law, special police services

may be organized temporarily for the protection of the frontiers and jurisdictional

spaces of the Republic.”

Article 312 states “The Government alone may possess arms and implements of war. 
For their manufacture, importation and exportation, previous permission is required 
from the Executive Authority.”

Panama continues to maintain three paramilitary forces; the 20.000 strong National 
Police Force, 
the National Border Service and the National Aeronaval Service with 
4,000 and 3,700 personnel, respectively.  It may be noted that, in total, this represents a 
similar proportion of the available population to that which in States with universal 
conscription is typically found in the armed forces alone. Recruitment into all is 
voluntary. 

RECRUITMENT AGE.   The minimum recruitment age is set at 18.  In its Initial 
Report under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on 
the involvement of children in armed conflict, Panama states “The State has not 
adopted any law or provision that authorizes the lowering of the minimum age for 
recruitment by the security services.”


Until 1999, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute continued to record 
annual military expenditure of a little over $100m US per annum.   Since that date, no 
public expenditure has been defined as “military”.

CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION: The Panamanian government stated in 1994, in 

response to a questionnaire from the UN Commission on Human Rights: "(as 

service in the armed forces and the national police has always been voluntary)... 

it is thus assumed that persons who have decided to serve in such units have no 

ethical or religious objections to their duties, and the problem of conscientious 

objection has not in fact arisen as a legal issue."   However in 1989, in response 

to a previous questionnaire, it had stated "The Republic of Panama considers 

that conscientious objector status should not apply in wartime."
  It is at least 

possible that in view of the later constitutional changes it would no longer take 

this position.


Although Panama has never felt the need for domestic legislation enshrining the 

right of conscientious objection to military service, it has in recent years been 

consistently supportive on the issue at the United Nations, co-sponsoring 


successive Human Rights Council resolutions  and making a number of 


recommendations in the course of the Universal Periodic Review.
Conclusion
In general, Panama’s record in this area should attract nothing but praise.  The one suggestion which might be made is whether it might consider entrenching a right of conscientious objection in any provisions which might authorise up the call-up of citizens in a time of national emergency (which would by definition override the reservation it had expressed in 1991).
�	Source:  The Military Balance 2022 (International Institute of Strategic Studies, London), which bases its estimate on “demographic statistics taken from the US Census Bureau”.


�	Ibid: - calculated from the quoted proportion of the 2020 population which were males between the ages of 15 and 19. 


�	CRC/C/OPAC/PAN/1, 5th November 2018, para 68.


�	Horeman, B. & Stolwijk, M.,  Refusing to bear arms: a world study of coscription and conscientious objection to military service,War Resisters’ International, 1998





