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Panamaoverview

Panama has a solid foundation of economic and political stability. Panama grew at
8.4% in 2013 – the second-fastest growth rate in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Average growth over the past decade has been 8.7%, Latin America’s fastest, 
including 3.9% during the global slump in 2009. Thanks to good macroeconomic
policy making, it has a history of low unemployment (currently 4.1%), and low 
inflation (4%). An upper-middle income country, it has free-flowing capital and 
attracts one of the highest rates of FDI in Latin America at 11.7% of GDP in 2013,
compared to Mexico’s 1.3%. Between 2007 and 2013 Panama doubled its GDP.

With the Panama Canal expansion works going into full gear, the construction 
of a Metro system in Panama City and several large infrastructure projects such 
as roads, convention centres, hospitals, utilities and social housing, growth is 
expected to remain strong over the coming years, although lower than in the 
past five. Panama is a hot destination for foreign investment, with the UK 
being the second largest investor. Panama is a hub for air travel, maritime 
transportation, financial services, telecommunications, distribution of goods 
and regional headquarters.
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WelcomefromDr.IanF.Collard,BritishAmbassador

totheRepublicofPanama

I am proud to introduce this edition of the Doing Business Guide, all about opportunities 
in Panama.

For hundreds of years, Panama has played a crucial role in the development of international
trade, uniting markets, bringing together businesses, and serving as the economic and 
commercial bridge of the Americas. Trade and investment has evolved through those 
centuries, but Panama has retained its unique and unrivalled position at the centre of 
commerce in Latin America. In this guide you will get a glimpse of Panama’s existing offer 
and of its tremendous additional potential, as an international centre for banking, financial, 
legal and maritime services, and as a hub for logistics, communications and connectivity.

As a world-class logistics platform, with a prime geographical location, dollarised economy,
and social, political and economic stability, Panama is the ideal place to do business in the 
region. The development of Panama’s Special Economic Zones, such as the Colón Free Zone
(CFZ) – the second largest in the world – the Panama Pacifico Special Economic Area (where
UK company London & Regional is the master developer), and the City of Knowledge, has 
become a huge attraction to multinational corporations, educational institutions and international
organisations. Tax, labour and migratory incentives have caught the attention of corporations
from across the UK and around the world.

In the last decade, Panama has also enjoyed exceptional economic growth and has become a
magnet for foreign investors, of which the UK is in the top tier. Large numbers of projects and
mega projects are coming on stream in areas such as education, energy and infrastructure,
providing UK businesses with opportunities to showcase British expertise and excellence.

I encourage you to contact UKTI Panama so we can collaborate with you to help build your
business in Panama. I’m confident that this guide will encourage you to visit this fascinating
country.

Dr. Ian F. Collard

British Ambassador to the Republic of Panama



IntroductiontothemarketfromtheUKTIDirectorPanama,

ArielPerezPrice

Panama’s economy has been roaring for many years. The Central American 
Tiger has had the fastest growing economy of Latin America with a GDP growth 
averaging 8.4% during the last decade. As the country moves to widen its iconic
canal and makes massive investment in infrastructure including bridges, ports and 
a Metro System, the authorities have proclaimed their ambition to turn the Isthmus
into the Singapore of the western hemisphere – the region’s main logistic hub.

Panama’s ambition is becoming a reality. According to the Global Competitiveness
Report of the World Economic Forum, the country ranked 4th in the world for the
quality of port facilities, 1st in Latin America regarding air transport facilities and 
1st in the western hemisphere for availability of financial services. This structure 
has allowed the country to run the second largest free zone in the world, located 
at the Atlantic end of the Canal in Colón.

Panama is a magnet for global business due to its strategic location and good 
business environment. The country has put in place a very successful framework 
to promote foreign investment through well designed incentives. Today over 
100 multinationals have based regional headquarters in Panama including British 
giants such as Cable and Wireless, Diageo, GSK and Aggreko. As a matter of 
fact, British interest on the market accounts for 12.4% of the total foreign direct 
investment of the country, making the UK the second largest investor.

VisittheWebsite anddownloadthefreeMobileApp
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Panama’s latest ambition is to become a member of the Pacific Alliance. The Panama
Canal is currently a key partner of the four founding members of the group. Together
they are the 2nd largest user of the canal by origin and destination of cargo, thus 
the Isthmus is at the centre of the group’s trade strategy. Taking this into account,
Panama is in the position to become the gateway into the Alliance for 27 countries
from the Asia-Pacific region, an economic block that concentrates 44% of global
commerce. 

The future certainly looks bright for Panama, a country that managed to double 
its GDP during the last decade based on its service economy; one that shares 
multiple similarities with the UK. It is our aim at UKTI to incentivise trade between
both countries, promoting British solutions and products while facilitating access 
to our companies into this exciting and dynamic market located at the heart of 
the Americas. We have no doubt that IMA’s business guide is an outstanding 
contribution towards these objectives.

Ariel Perez Price

UKTI Director Panama 
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WelcomefromMr.JosephL.SalterioMBE,Chairman

oftheBritishChamberofCommercePanama

The British Chamber of Commerce (formerly Panama British Business Association)
boasts a membership of 160 members and while founded only 3 years is growing
fast. We firmly believe that the organisaton is the preferred business network 
representing British interests in Panama.

New business coming into the country who want to connect with Panama´s business
community will find the British Chamber a great place to start. The Chamber 
welcomes fellow business people into the organisation while operating in a 
non-political fashion with integrity, professionalism, inclusivity and service mindness.
Since its foundation the organisations goal is to create and implement relevant 
business functions for its members. These events have two purposes: to provide
useful, timely information about the local business scene, and to allow members to
connect in a variety of settings. Chamber events include monthly business lunches,
networking cocktails and annual forums. The mission of the organisation is and will
be to give our members timely advice, information, contact opportunities and 
relevant events. The Chamber is proud to provide very affordable memberships 
as part of the Chamber´s commitment to growth and expansion.

The British Chamber of Commerce is open for membership to companies operating
in the Panama region on a regular basis. Applications may be submitted via the 
online form or by downloading the application and forwarding to the Chamber’s
General Manager, Colum O Laighin. Membership applications are reviewed
monthly by the Board of Directors for approval. Once an application has been 
approved by the board, the General Manager will notify the applicant.

Mr. Joseph L. Salterio MBE

British Chamber of Commerce Chairman 

www.britcham.com.pa

Mr. Joseph L. Salterio MBE is the British Chamber of Commerce Chairman

and former CEO of HSBC Bank Panama and President of Omega Group.





13www.Panama.DoingBusinessGuide.co.uk

AboutUKTrade&Investment(UKTI)

UKTI is the British Government department that helps UK-based companies 
succeed in an increasingly global economy. UKTI also helps overseas companies
bring their high quality investment to the UK’s economy. UKTI’s range of expert
services are tailored to the needs of Individual businesses to maximise their 
international success. UKTI provides companies with knowledge, advice and
practical support.

Through a range of unique services, including participation at selected tradeshows,
outward trade missions and providing bespoke market intelligence, UKTI can help
you crack foreign markets and get to grips quickly with overseas regulations and
business practice.

With headquarters in London, UKTI have professional advisers around the UK
and staff across more than 100 countries. 

Contact UKTI

Contact your local International Trade Team or Scottish Development International
(SDI), Welsh Government (WG) or Invest Northern Ireland (INI) offices to find out
more about the range of services available to you.

You can find your nearest International Trade Team at: 

www.gov.uk/ukti 

General UKTI enquiry number: +44 (0) 207 215 5000
UK Trade & Investment
1 Victoria Street
London, 
SW1H 0ET
United Kingdom

Email: enquiries@ukti.gsi.gov.uk
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WebsiteandMobileAppfeaturesinclude:

• Latest business news

• Up-to-date travel advice

• Interactive ‘Supporting Organisations’ and ‘Market Experts’ profiles

• Essential contact details

• Listings with links to up-and-coming trade shows

• Links to UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) international trade support 

services



15www.Panama.DoingBusinessGuide.co.uk

International Market Advisor (IMA) works
with British and Foreign Government 
departments, Embassies, High 
Commissions and international Chambers
of Commerce throughout the world. Our
work helps to identify the most efficient
ways for British companies to trade with
and invest in opportunity-rich overseas
markets. 

During the last ten years IMA has 
worked with the British Government's 
overseas trade and investment department
UK Trade & Investment (UKTI), and has
written, designed, produced, launched 
and distributed over one million copies of 
more than 100 country-specific print and
multi-media based reports, guides and 
publications, including the internationally-
recognised ‘Doing Business Guide’ series
of trade publications. These are composed
of market and industry sector-specific,
multi-format print and digital trade reports,
together with some of the internet’s most
visited international trade websites - all of
which are designed to advise and assist
UK companies looking to trade with and 
invest in overseas markets. These reports
and guides are then distributed free-of-
charge through the IMA and UKTI global
networks - over 500 distribution outlets in
total. Further distribution takes place at
global exhibitions, roadshows, conferences
and trade missions, and IMA receives daily
requests for additional copies of the guides
from these networks and from businesses
considering exporting. 

Each of IMA’s 'Doing Business Guides’ is
produced in three formats: a full colour,
glossy, paper-based brochure; a supporting
fully-interactive and updatable multi-media
based website; and the website contents
available as a free-of-charge downloadable
smartphone/tablet app. 

The guides’ contents focus on the market
in question, how to approach that market
and the help and support available, and 
include informative market overviews, plus
details of business opportunities, listings
with website links to British and Foreign 
Government support services and essential
private sector service-provider profiles.

Sponsoring a ‘Doing Business Guide’
therefore offers a unique opportunity to
positively promote your products and 
services to high-profile business leaders,
specific exporters, investors and effective
business travellers who will be actively
seeking out service providers to assist
them in developing their business interests
in the targeted markets.

For more information on IMA 
please visit our website: 

www.DoingBusinessGuides.com

Contact IMA

Office address

International Market Advisor
IMA House
1 Terrace Road
Buxton
SK17 6DR
United Kingdom

Email

info@ima.uk.com

Generalenquiriesswitchboard

+44 (0) 1298 79562

Media enquiries

Newsdesk & out of hours 
+44 (0) 1298 79562

AboutInternationalMarketAdvisor(IMA)



Disclaimer

Whereas every effort has been made to
ensure that the information given in this
Guide is accurate, neither International
Market Advisor (IMA), the British Embassy
Panama City, the British Chamber of 
Commerce Panama, UK Trade & 
Investment (UKTI), nor its parent 
Departments, the Department for 
Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) or the
Foreign & Commonwealth Office (FCO),
accept liability for any errors, omissions 
or misleading statements and no warranty
is given or responsibility accepted as 
to the standing of any individual, firm, 
company or other organisation mentioned. 

The purpose of the Doing Business
Guides, prepared by International Market
Advisor (IMA) is to provide information to
help recipients form their own judgments
about making business decisions as to
whether to invest or operate in a particular
country. The Report's contents were 
believed (at the time that the Report 
was prepared) to be reliable, but no 
representations or warranties, express 
or implied, are made or given by IMA, the
British Embassy Panama City, the British
Chamber of Commerce Panama, UKTI 
or its parent Departments (the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the
(BIS) Department for Business, Innovation
and Skills) as to the accuracy of the 
Report, its completeness or its suitability
for any purpose. In particular, none of the
Report's contents should be construed as
advice or solicitation to purchase or sell
securities, commodities or any other form
of financial instrument. 

No liability is accepted by IMA, the British
Embassy Panama City, the British Chamber
of Commerce Panama, UKTI, the FCO 
or BIS for any loss or damage (whether
consequential or otherwise) which may
arise out of or in connection with the report.
No warranty is given, or responsibility 
accepted as to the standing of any individual,
firm, company or other organisation 
mentioned.

A range of UK Government support is
available from a portfolio of initiatives
called Solutions for Business. The "solutions"
are available to qualifying businesses 
and cover everything from investment 
and grants through to specialist advice, 
collaborations and partnerships. UK Trade
& Investment is the government organisation
that helps UK-based companies succeed
in the global economy and also helps
overseas companies bring their high-
quality investment to the UK's dynamic
economy - acknowledged as Europe's
best place from which to succeed in 
global business.

UK Trade & Investment offers expertise
and contacts through its extensive network
of specialists in the UK, and in British 
Embassies and other diplomatic offices
around the world. UKTI provides companies
with the tools they require to be competitive
on the world stage.

Contains public sector information 
licensed under the Open Government 
Licence v3.0.
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

This guide aims to provide a route map of the way ahead, together with signposts 
to other sources of help.

The main objective of this Doing Business in Panama Guide is to provide you with 
basic knowledge about Panama; an overview of its economy, business culture, potential 
opportunities and to identify the main issues associated with initial research, market entry,
risk management and cultural and language issues. We do not pretend to provide all the 
answers in the guide, but novice exporters in particular will find it a useful starting point. 
Further assistance is available from the UK Trade & Investment team in Panama. Full 
contact details are available in this guide.

Much of the information presented in this guide has been contributed by experts at UK
Trade & Investment. The Panama Business Guide is intended to provide general business
advice and should not be used as a substitute for market research, due diligence or legal and
professional services.

The guide is available in four formats:

• Website (www.Panama.DoingBusinessGuide.co.uk)

• a ‘free’ downloadable 'mobile device-friendly’ App 

• PDF Download (please see the website for more details) and

• this full colour hard-copy Brochure 

DoingBusinessinPanamaGuideTeam;

Project Manager: Craig Smith

Managing Editors: Olivia Taylor and Brian Underwood

Sponsorship Manager: James Clowes

Creative Manager: Paul King

Creative Consultants: Twistedgifted  www.twistedgifted.co.uk

Printed using materials
from sustainable sources

‘Doing Business in Panama Guide’ published in the UK by International Market Advisor Ltd.
© 2015 International Market Advisor Ltd (unless otherwise stated). All rights reserved.
Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

www.Panama.DoingBusinessGuide.co.uk



PANAMA

Panama has a solid foundation of economic and political
stability. Panama grew at 8.4% in 2013 – the second-
fastest growth rate in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Average growth over the past decade has been 8.7%,
Latin America’s fastest, including 3.9% during the global
slump in 2009.
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Why Panama?

Introduction

Panama has a solid foundation of 
economic and political stability. Panama
grew at 8.4% in 2013 – the second-fastest
growth rate in Latin America and the
Caribbean. Average growth over the past
decade has been 8.7%, Latin America’s
fastest, including 3.9% during the global
slump in 2009. Thanks to good 
macroeconomic policy making, it has a 
history of low unemployment (currently
4.1%), and low inflation (4%). An upper-
middle income country, it has free-flowing
capital and attracts one of the highest
rates of FDI in Latin America at 11.7% 
of GDP in 2013, compared to Mexico’s
1.3%. Between 2007 and 2013 Panama
doubled its GDP.

With the Panama Canal expansion works
going into full gear, the construction of a
Metro system in Panama City and several
large infrastructure projects such as roads,
convention centres, hospitals, utilities
and social housing, growth is expected 
to remain strong over the coming years, 
although lower than in the past five.
Panama is a hot destination for foreign 
investment, with the UK being the second
largest investor. Panama is a hub for air
travel, maritime transportation, financial
services, telecommunications, distribution
of goods and regional headquarters.

Geography

Panama lies along the narrow land 
bridge dividing North and South America,
traversed by the 50 mile long ship canal. 
A mountain range runs through the centre
of the country, with coastal plains of 
varying width on either side. The eastern
region of Darien next to Colombia is 
dominated by dense tropical rain forest.
The main agricultural areas are in the
west, in Chiriqui province bordering 
Costa Rica.

Population

Panama's current population is estimated
to be 3.86 million (2013 est.), with a growth
rate of 1.35% (2014). It is mostly of mixed
descent, but there are sizeable communities
of indigenous Carib Indians, Afro-Caribbeans
and Asians. The capital, Panama City, 
at the Pacific end of the canal, has a 
population of around one million. The other
main cities are Colón, at the Caribbean
end of the canal – the site of one of the
world's largest duty free zones – and
David, the capital of the western farming
province of Chiriqui.

Political overview

Panama's history has been conditioned 
by its use as a trade route between the 
Atlantic and the Pacific. It became 
independent from Spain in 1821 and 
joined Simon Bolivar’s “Gran Colombia”.
Later other South American countries
broke away from the “Gran Colombia” 
and Panama was left as the only 
remaining country. 

DoingBusinessinPanamaP
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On several occasions during the 19th 

century Panama tried to break away until 
it succeeded in 1903 under US protection
as part of the deal enabling the US to build
the canal.

The original treaty giving the US jurisdiction
in perpetuity over the area on either side 
of the canal – the Canal Zone – was 
eventually replaced by the Carter/Torrijos
Treaties signed in 1977. These recognised
Panamanian sovereignty over the Canal
Zone, and provided for the progressive
transfer to Panama of all the Zone land
and installations, including the extensive
US military base areas, culminating in 
the transfer of ownership and control of 
the canal itself at the end of 1999. The
Treaties have been implemented in full 
and on schedule, making Panama for 
the first time one territory under one flag.

Panama is today a representative 
democracy with a directly elected 
President and Vice President allowed to
serve one five-year term of office, and a
legislative Assembly elected at the same
time. 21 years of military rule were ended
in December 1989 when US forces 
intervened to overthrow and arrest on 
various criminal charges the military 
leader General Noriega, who subsequently
served a long prison sentence in the US.
He was extradited to France (for money
laundering charges) in April 2010 and
granted a conditional release and returned
to Panama at the end of 2011 to serve a
further 20 years.

The subsequent successful restoration 
of democracy has included five clean
elections, in 1994, 1999, 2004, 2009 and
the last in May 2014. As the incumbent
President, Mr Ricardo Martinelli, leader of
the CD party, was ineligible to stand again,

the Vice President Juan Carlos Varela 
of the Partido Panameñista took office 
in May 2014.

Strengths of the market

Investment
The US Dollar has been legal tender in
Panama for over a hundred years. The
Government of Panama has emphasised
its intention to retain the US Dollar as a
legal currency besides the local Balboa
(the US Dollar is on a par with the Balboa,
but no paper notes of the Balboa are ever
printed – the Balboa remains mainly in
fractional and commemorative coins).
There is no independent monetary policy
in Panama, eliminating any local exchange
rate risk; and there are no foreign 
exchange controls. Inflation is low, making
attractive any foreign investments. There
are no legal restrictions on capital outflows
or transfer abroad of funds associated with
profits derived from, or capital employed 
in investments. 

• 100% foreign ownership is allowed.

• Special tax and other incentives for 
investments in tourism and 
reforestation, and in export processing 
zones. Also tax advantages when 
setting up operations in the Colón Free
Zone, the Panama Pacifico Special 
economic area and other special 
economic zones. Similar incentives 
are on offer for educational and 
research institutions establishing 
themselves within the capital’s City 
of Knowledge.



• No restrictions on the transfer and 
repatriation of capital and profits.

• Underlying economic stability, with 
a record over recent years of low 
inflation, steady and sustained 
economic growth, and sound financial 
management. Panama’s financial 
centre is well regulated and has 
not experienced major difficulties 
as a result of the global economic 
downturn. There have being no 
bailouts as there is no Central 
Bank or lender of last resort.

• Legislation guaranteeing juridical 
security, fiscal and tax incentives 
for investors.

• The country is strategically located 
on the major world shipping route 
provided by the Panama Canal, and 
it has a modern telecommunications 
service. Panama has one of the 
highest connectivities in the world, as 
five major (PAC, SAC, ARCOS MAYA 
and Panamericanos) international 
cable lines come ashore here in 
order to cross-over from one ocean 
to another.

• Panama has excellent air connectivity. 
COPA Airlines is the only airline to fly 
to every Latin American country. There
are frequent connections to several 
locations in the EU and US. Tocumen 
International Airport is being expanded
to meet passenger growth, with 
passenger footfall now the highest 
in Latin America.

Economic overview

Background
Panama's economy, unlike that of its 
Central American neighbours, is based on
a well-developed services sector, including
the Canal, shipping, banking, the Colón
Free Zone and the Panama Pacifico 
Special Economic Area, and accounting 
altogether for some 80% of GDP. With 
a dollar-based currency (the US dollar 
is legal tender) the economy has also 
historically been one of the most stable 
in Latin America.

Over the last five years Panama's 
economy has enjoyed steady and 
sustained growth combined with low 
inflation with a peak in GDP annual growth
of 10.7% in 2012. The GDP in Panama 
expanded 6.3% in the second quarter of
2014 and is the fastest-growing in Latin
America. Unemployment was estimated at
4.2% in 2013 – effectively full employment,
but Panama should be noticed not for its
small internal market, but primarily for the 
opportunities it offers as a gateway into 
the wider Latin-America region.

The Canal
Panama’s central location and geography
is the foundation of its role in facilitating
global trade. The Panama Canal also
plays a major role. The US$5.25 billion 
investment to expand the Canal will enable
8% of world trade to pass through it on
completion in 2015. Connecting 144 
maritime routes, it has the greatest 
global maritime connectivity in the world 
(UNCTAD). Panama has taken advantage
of its geographical luck and the Canal to
build unrivalled transport and communications
connectivity in Latin America. 

DoingBusinessinPanamaP
A

N
A

M
A

VisittheWebsite anddownloadthefreeMobileApp



23www.Panama.DoingBusinessGuide.co.uk

Tocumen International Airport is the most
connected airport in Latin America and the
Caribbean with 69 routes to 31 countries,
and flights available to every Latin 
American country.

At either end of the Canal, Panama boasts
the first and second busiest ports in Latin
America, connected by a freight railway 
as well as the waterway. The Colón Free
Zone – the second largest free zone in 
the world after Hong Kong – provides a 
distribution platform for re-exports around
the region, whilst Panama Pacifico is a 
UK investment in a mixed-use real estate
that includes a logistics park on the Pacific
side. The continent’s fibre-optic cables
pass through the Canal, improving 
internet connections and speed.

Today over 100 companies have based 
regional headquarters in Panama, 
including DELL, BASF, Samsung and 
Adidas, and Diageo, GSK, Unilever, 
Aggreko, Cable and Wireless, Biwater and
JCB from the UK. GSK moved its vaccines
research hub to Panama from Brazil.

It is emerging as a regional financial hub. 
It possesses a large international banking
sector with over 90 banks. Its capital 
market is linked to Europe via Euroclear,
giving international investors easier access
to local bond markets. Free capital 
movement and use of the US dollar 
attracts deposits and investments from
across Latin America.

Panama City
Panama City attracts global business due
to its strategic location and good business
environment. A safe and thriving 
metropolitan area, excellent connectivity,
and free trade agreements with the US,
EU and many Latin American countries
helps draw multinational companies that
want to establish regional headquarters. 

Law 41 offers tax discounts for those 
that do, including no tax on extraterritorial 
services alongside other tax and migratory
benefits.

Panama City also offers more than just 
a hub for business. It acts as a hub for 
humanitarian services, including the Red
Cross and UN. The City of Knowledge
wants to become a regional university hub. 

US campuses are already present. 
New conference facilities and a doubling 
of hotel rooms will make Panama a 
destination for convention tourism. Latin
Americans flock to Panama’s “world-class”
malls stocked with luxury goods, and
tourism numbers are on the rise.

Regional alliances
Further opportunities sit on Panama’s
doorstep. Panama is looking to become 
a member of the Pacific Alliance and now
has the necessary free trade agreements
in place with members to allow accession. 

This could hold huge trade and investment
opportunities for Panama, particularly 
as Panama is well-placed to benefit 
from intra-regional trade in financial and 
logistics services – which should boost
economic growth.

Panama is competing successfully with
Miami. Latin Americans need a visa to visit
or transit Miami – but not so in Panama.
Although Miami retains the title of “Capital
of Latin America”, ever more Latinos are
using Panama’s platform for work, travel
and entertainment.

Panama will be watching closely plans in
Nicaragua to develop a rival inter-oceanic
canal and logistics facilities, however
costly and time-consuming such plans 
may be.



PANAMA

The UK can offer Panama expertise in public-private
partnerships (PPPs), infrastructure and urban 
planning, maritime service, education, and advice 
in expanding the range of its financial services. 
Foreign participation in the economy is welcome,
and competition is fierce, particularly for major 
infrastructure projects such as the metro and ports 
expansions.
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Opportunities in Panama for 

UK companies

The UK can offer Panama expertise 
in public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
infrastructure and urban planning, 
maritime service, education, and advice 
in expanding the range of its financial
services. Foreign participation in the
economy is welcome, and competition is
fierce, particularly for major infrastructure
projects such as the metro and ports 
expansions.

As Panama seeks to move from an 
international banking to an international 
finance centre, the UK is well-placed to 
cooperate and benefit. The UK can assist
across-the-board in education, with huge
opportunities present from the planned 
introduction of bilingual teaching.

Besides the opportunities arising from 
the US$5.25 billion canal expansion, 
there are multiple business opportunities
arising from the procurement related to 
the daily operations of the Panama Canal 
(provisions, equipment, material, construction,
consulting etc.), which are estimated to
reach over US$200 million a year:

• Ship owners’ services, servicing of 
vessels, ship repair and maintenance, 
container repair and inter-modal cargo 
services.

• Provision of concessionaire services 
to the ports (power, water, fuel, 
materials, food, banking services, 
telecommunications, maintenance, 
repair and dredging) are estimated 
at between US$47 and US$60 million 
annually and growing fast.

• Port and railroad activities created new
opportunities for companies involved 
in the logistics and cargo industries, 
and require services in the areas of 
telecommunications, engineering, 
banking, insurance, training and others.

• Financial consulting and advisory
industry based in Panama could be 
extremely useful to the regional and 
domestic maritime sector.

• Ports as well as the Panama Canal 
are interested in upgrading their 
security equipment. The logistics 
sector will have to meet compliance 
standards agreed by new security 
protocols and trade and security 
initiatives. There will be a real need 
for security consultants, trainers and 
providers.
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Sector-specific opportunities

Sectors with particular potential for 
British exporters and investors include:

• Eco-tourism

• Agriculture

• Information Technology

• Telecoms

• Construction and infrastructure projects

• Chemicals and pharmaceuticals

• Electricity generation, transmission 
and distribution

• Renewable energy and energy 
efficiency

• Water and environmental services

• Waste management

• Forestry

• Ports and maritime

• Textiles and toiletries

• Education

• Security

• Financial services

Opportunities in the Maritime Sector

Merchant Marine Fleet
Today, Panama has the largest maritime
fleet in the world with 8,183 vessels adding
up to some 201 million gross tonnes. 
The tonnage under Panamanian Registry,
more than doubles the numbers of its
nearest rival, and is the destination of
choice for Japanese, Greek, South 
Korean, Chinese and Taiwanese 
maritime interests.

Container Ports
Panama has four modern container ports
all managed by world class operators and
representing total estimated investments 
of over US$4.5 billion. Movements of 
containers during 2012 were 6.9 million
TEUs (20-foot), and in 2013 6.6 million.

Multimodal
Complementing the transshipment link of
the state of the art maritime infrastructure
is a railway linking both oceans alongside
the Canal. The Panama-Colón highway, a
link to both oceans is now operational and
facilitates travel to the second-biggest free
trade zone in the world, the Colón Free
Zone.

British firm London and Regional 
Properties is the master developer for 
the former US Air Force base of Howard.
Howard is conveniently located close to
the container ports and has an airport built
to handle the largest of the US military
cargo planes. London and Regional is 
investing US$400 million developing this
area by 2015.



Bunkering
Since Panamanian bunkering legislation
was reformed in 2003, bunkering sales
have doubled. It is estimated that over
$1.5 billion has been invested in the 
sector, in preparation to 2015 when the
Canal Expansion is finished. For 2012,
Panama bunker sales grew by 1.78% to
3.45 tonnes (compared to the 3.39 tonnes
in 2011). The implementation of US 
regulations in October 2012 on low sulphur
products are now available in Panama,
which provoked a growth of sales and
number of vessels in the Pacific side.

According to UK’s Petrospot, Panama’s
average of three million tonnes a year 
outdoes the volumes handled by the likes
of Houston’s which managed an average
of 2.5 million tonnes. Two major oil-refining
operations have been announced. One by
Occidental Petroleum in the area of Puerto
Armuelles, near the Costa Rican border
and the other by “Energias” a Spanish-led
international consortium whose consultant
is Jurong (Singapore). Energias plans a 
refining park in the Atlantic with a pipeline
bordering the Canal and bunkering on both
ends of the isthmus. BP Marine is already
operating bunkering services in the Pacific
and plans to offer them in the Atlantic in
the near future. There is now interest in 
developing LNG bunkering services to 
fuel a new generation of ships.

Fleet Administration
A number of shipping lines have offices 
in Panama to handle their regional 
operations. Evergreen, COSCO, and
Maersk initiated the trend later followed 
by APL, China Shipping Lines and more
recently Mitsui O.S.K. Line (MOL). 

Panama is becoming a regional cluster for
vessel operations. With the new law, the
trend is expected to grow in the future.

Panama’s main ports

Atlantic coast:

• Manzanillo International Terminal – 
MIT – (Stevedoring Services of 
America)

• Colón Container Terminal 
(Evergreen International Corporation).

• Port of Cristobal Container Terminal 
(Hutchinson Port Holdings).

• Cristobal Cruise Terminal 
(Hutchinson Port Holdings)

• Colón 2000 (Cruise Ship Terminal)

Pacific coast:

• Port of Balboa Container Terminal 
(Hutchinson Port Holdings)

• Rodman Pier – Bunkering –
(previously Maritime Industrial Park 
Panama, now PSA)

• Corozal – soon to be tendered.
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PANAMA

UK exports of goods to Panama totalled
£193.6 million in 2012, an increase of 15% 
on the previous year, while UK imports from
Panama totalled £31 million. In January to 
April of 2013 UK exports to Panama saw 
a 55% increase on the same period a year 
earlier, making it the UK’s 7th largest export
destination in Latin America so far, behind
Venezuela but ahead of Peru. 
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Your Aims

• Do you wish to buy from Panama, 
sell to Panama or both?

• Do you wish to establish your own 
company presence in Panama, for 
example through a representative 
office, limited liability company or joint 
stock company?

• Do you need to be involved in Panama
at all?

Your Company

• What are the unique selling points for 
your product or service?

• Do you know if there is a market for 
your product in Panama?

• Do you know if you can be competitive
in Panama?

• Do you have the time and resources to
handle the demands of communication,
travel, product delivery and after-sales 
service?

Your Knowledge

• Do you know how to secure payment 
for your products or service?

• Do you know where in Panama you 
should start?

• Do you know how to locate and screen
potential partners, agents or 
distributors? 

It’s unlikely that you will have the answers
to all these questions at the outset and
these 'knowledge gaps' should form the
basis for further research and investigation.

Preparing to export to Panama

Taking a strategic approach

British companies are advised to undertake as much market research and planning as 
possible. Doing business with Panama can be challenging, but taking a strategic approach 
is the key to making the process manageable. The first step is to spend some time thinking
about your company's Panama objectives. The ten questions listed below should help you to
focus your thoughts. Your answers to them will highlight areas for further research and also
suggest a way forward that is right for your company. 

You may then want to use this as a basis for developing a formal Panama strategy, although
this may not be necessary or appropriate for all companies: 
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• An Export Health Check to assess 
your company’s readiness for 
exporting and help develop a plan 
of action,

• Training in the requirements for trading
overseas,

• Access to an experienced local 
International Trade Adviser,

• Specialist help with tackling language 
and cultural issues when communicating
with Panama customers and partners,

• Advice on how to go about market 
research and the possibility of a grant 
towards approved market-research 
projects,

• Ongoing support to help you continue 
to develop overseas trade and look at 
dealing with more-sophisticated 
activities or markets,

• Information, contacts, advice, 
mentoring and support from UKTI 
staff in the UK and their network of 
staff in Panama,

• Support to participate in trade fairs 
in Panama,

• Opportunities to participate in 
sector-based trade missions and 
seminars,

• Access to major buyers, local 
governments and supply chains in 
Panama,

• Advice on forming international joint 
ventures and partnerships,

• Exploratory visits to Panama,

• Alerts to the latest and best business 
opportunities.

Consultation and bespoke research

You will be able to find out some free information from carrying out desk research. As a 
minimum, you are advised to contact the UKTI team at the British Embassy in Panama City
prior to your visit to discuss your objectives and what help you may need. They can provide 
a range of services to British-based companies, including the provision of market information,
validated lists of agents/potential partners, key market players or potential customers; 
establishing the interest of such contacts in working with the company and arranging 
appointments. In addition, they can also organise events for you to meet contacts or promote 
a company and its products/ services.

Help available for you

You can commission a UKTI Overseas Market Introduction Service (OMIS) to help you enter
or expand your business in Panama. Under this service, the Embassy’s Trade and Investment 
Advisers, who have wide local experience and knowledge, can identify business partners and
provide the support and advice most relevant to your company's specific needs in the market.

Other UKTI services

UKTI assists new and experienced exporters with information, help and advice on entering
overseas markets such as Panama. These services include:

To find out more about commissioning any of these services, contact your
local UKTI office. See: www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-trade-investment



Help in Panama

One of the most time and effort consuming
tasks involved in entering the Panamanian
market is actually getting the appointments
and attending them. Panamanian 
businessmen might be reluctant to meet 
or concert business with companies with
whom they have no references or previous
dealings. UKTI’s experience shows that in
the Panamanian marketplace companies
not locally present or represented, need 
to establish credibility quickly if they are to
do any business at all. Being introduced 
by the British Embassy is a fast and cost-
effective way of achieving that.

Direct sales onto the Panamanian market
can be difficult and for most British 
companies it is more effective to approach
the market through local business partners
with the ability to distribute and provide
technical support here. Licensing and 
franchising are also increasingly popular.

UKTI’s team in Panama can provide 
a range of services to British-based 
companies wishing to grow their business
in the Panamanian market. Their services
include the provision of market information,
validated lists of agents/potential partners,
key market players or potential customers,
establishing the interest of such contacts in
working with the company, and arranging
appointments. In addition, they can also
organise events for you to meet contacts
or promote a company and its products/
services.

UKTI Panama will also drive, translate,
draft and advise during your appointments.
If you are going to the Colón Free Zone,
they will drive you there (+80km from
Panama City) and clear all entry paper-
work. UKTI Panama will also follow-up
your contacts after you have left.

You can commission these services, 
which are chargeable and operated by 
UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) to assist
British-based companies wishing to enter
or expand their business in overseas 
markets. Under this service, the 
Embassy's Trade & Investment Advisers,
who have wide local experience and
knowledge, can identify business partners
and provide the support and advice most
relevant to your company's specific needs
in the market. 
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Contact details:

Street address:
Balboa Plaza Building
Office 522, Balboa Avenue
Panama

(Our offices are conveniently located on the
City’s sea front in the premier commercial 

location of Marbella.)

Mailing address:
P.O Box 0832-1630
World Trade Centre
Panama
Republic of Panama

Telephone: (507) 269-2438 or 
(507) 263-5252

Fax:  (507) 269-4922 or 
(507) 269-9138

E-mail: marketing@trustserv.com 
Website: www.trustservices.net

Professional Business Services:

Built on expertise in: 

• Banking 
• Accounting 
• Estate Planning 
• Administration

Panama is a bridge between two oceans.

Trust Services, S.A. is a bridge between two
object ives:  successful  p lanning and
implementation of an offshore strategy. 

It is delivering the service that counts and
you must look beyond the gloss and sheen
so frequently encountered. Put us to the "e-
mail efficiency test" - see how long it takes
us to reply to your message and then make
comparisons. You'll find it reassuring.
Whether you choose Trust Services, S.A. or
not be sure to do your research and avoid
what we call the 7 Deadly Sins (enter our
website www.trustservices.net and click on
our Company icon). The advice is priceless.
Trust Services, S.A. can help provide that
margin of prudence against unexpected
events when making your offshore financial
plans. An independent trust company, we
are firmly rooted in Panama without any 
representation or offices outside the country,
ensuring the insulation of our client’s affairs.
Fiduciary assets for administration should
be at least in the six-figure range with our
focus on the management of your personal,
rather than business, affairs. 

We offer a limited service in respect of
commercial activities where foreign
companies wish to conduct business in
Panama and need local tax, secretarial,
banking, accounting and administrative
assistance. After more than 30 years in
business in Panama we have become very
familiar with the country and the region, so
offering an experienced guide for foreigners
who find themselves in virgin territory is an
immense help. 

The key officers - representing the banking, 
accounting and administration services.

From left to right: Derek R.Sambrook, 
Sara L. Steer de Núñez and Adam D. Carmody



Being in, but not of, Panama is important
because we understand many of the pitfalls
you might face. Our first language is English
and we have a leading role in supporting
both the British Embassy and the British
Chamber of Commerce Panama in promoting,
in particular, British business in Panama.

Trust Services, S.A. is a licensed independent
trust company which reached its 30th
anniversary milestone in 2011, and although
many changes have taken place in the off-
shore financial services industry during that
time, the one constant for our clients has
been our standard of service. We do not
accept commissions from any third parties
and so any introductions we make are for
the sole benefit of our clients.

Any lawyers, bankers, investment institutions
that we recommend, therefore, are given in
your best interests. It's not what they can do
for us, but what they can do for our client
that counts. Reputation comes before
remuneration. We follow the credo: “Never
ask for, or think of, commission when
tackling a business”. 

These wise words were spoken by Antony
Hornby who, in the 1950s and 1960s, ran
Cazenove & Co., a British investment bank
and whose clients included the Queen of
England. To quote from Othello: "Reputation,
reputation, reputation! O, I have lost my
reputation! I have lost the immortal part of
myself, and what remains is bestial".
Professionals recognise that it is also the
immortal part of business.

Every independent trust company needs not
only adequate financial, but intellectual,
capital as well. A dedicated, trained and
bilingual staff (with most senior staff having
worked for the firm since the 1980s) has
given our clients efficiency and continuity.
The next generation of managers is already
in place so that our clients need not have
any concerns about the continuity of our
representation. As a family business we
understand the importance of managing
wealth and attention to detail. 

Our auditors for more than twenty years
have been Deloitte. What is the first step?
Where do you turn? We hope that answers
to these and other questions will be found in
our compilation of essays, which can be
read on our ‘Articles’ web page: www.trust-
services.net/Index%20Articles.htm. They are
the distillation of decades of experience in
the field.

Despite popular belief, not all business has
taxes as the raison d´être for going offshore.
Very often, unique investment and business
opportunities are available offshore
where access to foreign markets, currency
diversification and a broader selection base
of mutual funds are available. It is also
where a greater degree of business privacy
can be found. Centralising international
wealth management under the control of
specialists means that financial institutions
such as Trust Services, S.A., for example,
are able to offer co-ordination of bank
and investment accounts, administration,
bookkeeping and l ia ison wi th other
professional providers. And if Panamanian
tax or accounting advice is needed, we can
provide that also in-house with qualified
accountants on our staff. Then there’s
litigation, often a reason to place assets off-
shore without any regard to tax savings. 

Litigation is a feature of every stratum
of society, especially in the United States
where a common belief prevails that, no
matter the circumstances, someone else is
to blame for an individual ’s personal
adversity. No longer is a plaintiff even
required to demonstrate actual injury. In
January, 2000, the United States Supreme
Court (Friends of the Earth vs. Laidlaw)
introduced a standard that permits a plaintiff
to claim on the grounds of possible, and not
just proven, injury. This blame game avoids
issues such as personal responsibility or
self-reliance and is the reason why litigation
looms large in everyday life in America
today. Thus the attraction of insulating
assets from lawsuits through a legitimate
offshore structure which may well be tax-
neutral and provide little or no privacy
whatsoever. It is not surprising that some
people, caught unwittingly in the grip of



litigation, may feel that the Statue of Liberty
is right where it should be: offshore. That’s
where an increasing number of Americans
in particular are seeking the protection
which they feel they need. Most of them
probably agree with the poet Robert Frost’s
sardonic statement that a successful lawsuit
is the one worn by a policeman. More in-
depth commentary on the litigation epidemic 
will be found in Volume 6, Number 4 and
Volume 8, Number 1, of our Offshore Pilot
Quarterly under the titles of "A Boy Named
Sue" and "The Nervous and the Naked",
respectively.  (To view ‘Offshore Pilot
Quarterly’ online, go to: 
www.trustservices.net/Index%20
Offshore%20Pilot%20Quaterly.html)

In many cases we serve as advisers
(particularly in the case of foundations and
trusts) offering solutions and designing
structures that are architecturally sound for
implementation by overseas parties. The
firm provides similar fiduciary services to
those offered in the British offshore centres,
which makes us unique in Panama. As our
Managing Director described us during the
course of a paper he presented on Latin
America at Oxford University in UK in 2010:
"Cayman on the Isthmus" We have been
simplifying the complex for more than 30
years and we offer a package, not just a
product. 

We can, in turn, structure a corporation with
bank and brokerage accounts, including
debit and credit cards, which can be
managed by a trust or foundation to
complete your estate planning. All our
act iv ities are protected by the strict
confidentiality laws of Panama that impose
fines, imprisonment and, where applicable,
revocation of licences for those professionals
who breach them. 

Continuity is guaranteed with additional
protection afforded under the fiduciary laws
of Panama. Our 3 directors and long-serving
skilled staff are qualified to deal with
your fiduciary, corporate, accounting and
banking requirements within the confines of
our secure offices. 

The PGP encryption system is available for
those clients wishing to use it. Please go to
our  ‘Services’  web page (www.trustser-
vices.net/services.html) for full details of our
fees and when reviewing them, always
remember that services, like wine, may
appear the same, but price is usually
commensurate with quality. To quote John
Ruskin, the Victorian art critic: "It's unwise to
pay too much, but it's unwise to pay too little.
When you pay too much, you lose a little
money – that’s all. When you pay too little,
you sometimes lose everything, because
the thing you bought is incapable of doing
the thing it was bought to do.” And he added:
“There is hardly anything in the world which 
someone can’t make a little worse and sell
a little cheaper – and people who consider
price alone are this man’s lawful prey.”

We have adopted the Code of Professional
Conduct of The Society of Trust and Estate
Practitioners in the United Kingdom, of
which our Managing Director and Trust
Officer are members. The full text of the
code can be found at www.step.org.



PANAMA

According to the Panamanian Ministry of Finance, 
investments in large public and private projects between
the years of 2007 and 2014 will have reached some 
US$30 billion. Panama received the highest amount of 
FDI per capita in Latin America in 2013.
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How to do business in Panama

What companies should consider

when doing business

Key factors for market success include:

• Fair to high-quality products

• Recognition of brand names

• Well-trained personnel

• Excellent customer service

• Designed price structures.

Sending Spanish-speaking personnel
would be of great advantage even though
English is widely spoken. Embassy staff
can assist during a visit. When dealing
with the Panamanian Government, 
documentation to be submitted must be 
in Spanish. The Panama Canal Authority
on the other hand accepts documentation
in English.

Gateways/Locations – 
Key areas for business
Panama City is the capital city and is 
located on the Pacific coast, at the mouth
of the Panama Canal. It has a population
of 1.4 million (2011) and is by far the
largest city in the country. It is also the 
financial, commercial and administrative
centre. The second city is Colón on the
Caribbean coast, at the other end of the
Canal. The world's second largest free
zone is located here. Crime is a serious
problem in Colón. David is the main town
of Chiriqui, an agricultural region in 
western Panama.

Market entry and start-up 

considerations

Panama has modern and flexible 
corporate laws. In order to engage in 
commercial or industrial activities, local
corporations, partnerships or individuals
must obtain proper authorisation from the
Ministry of Commerce. The authorisation,
called a “Notice of Operation” can be done
online. However, it is strongly advised to
comply with all legal formalities through
competent solicitors.

Joint ventures
Joint ventures are common in Panama.
They can be formed for limited periods 
of time. Profits from joint ventures can be
distributed annually to each partner and
are taxed in the same manner as any 
other income.

Advertising & sales promotion
Most distributors use television and 
newspaper advertising to promote products
and services. These mediums are of high-
quality and competitive. Billboards are
commonly used. Trade shows and 
exhibitions are also effective. Outside
Panama City radio advertising is the most
effective method of promotion. Internet 
advertising is growing but used most 
effectively to target segments involving
younger population.

British exporters are advised to consult
their advertising agents before embarking
on an advertising campaign.

Income distribution in Panama is highly 
uneven, with a small consumer goods-
orientated class who have a high level 
of disposable income. 
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This group follows Western Europe 
consumption patterns, and is concerned
with brand name, high quality products 
that are packaged and marketed well. The
majority of the population do not have high
levels of disposable income and so are
more concerned with price and the 
availability of credit. 

Customs and regulations

Duties are assessed on the cost,
insurance and freight (CIF) value on an 
ad valorem basis. The Government has 
reduced tariffs in order to meet the 
requirements of the WTO membership. 
In 1995 Panama changed its international
trade code system from the Customs 
Co-operation Council Nomenclature
(CCCN) and Brussels Tariff Nomenclature
(BTN) to the Harmonised System (HS).

In addition to the duty, all imports into
Panama are subject to a 7% value added
tax (ITBMS) levied on the CIF value. 
Certain items are exempted from the 
tax, including pharmaceuticals, food and
school supplies. The tax is also applied 
to certain services.

The Government of Panama has made
significant progress in eliminating 
quantitative restrictions and trade barriers.
The average of import tariffs is under 9%.
Some notable exceptions exist, mainly for
agricultural products considered sensitive
or crucial to certain rural economies. Rice,
sugar, meat, poultry, pork, milk products,
and onions are the products considered
sensitive and enjoyed tariff protection 
for many years. Recently the new 
Government, in an attempt to lower food
products, has considerably reduced the
tariffs on some of these items. 

Most industrial products have tariffs under
15% with the majority being between 
3%-10%. The notorious exception is 
motor cars where tariffs are levied 
between 15%-20%.

Legislation and local regulations

The US Dollar has been legal tender
in Panama for over a hundred years. 
The Government of Panama has 
emphasised its intention to retain the US
Dollar as a legal currency besides the local
Balboa (the US Dollar is on a par with the
Balboa, but no paper notes of the Balboa
are ever printed – the Balboa remains
mainly in fractional and commemorative
coins). There is no independent monetary
policy in Panama. Inflation is low making
attractive any foreign investments. There
are no legal restrictions on capital outflows
or transfer abroad of funds associated with
profits derived from, or capital employed in
investments.

Panama became a member of the WTO 
in 1997 and is a beneficiary of the General
System of Preference (GSP) programmes
(though this is now being wound down)
and the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI).
Panama has a number of Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs) with a long list of
countries – the US, EU, all of Central
America, Canada, Taiwan, Singapore,
Chile, Mexico and Colombia.



Local regulations
It is convenient when wanting to undertake
commercial activities within Panama to
have a representative, distributor or com-
mission agent with a commercial licence
authorising them to operate as such. When
dealing with the Panamanian government
procurement system it is a prerequisite to
have a local counterpart or direct presence
by way of an establishment in order to 
participate in the bidding process. The only
notable exception is the Panama Canal
Authority who nonetheless will require you
to register with them.

Although there are sufficient agents to 
represent British exporters it is very hard 
to obtain the services of exclusive buying
agents because of the competitive 
condition of the market.

In some instances, the more important
agents are prepared to accept financial 
responsibility for consignments, so as to
relieve small customers of heavy consular
and shipping expenses. Exporters should
arrange for their agents to assume a 
certain responsibility for any customer 
from whom they accept orders. Additional
security may be obtained if agents make a
deposit with the exporter to cover defaults
in payment by themselves or their 
customers.

Agents should be given authority to adjust
claims, and collecting banks should be 
advised to consult them in cases of 
difficulty in collection.

Rates of commission vary, but British 
exporters should bear in mind that
Panama City and Colón are connected 
by both rail and road and in the majority 
of cases an agent in either city will suffice
to cover the Republic.

Taxes

Corporate income tax is levied on 
all Panamanian-sourced income, for 
companies and for individuals. A tax reform
stated that most companies (juridical 
persons) are subject to income tax at 
a rate of 27.5% from January 1st 2010 
(down from 34%) and then 25% from 
2011 onwards. Power companies,
telecommunication companies, cement
factories, casinos, mining companies 
and banks paid 30% from the 1st January
2010, 27.5% from January 1st 2012, 
and 25% as of January 1st 2014.

Natural persons will pay 0% tax up to
US$11,000. From US$11,000 up to
US$50,000 they will 15% on the portion 
in excess of US$11,000 up to US$50,000.
If net taxable income is in excess of
US$50,000, then the taxpayer will be
charged US$5,850 for the first US$50,000 
and 25% of the excess thereafter.

There are different rates of withholding tax
payable on dividends, interest, royalties
from patents, payments on leases and
payments for professional services.

Notice of Operations, whether commercial
or industrial licences, must pay an annual
rate of 2% on corporate capital with a 
maximum ceiling of US$60,000. Notice of
Operations for companies in the Colón
Free Zone pay 1% over corporate capital
with a maximum ceiling of US$50,000.

Employers must pay social security 
contributions equivalent to 12% of all
salaries paid. They are also required to
withhold 8% from the salary as part of the
employees contribution to Social Security. 
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In all, 20% is due to Social Security, 12% 
by the employer and 8% by the employee.
Education tax 2.75% (1.50% paid by the
employer and 1.25% payable by the 
employee) is also due.

Municipal taxes are payable at various
rates, based on the nature of operations
and amount of sales.

Responding to tenders 

Panamanian government procurement
rules dictate that a company wishing to
participate must have local presence. This
requirement can be met by having a local
agent or representative. In the case of
medical supplies for the social security
system companies must register as an 
approved supplier.

The Panama Canal Authority requires that
companies wanting to bid for one of their
tenders be preregistered. Tenders have
different requirements and procedures
hence it is recommended that there is 
indeed some degree of local involvement.

Documentation

Goods imported into Panama must be
cleared by a customs broker, licensed by
the Panamanian Government. Goods 
exempt from this regulation are those that
are free from duties, those consigned to
the Government, those imported by foreign
diplomats, those sold to the Panama Canal
Authority, those sold to vessels transiting
through the Canal and those for re-export.

Documents required by the Panamanian
Customs vary according to the way the
products are imported:

1) By air

• An import declaration (prepared and 
signed by a customs broker).

• Airway Bill.

• Permit for restricted merchandises, 
if necessary. This varies according to 
the type of merchandises for example 
medicines, foodstuffs, live animals, 
firearms.

• Packing list (a minimum of three is 
required).

• Commercial Invoice. Commercial 
invoices must state the following 
attested declaration: “Declaro bajo la 
gravedad del juramento, con la firma 
puesta al pie de esta declaración, que 
todos y cada uno de los datos 
expresados en esta actura son exactos
y verdaderos, y que la suma total 
declarada es la misma en que se han 
vendido las mercaderías.” (“I declare 
under the auspices of the law and with 
the signature found at the bottom of 
this commercial invoice, that all figures
stated are exact and true and that the 
total sum declared is the same amount
for which the goods were sold”). The cost
of commissioning, packing, insurance,
cartage and freight should be stated 
on the commercial invoice when the 
merchandise is shipped cif. The original 
commercial invoice and four copies to 
be presented in English or Spanish).



2) By sea

• An import declaration (prepared and 
signed by a customs broker).

• Permit for restricted merchandises, 
if necessary. This varies according to 
the type of merchandises for example 
medicines, foodstuffs, live animals, 
firearms.

• Commercial invoice. Commercial 
invoices must state the following at
tested declaration: “Declaro bajo la 
gravedad del juramento, con la firma 
puesta al pie de esta declaración, que 
todos y cada uno de los datos expre
sados en esta actura son exactos y 
verdaderos, y que la suma total de
clarada es la misma en que se han 
vendido las mercaderías.” (“I declare 
under the auspices of the law and with 
the signature found at the bottom of 
this commercial invoice, that all figures
stated are exact and true and that the 
total sum declared is the same amount
for which the goods were sold”). The 
cost of commissioning, packing, 
insurance, cartage and freight should 
be stated on the commercial invoice 
when the merchandise is shipped cif. 
The original commercial invoice and 
four copies to be presented in English 
or Spanish).

• Bill of Lading (triplicate).

In certain cases additional documents
must be presented on a case-by-case
basis, and these include:

• Certificate of Free Sale (required for 
most food products and other items 
destined for human consumption).

• Phyto-Zoo-Sanitary Certificate. For 
animal and plant products requires 
previous authorisation from the 
Panamanian Food Safety Authority 
(AUPSA).

• Certificate of Origin (if required).

• Other documentation may be required 
for specific products such as 
medicines and food products.

Labelling and packaging regulations

Labels should contain the name and 
address of the manufacturer, expiry date,
list of ingredients, lot number and product
form (powder, liquid, etc). Labels should 
be in Spanish for medicines, household
products and foods requiring special 
instructions; otherwise English labels are
accepted. The alcohol percentage must 
be declared on labels for wines and spirits.
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Intellectual Property Rights

General
Panama is a signatory to the World 
Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO),
the Geneva Phonograms Convention, 
the Brussels Satellite Convention, the 
Universal Copyright Convention, the 
Bern Convention for the protection of 
Literary and Artistic Works, and the Paris 
Convention for the Protection of Industrial
Property.

Patents
Panama's Industrial Property Law provides
20 years of patent protection from the 
date of filing. Pharmaceutical patents are
granted for 10 years, and can be renewed
for a further 10 years if the patent 
owner licences a national company 
(with a minimum of 30% Panamanian 
ownership) to use the patent.

Trademarks
The Industrial Property Law provides for
protection of trade marks for periods of 
ten years (renewable).

Copyright
Panama is a party to the Berne 
Convention for the Protection of Literary
and Artistic Rights, the International 
Convention for the Protection of 
Performers and Broadcasting 
Organisations (Rome Convention) and the
Convention for the Protection of Producers
of Phonograms against Unauthorised 
Duplication of their Phonograms (Geneva
Convention). It is also a member of the
World Trade Organisation (WTO).

Since both the UK and Panama are 
parties to the Berne Convention, works 
of UK nationals, residents, or works first 
published in the UK are entitled to the
same protection as Panama grants to 
its own nationals.

Panama's Copyright and Neighbouring
Rights Law 1994 protects original literary
works including computer programs, 
artistic works including photographs, 
cinematographic works including videos,
musical works including sound recordings,
and broadcasts. There are, however, 
serious flaws in protection for copyright
works. These lack of full protection for 
pre-existing works, sound recordings and
performances, no rental right for sound
recordings, lack of effective enforcement
and border measures. Copyright piracy,
particularly of sound recording and movies
is endemic.
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Panama is a modern fast moving economy. British
companies are key players in telecommunications,
banking, real estate, consumer goods, maritime
services, food and drink. British trade, presence and
influence dates back to the first British Consulate 
established in the 1840s.
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Business etiquette, language & culture

Foreign corporations operating in
Panama are important in shaping the
style and manner of doing business, and
consequently customs are similar to those
of Western Europe or the USA, especially
in Panama City. Punctuality is expected
for business appointments and for social
occasions, and professional titles are used. 

Modes of address

• President of the Republic: Señor 
Presidente

• Minister: Señor Ministro

• For men: señor or don followed by 
the family name

• For women: señora or doña followed 
by the family name

Other titles that should be used whenever
possible, particularly in correspondence:

• Anyone with a University degree: 
Licenciado/a (Lic)

• Engineers: Ingeniero/a (Ing)

• Doctors, lawyers and those with 
doctorates: Doctor/a

• Architects: Arquitecto/a

Language

English is widely spoken in Panama
amongst the business and political class,
but less so by the population at large.
Panama is a multicultural society and other
languages like Cantonese, Mandarin, 
Arabic, Hebrew and Hindi also coexist with
Spanish. Dealings with the Government
(except the Panama Canal Authority) are
done in Spanish and documentation must
be filed accordingly in the same language.

What are the challenges

Market challenges

Panama is a modern fast moving 
economy. British companies are key 
players in telecommunications, banking,
real estate, consumer goods, maritime
services, food and drink. British trade,
presence and influence dates back to 
the first British Consulate established 
in the 1840s.

Although the business climate in Panama
is modern some obstacles do remain. 
Corruption is cited as Panama’s greatest
problem by the World Economic Forum.
Panama fell 20 places in Transparency 
International’s Corruption Index between
2012 (82nd) and 2013 (102nd). TI consider
that there is a general need to strengthen
institutions and separate the powers of the
executive and judiciary – areas President
Varela has promised to address.

Panama has a good business environment
but has some room to improve compared
to other regional hubs. 
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The World Bank’s ‘Ease of Doing 
Business’ scores rank Panama highly 
for starting a business, getting electricity,
registering property, getting credit and 
trading across borders. However, Panama
could improve in paying taxes, protecting
investors and enforcing contracts, 
compared to Singapore and the United
Arab Emirates, two successful hubs.

Panama suffers from a negative 
international reputation in areas such 
as tax transparency, money-laundering
and illicit trade. Despite significant 
improvements in recent years, Panama
has not yet done enough to satisfy 
multilateral bodies looking at tax 
transparency and money laundering. 
Like any high volume trading hub, and 
with its strategic location, it also faces 
issues with illicit trade and contraband.

There also exist challenges around
inequality and education. Around 20% of
Panamanians live in poverty, showing that
not all Panamanians have benefitted from
its strong growth – especially beyond
Panama City. Education standards are
considered to be poor by The World 
Economic Forum which ranked Panama
49th in primary education enrolment and
101st in secondary enrolment. In overall
quality of education, Panama was 64th.

Broad improvements can be made, 
including in technical and vocational skills.
Varela has announced a policy to train
10,000 teachers in English language skills
during his administration to introduce 
bilingual education.

In addition, some difficulties which foreign
companies could encounter include:

• Bureaucracy

• Lack of clarity and transparency

• Slowness of the Panamanian judicial 
system

However, many multinationals use
Panama as their hub for the Latin 
America region so much of the business 
environment in Panama is international.
Panama and the UK also signed an 
Investment Protection Treaty in 1983. 
No major challenges are expected as
British companies are well entrenched in
key sectors of the Panamanian economy.

DoingBusinessinPanama
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Economic overview

Background - Trade between UK 

and Panama

UK exports of goods to Panama totalled
£193.6 million in 2012, an increase of 
15% on the previous year, while UK 
imports from Panama totalled £31 million.
In January to April of 2013 UK exports 
to Panama saw a 55% increase on the
same period a year earlier, making it the
UK’s 7th largest export destination in 
Latin America so far, behind Venezuela 
but ahead of Peru. 

The UK’s main exports to Panama are
beverages, road vehicles and medicinal 
& pharmaceutical products. While the
UK’s main imports of goods from Panama
are vegetables & fruit, oils & fats and 

machinery & transport equipment.

How to invest in Panama

According to the Panamanian Ministry of
Finance, investments in large public and
private projects between the years of 2007
and 2014 will have reached some US$30
billion. Panama received the highest
amount of FDI per capita in Latin America
in 2013.

Banking

Banking is one of the most dynamic 
sectors of the economy. A new banking 
law was enacted in 1998 and revised to
meet new international standards in 2008.

It has modernised the system while 
allowing for government supervision. 
Bank financial statements must comply
with international standards. 

There are three types of operation: 
general licensed banks, international 
license (offshore) banks and 
representative offices.
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Tax Incentives

Government support for investment and
related business activities is available for
the Colón Free Zone (CFZ), the banking
sector, tourism activities and the EPZs.

Companies in the CFZ pay no income
taxes. Banks pay no tax on interest or
other incomes earned abroad, but are 
subject to income tax for local operations
and must pay banking licenses. Interest
paid on savings or time deposits in 
Panamanian banks are not taxed.

There are special tax and other incentives
for manufacturers in Export Processing
Zones (EPZ). EPZs offer tax-free benefits
and special immigration privileges, license
and custom duties exemptions to 
manufacturers located here. 

Companies established in the Panama
Pacifico Special Economic Area also 
receive tax and migratory incentives.

Investments in manufacturing, agro-
industrial concerns, marine resource
transformation, industries dedicated to 
extract and transform raw material from
forestry or agriculture, are all eligible to 
receive Industrial Promotion Certificates
which allows crediting a percentage of 
the investment against the income tax.

The Tourism Development Law grants 
several tax benefits, such as exemption
from import duties on certain goods 
necessary to the tourist development and
from property tax for concerns dedicated to
tourism. In order to get the incentives the
developer must sign a tourism agreement
with the Government. In specific cases 
income tax exemptions apply.

Financial Assistance

Banking contacts

Banking contacts for the Panama market
(repeated in the Resources section at the
end of this guide) :

Asociación Bancaria de Panamá:
www.asociacionbancaria.com/html/

Banco Nacional de Panamá: 
www.banconal.com.pa/

The Bank of Nova Scotia: 
www.scotiabank.com/ca/en/0,,2,00.html

HSBC Bank Panama:
www.hsbc.com.pa/1/2

Banco Internacional de Costa Rica:
www.bicsa.com/

Banco Latinoamericano de Exportaciones:
www.bladex.com/about-bladex/history

BAC International Bank:
www.bac.net/panama/esp/banco/index.html

Banco General: 
www.bgeneral.com/bgespanol/personal/in
dex.asp

Superintendencia de Bancos:  
www.superbancos.gob.pa/

DoingBusinessinPanama
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British companies are advised to undertake as much 
market research and planning as possible. Doing business 
with Panama can be challenging, but taking a strategic 
approach is the key to making the process manageable.
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Getting here and advice
about your stay

Getting here

By air
Panama City Tocumen International 
Airport is located 27km north-west of
Panama City. The national airline is 
Compania Panamena de Aviacion
(COPA), Tel: +507 2272522.

Flight times from London are between 
14-25 hours, depending on the route
taken. British Airways operates a daily
service to Miami from both London
Gatwick and London Heathrow, from
where COPA and American Airlines 
operate daily services to Panama City. 

Other airlines can be used to reach
Panama through various destinations:
Continental from Gatwick Airport through
Newark and Houston, Delta from Gatwick
through Atlanta, Iberia and Air Madrid
through Madrid. KLM runs a seven-days-
a-week service direct flight from Amsterdam
to Panama City. Air France flies from Paris,
and TAP and Lufthansa are due to start
connections in 2015 from Lisbon and
Frankfurt respectively. Panama is a hub
for air travel and tourism. “Copa” (the 
national carrier) alone operates 148 daily
scheduled flights to 69 destinations in 
31 countries in North America, Central 
America, South America and The Caribbean.
Other carriers are likewise operating out of
Tocumen International Airport. 

At the airport
A taxi ride from the international airport
into Panama City costs around US$25-30
and takes 30 minutes.

FCO Travel Advice
The FCO website has travel advice to
help you prepare for your visits overseas
and to stay safe and secure while you are
there. For advice please visit the FCO
Travel section pages on the new gov.uk 
website: www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice

Visas

A passport that is valid for at least three
months is required by all visitors. A visa is
not required by British passport holders for
visits of up to 30 days. If the 30 day limit 
is exceeded it is necessary to apply for 
an extension, valid for a further 30 days,
from the Direccion Nacional de Migracion 
y Naturalizacion, on Avenida 2 Sur in
Panama City. An extension costs around
£10. For longer business visits a business
visa can be applied for from the 
Panamanian Embassy in London.

VisittheWebsite anddownloadthefreeMobileApp
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Resources:

Contact Details

If you have a specific export enquiry
about the Panama market which is not
answered by the information on this 
report, you may contact:

UK Trade & Investment Enquiry Service

Tel: +44 (0) 20 7215 8000
Fax: +44 (0)141 228 3693
Email: enquiries@ukti.gsi.gov.uk

You will be signposted to the appropriate
section on our website, or transferred at
local call rate directly to the British 
Embassy in Panama.

Otherwise contact the team 
in Panama directly: 

UK Trade & Investment Panama

Ariel Perez Price
Director of UKTI Panama

Tel: +507-297-6580
Cell: +507-6781-5883
Email: ariel.perez@fco.gov.uk

Address:

The British Embassy Panama
53rd Street Marbella
MMG Tower 4th Floor
P.O. Box 0816-07946
Panama City
Republic of Panama       

Tel: +507-269-0866

Useful Links

Banking contacts:
Asociación Bancaria de Panamá:
www.asociacionbancaria.com/html/

Banco Nacional de Panamá: 
www.banconal.com.pa/

The Bank of Nova Scotia: 
www.scotiabank.com/ca/en/0,,2,00.html

HSBC Bank Panama:
www.hsbc.com.pa/1/2/

Banco Internacional de Costa Rica:
www.bicsa.com/

Banco Latinoamericano de 
Exportaciones: 
www.bladex.com/about-bladex/history

BAC International Bank:
www.bac.net/panama/esp/banco/index.html

Banco General: 
www.bgeneral.com/bgespanol/personal/in
dex.asp

Superintendencia de Bancos: 
www.superbancos.gob.pa/

Country Information:
BBC Website:
www.news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/country_
profiles/default.stm

FCO Country Profile: 
www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice/panama
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Culture and communications:
CILT – National Centre for Languages –
Regional Language Network in your area:
www.cilt.org.uk/workplace/employer_
support/in_your_area.aspx

Kwintessential culture guides:
www.kwintessential.co.uk/

Customs & Regulations:
HM Revenue & Customs:
www.hmrc.gov.uk 

Economic Information:
Economist: 
www.economist.com/countries/

Essential reading for exporters:
Find out more at:
www.gov.uk/browse/business/imports-
exports

Export Control:
Export Control Organisation:
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ex
port-control-organisation

Export Finance and Insurance:
UK Export Finance (formerly Export 
Credits Guarantee Department, ECGD):
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk
-export-finance

Healthcare abroad:
Travel health: 
www.travelhealth.co.uk

Intellectual Property:
Intellectual Property Office:
www.ipo.gov.uk

International Trade:
Imports and Exports:
www.gov.uk/browse/business/imports-
exports

UK Trade & Investment: 
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk
-trade-investment

Market Access:
Market Access Database for Tariffs 
(for non-EU markets only): 
www.madb.europa.eu/mkaccdb2/index-
Publi.htm

Standards and Technical Regulations:
British Standards Institution (BSI):
www.bsigroup.com/en/sectorsand
services/Disciplines/ImportExport/

National Physical Laboratory:
www.npl.co.uk/

Intellectual Property Office:
www.ipo.gov.uk/

Trade Statistics:
National Statistics Information: 
www.statistics.gov.uk/hub/index.html

UK Trade Information: 
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk
-trade-investment

Travel Advice:
FCO Travel: 
www.gov.uk/browse/abroad
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Additional Useful Links

UK Trade & Investment:
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk
-trade-investment

Foreign & Commonwealth Office:
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/
foreign-commonwealth-office

British Council:
www.britishcouncil.org

Trade Tariff:
www.gov.uk/trade-tariff

British Chambers of Commerce:
www.britishchambers.org.uk

IoD (Institute of Directors):
www.iod.com

CBI (Confederation of British Industry):
www.cbi.org.uk

Institute of Export (IOE):
www.export.org.uk

British Expertise:
www.britishexpertise.org

Department for Business, Innovation 
& Skills (BIS):
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/
department-for-business-innovation-skills

UKTI e-exporting programme:
www.gov.uk/e-exporting 

Trade Shows

A trade show is a method of promoting 
a business through the exhibition of
goods and services, an organised 
exhibition of products, based on a 
central theme, where manufacturers 
meet to show their products to potential
buyers.

Taking part in overseas exhibitions is 
an effective way for you to test markets,
attract customers, appoint agents or 
distributors and make sales. UKTI's
Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP)
provides grant support for eligible SME
firms to attend trade shows overseas.

Participation is usually as part of a group,
a great advantage for inexperienced 
businesses, and is usually led by one 
of UKTI's Accredited Trade Association
(ATOs). ATOs work with UKTI to raise 
the profile of UK groups and sectors at
key exhibitions. 

10 Times (previously
BizTradeShows.com) online database:
www.10times.com

British Expertise Events:
www.britishexpertise.org

EventsEye.com online database:
www.eventseye.com

UKTI Panama related events:
www.events.ukti.gov.uk

DoingBusinessinPanama
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WebsiteandMobileAppfeaturesinclude:

• Latest business news

• Up-to-date travel advice

• Interactive ‘Supporting Organisations’ and ‘Market Experts’ 

profiles

• Essential contact details

• Listings with links to up-and-coming trade shows

• Links to UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) international 

trade support services








