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Panama Canal to open in 1914
Pilots Needed!
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Add in the August 28, 1913 edition of The New 

York Times

• Col. George Goethals (Chief Engineer)

• All vessels passing through the Canal would 

take a Canal/Government pilot

• 60 pilots would be needed to sustain 

operations

• Still unclear where would those pilots come 

from

• Pilots would have control of vessels in times 

of war (World War I started in 1914)



Capt. John Constantine
First Panama Canal Pilot

•Sailed as seaman and boatswain with the Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company (came up through the hawse-pipe)

•Worked as dredge Master with the Compagnie Universelle du 
Canal Interoceanique de Panama

•Isthmian Canal Commission as tug Master

•Panama Railroad Company as Captain and Pilot

•The Panama Canal as pilot

•Pilot of the M/V Ancon in the inaugural transit on August 15, 1914

•How much formal pilot training did he have?... Unknown…

“Son, if you're in a big hurry to get this vessel alongside then, I 
would advise you to go very slow”
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Where did Panama Canal pilots come from?

•Mostly were retired U.S. Navy Officers or Ship Masters, and Captains of Canal floating equipment 
(tugboats and dredges)

From an article published in The Panama Canal Review, the official publication of the Panama 
Canal Company (February 1958 edition):

•Before a Panama Canal pilot may make unrestricted transits:
◦ He has accompanied a fully-qualified pilot on scores of transits and handled, on his own, smaller vessels 

◦ Has studied pamphlets, charts, and rules of navigation, and taken examinations to prove his knowledge

◦ Has spent some time on a towboat, learning the Canal harbors and its docks and piers

◦ If he shows to be qualified, he becomes a pilot-in-training

◦ He then learns how the Locks operate, what the marine traffic controllers do

◦ He watches harbor pilots at work and accompanies other pilots on at least 66 trips through the Canal

◦ After six months he becomes a probationary pilot, a post in which he remains for another year. Limited at 
first to ships 385 feet long. This is gradually increased until at the end of 12 months he is taking 525-foot 
ships

This went on for many many years…
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Panama Canal Treaty of 1977 
(implemented in 1979)

•The Treaty changed everything!

•Required increased hiring of Panamanian pilots 
before turning over the Canal to Panama in 1999

•First two Panamanian pilots had already been hired 
in 1973

• Jeremías De León

• Harmodio Herrera

•The Canal needed to train about 200 Panamanian 
pilots in 20 years (the traditional source of pilots was 
not the best to accomplish this)
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The Pilot Understudy Program
(PUP)

•Minimum requirement for the position: 
graduated from a Maritime Academy and 
having served a minimum of 2 years as a 
deck officer on vessels over 1,600 GRT
(young Officers)

•First group of PUPs, a total of 9, started 
their training on July 11, 1983

•They graduated from the PUP, and 
became pilots in training (PIT), on March 
15, 1985

•This, along with Canal towboat Masters 
and PITs, has been the main source of 
Panama Canal pilots for the last 40 years
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The PUP Program
(3 years)

•Participate in a Mentor Program, whereby each trainee is permanently assigned to 
a senior pilot for a two or four week period, accompanying him/her in all his harbor 
and transit assignments;

•Participate in a computer course designed to teach the trainees the basic 
principles of computers and improve his/her document processing skills;

•Participate in a Technical Resources workshop emphasizing the history of the 
Panama Canal;

•Participate in a Locks Division orientation program;

•Observe Dredging Division operations; stand watches aboard the various pieces of 
floating equipment.

•Observe operations on tugboats and launches;

PANAMA CANAL PILOTS' ASSOCIATION 7



The PUP Program
•Stand a minimum of 20 watches on board Canal tugs both at the Pacific and Atlantic terminals;

•Participate in an Admeasurement Section orientation and training course;

•Participate in a firefighting orientation and training course;

•Assist in day-to-day activities performed by Canal Port Captains during at least a four-week period;

•Participate in an orientation and training program administered by traffic management personnel 
(VTS);

•Participate in a Survey’s Unit orientation and training program;

•Participate in seminars/workshops at the Human Resource Training Center. These courses should 
pertain to the effective development of the trainee's communication and interpersonal skills, 
command presence and leadership skills, essential for the adequate development of a Panama 
Canal Pilot;

•Trainees must periodically be assigned to training sessions at the shiphandling simulators.
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The PUP Program
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The Pilot-In-Training (PIT) Program
(34 weeks)

PUPs who have been promoted to PIT, Canal Tugboat Captains with a minimum of 2 
years of experience and Officers who have sailed no less than 3 years on vessels over 
1,600 GRT (1 of those must be as a First Mate)

•ORIENTATION WEEK

•SUBJECT/COURSE
• LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

• SAFE BOARDING

• LIFEVEST (PFD) INSTRUCTION

• BRM = MASTER PILOT RELATIONSHIP

• BRIDGE COMMAND PROCEDURES

• NORTHBOUND & SOUTHBOUND TRANSIT

• PILOT WORK RULES & TIME KEEPING

• EVTMS/PPU

• SIMULATION FAMILIARIZATION
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The PIT Program
SEMINAR # 1

• SUBJECT/COURSE
• WORKING WITH TEAMS/GROUPS

• LEADERSHIP/COMMAND PRESENCE

• EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

• DECISION MAKING

• SITUATIONAL AWARENESS

• RADIO COMMUNICATION

SEMINAR #2

• SUBJECT/COURSE
• IALA-AIDS TO NAVIGATION IN THE PANAMA CANAL

• TURNING & TAKING THE WAY OFF

• SHIP`S HYDRODYNAMICS

• RUDDER & PROPELLERS

• COLREGS & PANAMA CANAL RULES

• LOCKS & LOCOMOTIVES

• SIMULATION EXERCISE CRITERIA
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The PIT Program
SEMINAR # 3

• SUBJECT/COURSE
• PILOTING (TIMING)

• PANAMA CANAL OPERATING PROCEDURES

• DOCKING & UNDOCKING

• INVESTIGATION/ACCIDENT (BOARD OF INSPECTORS)

• FATIGUE (STRESS, SLEEP & HEALTH BALANCE)

• EMERGENCY RESPONSE

• SIMULATION CRITERIA

SEMINAR # 4

• SUBJECT/COURSE
• USE OF ANCHOR

• USE OF TUG

• USE OF RADAR (REFRESHMENT COURSE)

• WEATHER & TIDES

• STABILITY

• WRITING ACCURATE REPORTS

• SIMULATOR EXERCISE
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The PIT Program
SEMINAR #5

•SUBJECT/COURSE
• GLOSSARY OF SHIP HANDLING TERMS

• REVIEW OF SHIP HANDLING PRINCIPLES, FORCES, SHALLOW WATER, WIND AND BANK EFFECTS

• SHIP HANDLING WITH TUGS

• SIMULATION EXERCISE

• EMERGENCY RESPONSE

OTHER ASSIGNMENTS
• BASIC MANEUVERS ON SCALE MANNED MODELS

• OBSERVE LOCKS OPERATION 

• OBSERVE MARITIME TRAFFIC CONTROL (VTS)

• COMPLY WITH HARBOR WATCHES

• COMPLY WITH MINIMUM TRANSIT REQUIREMENTS FOR EACH LEVEL

• PERFORM REQUIRED OBSERVATION TRANSITS

• PERFORM EVALUATION TRANSITS

• PERFORM LICENSE EXAMINATION AT THE BOARD OF INSPECTORS

PANAMA CANAL PILOTS' ASSOCIATION 13



The PIT Program
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How Many pilots have been trained 
in the last 41 years?

51%49%

Pilot Trainees 1981-2022 (385)

PUP

PIT
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Panamanian pilots in this Congress: 7 PUPs & 4 PITs



The Limited Pilot
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What was needed and what we learned
•The Treaty forced us to move away from the traditional source of pilots (retired Navy 
Officers and Ship Masters) because there were not enough Panamanian Officers in 
that group

•We started training young Officers, always under the watchful eye of an experienced 
pilot

•A good comprehensive training program may overcome the lack of certain previous 
hands-on experience

•But, at the end, nothing will replace the experience and knowledge passed from one 
pilot to the next… from a senior pilot to a junior pilot
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Thank you!
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