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An important group of 
Panamanian lawyers have, 
for more than a century, 
specialised in maritime 

affairs and by extension in corporate 
affairs since a series of legislations 
promoting the service economy 
including the maritime sector. They 
are well-renowned for their maritime 
and corporate knowledge, taking their 
know-how beyond the borders of 
Panama by opening offices globally in 
capitals of Asia, Europe and the US.  

After the inauguration of the Canal 
in 1914, Law 63 of December 15, 1917 
and Law 8 of 12th January, 1925 were 
enacted, creating the Ship Registry 
and Law 32 of 1927, establishing the 
organisation and management of 
corporations. The combination of 
these legal acts propelled the Isthmus 
to a position where, today, Panama’s 
Ship Registry leads the world’s largest 
fleet. Those laws have become the 
backbone of the sector’s growth.

Ports, cargo, transport companies and 
ancillary services have increased the 
maritime sector and Panamanian law 
firms have, therefore, become specialists 
in corporate and maritime business.

Although the legal sector is represented 
by several local trade guilds there is 
a particular association that caters to 
the maritime sector, the Panamanian 
Maritime Law Association (PMLA 
or APADEMAR by its Spanish 
acronym, Asociación Panameña de 
Derecho Maritimo, www.apademar.
org). The PMLA was created at the 
end of the 1970s by a group of lawyers 
specialising in maritime law.  
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Lawyers in Panama are well-renowned for their knowledge of maritime affairs

Leading professionals

The PMLA’s board of directors is elected 
every year. The board of directors for the 
period 2020-2021 is composed by Ms Maria 
Lourdes Galan (De Castro & Robles)- 
President; Ms Pilar Castillo (Arias, 
Fabrega y Fabrega) – Vice President; 
Ramon Franco M. (Franco Mindreau 
& Tello de Leon) – Secretary; Andres 
V. Mejia (Morgan & Morgan)– Deputy 
Secretary; Joaquin De Obarrio (Patton, 
Moreno & Asvat)-Treasurer; Alexis 
Herrera (Icaza, Gonzalez Ruiz y Aleman) – 
Deputy Treasurer; Jazmina Rovi (Morgan 
& Morgan) former president and Director.

The PMLA new Board of Directors was 
sworn in for the first time in a virtual 
meeting because of the pandemic. Its new 
president, Maria Lourdes Galan had been 
a Board member on many occasions. On 
inauguration speech, she addressed the 
pending issues: ‘It is a fact that due to 
the global crisis caused by COVID-19, it 
has become necessary to adjust, rethink 
priorities and make changes in all the 

organisations and in all the sectors, in 
particular the most important challenge 
which is digital transformation. That is 
the reason why our Board’s work plan 
will be to support and promote the 
modernisation and digitalisation of our 
sector and contribute to the continuous 
improvement of the national and 
international legal system,’ she said. 

‘Our principal task will be promoting 
our country as a centre for international 
arbitration and litigation by promoting the 
implementation of the Panama Maritime 
Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration 
Centre (CECOMAP); continuing with 
changes to our maritime procedure law.

Promoting innovative topics such as 
automation, digitalisation, promotion of 
digital tools for the processing of maritime 
processes; continuing to support the 
modernisation and digitalisation of the 
Ship Registry and registration of vessels 
and mortgages in Panama, and promoting 

Joaquin De Obarrio
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‘All these changes, some of which 
were in plans before the pandemic, 
have been sped up and implemented 
to guarantee the proper continuity of 
the operations of the vessels of the 
Panamanian registry,’ De Obarrio said.

In fact, the Panama Maritime Law 
Association ‘has been working closely 
with authorities, specially the Maritime 
Authority, to safeguard the continued 
operation of all vessels in our registry. 
We are currently working on updating 
the regulations for the registry, which 
includes enacting into law the changes 
made during the pandemic, and also 
an update on the Maritime Code of 
Procedure, to modernise the admiralty 
jurisdiction of Panama,’ he added.

‘I am proud to say our team recently 
was party to the first ever virtual 
hearing before the Maritime Court of 
Appeals. This technology, which has 
also been implemented by the first 
instance courts, will allow our admiralty 
jurisdiction to continue operating 
even in adverse circumstances such as 
the current pandemic. It also allows 
foreign legal experts and others to 
participate remotely when the substantive 
law of the matter requires it.’

‘The Key issues for the legal sector, 
currently include digitalisation 
and simplification of processes. 
The complexities brought forth by 
the pandemic require innovative 
solutions that must be reached 
through the open communication 
between the public and private 
sectors,’ emphasises De Obarrio. •

the Flag’s competitiveness and sustainable 
growth, as the world first register.’ 

‘We will continue to support and work 
closely with the Public Registry of 
Ships in drafting legislation for the 
creation and regulation of maritime 
business companies and reinforce this 
Directorate’s powers; and strengthening 
Panama as a centre for maritime 
financing, logistic and port activities, 
complying with international standards.’

The Panama Maritime Authority 
and the Ship Registry in association 
with the Panama Canal Authority 
have been participating together in 
international conferences-exhibitions, 
like Sea Asia in Singapore, or Posidonia 
and Nor Shipping, where many of 
the PMLA members have brought 
their expertise and representation.  

From a legal perspective during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Panama 
Maritime Authority has taken 
measures to facilitate the international 
repatriation of crews establishing in 
Panama a regional hub for crew changes 
with all the sanitary protocols. 

‘The most important challenge for 
Panama in the next 20 years is the 
creation of a legal and commercial 
framework that will develop our 
logistics hub by strengthening the 
auxiliary maritime services, providing 
the vessels transiting the Canal with 
full services, from painting to ship 
repair to technology to addressing 
environmental concerns,’ says Juan 
Felipe Pitty, a prominent lawyer 
and former PMLA president.  

‘We aim at being leaders at the forefront 
of new technology, seafarer training 
and environmental protection and 
continue to support the shipowners 
using our maritime platform,’ he added. 

During the pandemic, by the end of 
March 2020, the Maritime Authority 
issued a Resolution extending 
preliminary registrations of records in 
the Registry for six months. By April 
2020, the electronic filing of public deeds 
and preliminary registration forms was 
authorised and, the guidelines for the 
electronic filing of documents before the 
Ship Registry were set forth and made 
publicly available. Documents such as 
patents and radio licences, extensions, 
free and clear certificates, cancellations 
and navigation permits and other 
documents required by the vessels of the 
Panamanian registry, are now available 
as electronic documents,’ explained 
Joaquin De Obarrio, attorney at Patton, 
Moreno & Asvat and the PMLA treasurer.
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