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BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES IN PANAMA 
 

 
PANAMA APPROVES TAX BILL 



Panama President Ricardo Martinelli signed a tax bill that will boost revenue and reduce the 
budget deficit into a law. The finance ministry said in a statement that the new tax bill will 
mean an extra tax collection of $200m.  
The tax law will reduce corporate tax rate to 25% from 30% and it will also lower personal 
income tax rates for the lowest brackets. The government will offset the loss of revenue by 
raising the sales tax rate to 7% from 5%.  
The government will also increase the list of goods on which the sales tax will be paid 
including telephone fixed lines and prepay cellular phones. The government wanted to 
increase revenue without making companies less competitive, government officials said.  
During the presidential campaign, Mr. Martinelli, who was elected in 2009, said that he 
wanted a flat tax to be set up in the country, but according to authorities, instituting a flat tax 
would have required a bigger sales tax hike that the 2% on VAT.  
4ÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÅØÐÁÎÄÅÄ ςȢτϷ ÉÎ ςππω ÁÆÔÅÒ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÇÒÏwth rates close to 10% in 
the previous two years.  
 

 
 
PANAMA PREQUALIFIES FIRMS THAT CAN BID ON THE SUBWAY 
PROJECT  
 
Spain's Acciona, Brazil's Construtora Norberto Odebrecht, and Italy's Impregilo lead three 
consortia that were prequalified and will be allowed to bid on a $1.5Bn contract to build a 
Panamanian subway. Bids to build a 14 km-subway through Panama City will be due in the 
coming months. 
The exact target price for the contract has not been announced, but the finance ministry had 
pre-estimated the cost at $1.5 Bn. 
The government would like to see construction of the subway to begin before the end of this 
year. 
Acciona subsidiary Acciona Infraestructuras leads the Cima consortium, which includes 
Japan's Mitsubishi Corporation and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, as well as Mexico's 
Constructoras ICA and Spain's CAF. 
Construtora Norberto Odebrecht leads the Linea Uno consortium, which includes Spain's 
FCC and &ÒÁÎÃÅȭÓ !ÌÓÔÏÍȢ 
)ÍÐÒÅÇÉÌÏȭÓ ÉÓ an all-Italian consortium with Grupo Italiano Metro Panama and includes 
Astaldi (AST.MI) and Ghella. 

If you are interested in receiving details of commercial ventures and additional information 
on the subway project, please contact Ms. Ivette Martinez, imartinez@pmalawyers.com 

 
  
FITCH: PANAMA WINS INVESTMENT GRADE 

 
FITCH RATINGS raised its credit rating for Panama by one notch to BBB-minus, putting it in 
a club of creditworthy countries that includes large economies like Brazil, Mexico and Chile. 
The upgrade will likely attract more investment to Panama. 
"Today's welcome news underscores our commitment to nurturing an economic climate 
which strengthens confidence in foreign investors and contributes to a higher quality of life 
for our citizens," said President Martinelli in a statement released by the government. 
It is good news for all Panamanians and businessmen since it will improve the economic 
outlook for the following years, said local economists.  



Panama's economy even grew during the global recession, after an average 8% growth 
between 2000-2009 one of the fastest growths in Latin America, and the $5.25Bn Panama 
Canal expansion project is believed to bode well for future growth. 
"The upgrades reflect a sustained improvement in public finances, underpinned by recent 
tax reforms, and the economy's resilience to the global financial crisis and associated 
recession," Fitch said in a statement. The outlook for the credit rating is positive, Fitch said. 
The country's debt as a percentage of GDP has fallen to 45% in 2009 from 71% in 2004.  
Both Standard & Poor's and Moody's Investors Service rate Panama one notch lower at BB-
plus and Ba1, respectively. They have also said they are considering rating upgrades.  

 

PANAMA BUYS TOLL HIGHWAYS FROM MEXICOõS ICA AND PYCSA 

0ÁÎÁÍÁȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÂÕÙÉÎÇ Á ÔÏÌÌ highway from Mexican 
construction company ICA for $420M after complaints about service. 
The 20-km Corredor Sur (South Highway) that connects Panama City to Panama's 
international airport has been criticized for long lineups at toll booths and was recently 
forced by the government to undergo an audit. 
Panama's government said that it was also purchasing 51% of a second toll road, the 
Corredor Norte (South Highway) for $280M from Mexican-owned PYCSA. 
"We have successfully negotiated with the Corredor Norte and Corredor Sur, respecting legal 
certainty, respecting concession operators' rights, without raising the public debt," President 
Ricardo Martinelli said in a statement. 

If you are interested in receiving details of commercial ventures, please contact Ms. 
Ivette Martinez, imartinez@pmalawyers.com 

 

BNP PARIBAS TRANSFERS OPERATIONS TO SCOTIABANK 
 
The French bank BNP Paribas SA that had been present in Panama for more than 50 years is 
selling its wealth management business in Grand Cayman and the Bahamas and all its 
general banking operations in Panama to Canada-based Scotiabank Group.  
No financial details of the deal, which is expected to close in the third quarter of 2010, were 
disclosed. The transaction will enable BNP Paribas to cease its wealth management activities 
in these regions, in line with its September 2009 announcement.  
 
If you are interested in receiving details of financial ventures, please contact Ms. 
Ivette Martinez, imartinez@pmalawyers.com 
 

 
 
STANFORD BANK PANAMA SALE CLOSED 
 
The sale of the Stanford Bank-Panama to a group of Panamanian investors brought more 
than $14.2M for Stanford Financial Group investors, the US Security Exchange Commission 
said in a statement.   
4ÈÅ ÍÏÎÅÙ ȰÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÅÃÕÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅ ÖÉÃÔÉÍÓ ÏÆ 2Ȣ !ÌÌÅÎ 3ÔÁÎÆÏÒÄȭÓ 
ÁÌÌÅÇÅÄ ÍÕÌÔÉÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÄÏÌÌÁÒ ÆÒÁÕÄ ÓÃÈÅÍÅȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÁÉÄȢ 2Ȣ !ÌÌÅÎ 3ÔÁÎÆÏÒÄ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÅ 
owner of an entity that owned Stanford Bank (Panama) SA, a Panama City-based bank and 
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brokerage business, and another firm called Stanford Casa de Valores SA, according to the 
SEC.  
The assets of the bank and the brokerage business were acquired by a group of Panamanian 
investors that will reopen the financial institution likely under a different name.   
 
If you are interested in receiving details of financial ventures, please contact Ms. 
Ivette Martinez, imartinez@pmalawyers.com 
 
 

 

PANAMA IN THE INTERNATIONAL NEWS 
 

 
DONALD TRUMP GOES ON AN ADVENTURE IN PANAMA 
TIME MAGAZINE 
MARCH 20, 2010 
 
By Tim Rogers/Panama City--Donald Trump has never been accused of subtlety. So there is 
nothing retiring about the celebrity real-estate magnate's venture into Panama. His 70-floor 
sail-shaped Trump Ocean Club, under construction in Panama City's exclusive Punta Pacifica 
district, will be the largest and most expensive building ever built south of the Rio Grande. 
"Nothing like this has ever been attempted in Latin America," says head developer Roger 
Khafif, whose K Group construction firm is handling the $400 million project. "When you 
think of Sydney you think of the Opera House, when think of Paris you think of the Eiffel 
Tower, and when you think of Panama, you are going to think of this building." 
 
The 1,080-unit building's construction has now reached the 62nd floor and is scheduled to 
be inaugurated by the end of the year, complete with luxury condos, a five-star hotel, six 
restaurants, a Las Vegas-style casino and a private yacht club on the nearby Isla Saboga. The 
project is 10-to-20 times more expensive than that of any other skyscraper in Panama City. It 
will be 20% bigger than the AOL-Time Warner building in New York City, Khafif says. 
 
Khafif says Trump's name will help the country's image makeover. "Before it was Panama 
and Noriega," he explains, referring to Manuel Noriega, the notorious general who ruled the 
country from 1983 to 1989. "But now it will be Panama and Trump." Or at least he hopes so. 
"We bet $400 million on it," Khafif says.  
 
If Khafif sounds proprietary about something with Trump's name on it, it's because the 
project was his idea in the first place. When the Colombian-born developer came up with the 
plans for the building in 2005, amid Panama City's real-estate explosion, he realized it was 
too big to be financed without a major-league brand name. Khafif knew that Trump had been 
in Panama in 2003 for the Miss Universe Pageant, so he asked a mutual friend to set up a 
meeting in New York. "I know the guy has an ego and likes pretty things and, boom, Panama 
is exploding. So baby, if there's any right time, this is the right time," Khafif recalls, explaining 
the spirit in which he approached Trump.  
 
The meeting happened in 2005 and Khafif said he was surprised to learn how much 
homework Trump had done beforehand. "He had done a lot of due diligence. That's what let 
me walk through that door; it's not easy to walk through that door," Khafif says. Trump 
"already knew that the country was booming," But "hates to fly or leave the country." The 
day after the meeting, Khafif said he received an early morning phone call. "I hear a voice 
that sounded like Trump, but I thought it was friend who can imitate voices. Two minutes 
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later I realized I was talking to the real thing and I had to apologize," admitted Khafif, who 
speaks in a quick and seamless flow between Spanish and English, oftentimes switching 
languages several times in the same sentence. Trump, perhaps accustomed to telling people 
it's him and not an impersonator on the phone, told Roger, "I love it and I am going to send 
Ivanka down." 
 
Ivanka is Trump's daughter by his ex-wife Ivana. The young woman is now the company's 
executive vice president of development & acquisitions, and keen on bringing a more global 
vision to the family business. The next week, Ivanka visited Panama City and liked what she 
saw. "Panama is a spectacular, thriving country, changing by the day," Ivanka told TIME in an 
email. "It's been amazing for me to see the growth of Panama City first hand." "She's a very 
intelligent young woman," Khafif says. "Sometimes I think she's even smarter than her dad 
about certain things." The contract was signed and the project was launched in New York 
City in 2006 ɂ the same day authorities back in the Latin American nation announced a 
dramatic $5.2 billion expansion of the Panama Canal.  
 
More expensive than Miami real estate and priced three-to-eight times higher than property 
in the rest of the Panamanian market, the Trump Ocean Club is partially financed by a $230 
million bond offering from Bear Sterns. That bond is now being handled by JP Morgan 
following the collapse of Bear Sterns in the 2008 global financial crisis. "Without Trump, we 
would have lost our shirt," Khafif admits. Since then, more than 2,000 construction workers 
add a new floor each week, silencing many of the earlier skeptics who claimed the project 
would never get off the ground.  
 
But some doubts remain. Eric Jackson thinks that many of buyers in the Trump Ocean Club, 
which claims it is 90% sold, could be speculators rather than future tenants. "You go around 
Panama City and look at these new 'sold out' luxury towers at about 8 p.m. and there are 
hardly any lights on in them," Jackson says. Samuel Taliaferro of the Prima Panama 
investment blog agrees. "I have received emails from a number of speculators who never 
intended on taking possession."  
 
Others worry the Trump Ocean Club will only contribute to what they see as the city's 
coming urban-planning disaster. Marco Gandasegui Jr., a University of Panama professor 
with the Center for Latin American Studies, says many Panamanians are "convinced Panama 
City's skyline gives us a better image," but warns the building spree is putting an enormous 
strain on the city's infrastructure. "The Trump Ocean Club is just another example of the 
chaotic situation Panama City finds itself today," Gandasegui said. "It is squeezed into a tiny 
dead-end street where it will share space with another dozen similar buildings. It will be 
part of a permanent traffic jam created by its designers."  
 
But realtors say Panama is just the type of image-crazed country where people will put up 
with traffic problems in order to boast "Trump" as their address. Kent Davis, owner of real 
estate agency Panama Equity, says that even the neighbors are excited about Trump. "It's not 
like having Wal-Mart move in and force out the competition. People are psyched to have 
Trump in the neighborhood. I even sold a property in a nearby building because the buyer 
was excited about using the Trump facilities." 
 

 
 
PANAMA CANAL EXPANSION WILL LOOSEN LNG TRADE 
OIL & GAS JOURNAL 
MARCH 16, 2010  
 



LNG traded from Asia's current and future producers and to its burgeoning markets will 
likely broaden after 2014. That's when the ongoing expansion of the Panama Canal will be 
completed. 
At an LNG conference last year, an official with the Panama Canal Authority said the 
expansion will permit more than 80% of the global LNG fleet to move through the canal, 
compared with only 6% of the fleet currently. 
Effectively, however, no LNG vessels now traverse the waterway because that 6% of the fleet 
is too small to engage in large, long-haul trade, said the authority's Silvia de Marucci. 
Currently, locks are 1,000 ft long, she said, precluding vessels longer than 965 ft. Beam, or 
width, must also not exceed 106 ft with drafts less than 39.5 ft. Marucci said the expansion 
will permit passage of ship lengths of 1,200 ft, beams of 184 ft, and drafts as deep as 49 ft. 
The enhancement to connections between the two major LNG basins is obvious: Cargoes 
from producers in Trinidad & Tobago, Algeria, Nigeria, and Angola will be able to move to 
Asia. If Canada moves ahead with installing an LNG export plant at Kitimat, BC, its cargoes 
would also have Atlantic Basin markets as alternatives to Pacific Basin terminals. 
Asian cargoes will be able to access Atlantic Basin markets, especially the new LNG terminals 
in the US Gulf Coast and upper East Coast and Canada's new Canaport terminal at St. John, 
NB. 
And it is likely no coincidence that in January, Panama announced it would spend $300 
million on an LNG terminal and another $130 million on a gas-fired generating plant. A 
government official said the terminal would permit Panama to receive, store, and regasify 
LNG cargoes in Colon, near the Atlantic entrance to the Panama Canal. 
Expansion of the Panama Canal will open in 2014, linking Atlantic and Pacific basins more 
closely than ever.  
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