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San Juan, Puerto Rico – If you think that the economic climate is suffering in the United States, come to Puerto Rico for a reality check.   Of course, Puerto Rico is a part of the U.S.  It is one of the 14 insular area territories belonging to the U.S. [big bucks if you can name all 14!].  But the old line about sneezing and pneumonia certainly applies, that is, if the U.S. sneezes, Puerto Rico catches pneumonia.
To illustrate:  the unemployment rate in the U.S. has recently been hovering just under 10%;  here it is now 16.2% - nearly one out of every 6 Puerto Ricans is unemployed.  The bond rating of the island has been steadily degraded and is now an anemic Baa2 – not far from junk bond status.  During the past year 85,000 jobs were lost in the private sector, along with another 24,500 in the public sector, for a total loss of nearly 110,000 jobs.  Since Puerto Rico has a total population of only 4 million, that is comparable to the U.S. losing over 8 million jobs in a year!  
One area where there may soon be some new jobs is with the Census Bureau.  As we drove all over the island we saw numerous large billboards paid for by U.S. tax dollars promoting the upcoming 2010 census.  Presumably there will soon be countless new jobs for unemployed Puerto Ricans to count each other.

However, there still must be some cash available in various quarters.  While we were here, Maurice Ferré, a 3-time mayor of Miami flew to San Juan for a private political fund-raising dinner for his run for the Democratic primary for the U.S. Senate seat back in Florida.  Now let me get this straight.  Some guy who wants to be the next U.S. Senator from Florida is scrounging around Puerto Rico looking for cash.  His stated goal was to impress the large number of Spanish-speaking Floridians by appearing on Puerto Rican television and radio and by appealing for support due to the fact that he was born and raised here before heading off to the University of Florida.  Ferré also is a staunch supporter of Puerto Rican statehood, - a concept which regularly goes down to defeat in plebiscites on the island.  Most Puerto Ricans understand that although life is not all roses as a U.S. territory, it would almost certainly deteriorate much further and much faster as an independent country and soon become “Haiti-like.”  Nonetheless Ferré apparently left the island with $50,000 more for his campaign.  I am not sure if this covered his expenses in coming.
Most of Puerto Rico’s economic problems are rooted in the fact that not much is made here.  There was a large refinery and petrochemical plant on the south side of the island west of Ponce, but it now lies in rusted ruin.  Without a manufacturing or agricultural base, the island is left to depend on tourism, and that bucket is nearing depletion due to the severe recession in the U.S.  I was able to obtain 6 rooms at a bargain rate in the ritzy Condado section of San Juan during the high season of late January the night before I arrived for under $80 each.  If rooms like this are available during the height of what is traditionally the busy season, the island has severe problems.
Over one-third of the personal income in Puerto Rico comes from “transfer payments,” most of which come via the U.S. federal government.  Most of this money is in the form of entitlements, such as Social Security payments, Veteran benefits, Medicare, and the federal retirement system.  Basically, much of the island is on the dole.  Until Puerto Rico is able to attract manufacturing or find some magic bullet of development or excavation of natural resources, it will be in for a long period of decline.  

I wish that I could provide a more optimistic report, because the island is truly beautiful and the weather is gorgeous.  Air fare to and from here is extremely inexpensive, and there is a large work force available to be put to work.  Unfortunately, good times do not seem to be in the cards.

I thought you might like to know.
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