
now on
     caribbeanbusiness.pr                                                    

For up-to-the-minute local, national, international 
and economic news in English, go to

TOP STORY SPECIAL REPORTSINSIDE

caribbeanbusiness.pr
©2012 CASIANO COMMUNICATIONS INC.

                                                 THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 16, 2012                                                      WEEKLY $2.00 

By John Marino
pages 14-19

José R. Pérez-Riera 
Economic Development & 

Commerce Department Secretary

Luis G. Fortuño 
Governor of Puerto Rico

Governor announces Governor announces 
historic Economic historic Economic 

Development Development 
Summit between Summit between 

Puerto Rico Puerto Rico 
and New Yorkand New York

Puerto Rico’s economy 
          starts coming out of 

depression

Puerto Rico’s economy 
          starts coming out of 

depression

Special Report

nternational 

Special Report 
February 16, 2012 Pages S1-S16

Aggressive
expansion to U.S. 
Hispanic payment-
processing market 
by Paytech
page 2 

Fortuño raises eyebrows with bid to exempt 
natural gas from Jones Act                                         page 4

Smooth sailing for bill to protect local 
business from stateside competition                         page 8

Private-security industry offers guards, 
high tech, to help authorities fi ght crime                   page 22



BY ALEXANDER LÓPEZ
alopez@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

Neptuno Networks provides a 
completely independent wire-

less backbone for major enterprise 
customers that require infrastruc-
ture capable of supporting mission-
critical business throughout Puerto 
Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands. 
At the heart of Neptuno’s opera-
tion is its WiMAX network, or 
Worldwide Interoperability for 
Microwave Access.

WiMAX is a communication 
technology that delivers high-
speed Internet service to large 
geographical areas. It far surpasses 
the traditional 100-foot range of 
conventional Wi-Fi local-area net-
works, offering a signal radius of 
about 30 miles. WiMAX capabili-
ties and transmission speeds also 
have grown exponentially over the 
past several years.

In 2005, the standard WiMAX 
connection provided rates of up to 
40 megabits per second; with the 
2011 update of the standards, fi xed 
communication speeds reached up 
to 1 gigabit per second. This is 
part of the “fourth generation,” or 
4G, of wireless communication 
technology, which offers superior 
data-transfer rates to conventional 
cable-modem and DSL (digital 
subscriber line) connections.

Early in 2012, Neptuno will inau-
gurate its state-of-the-art data cen-
ter, designed with unique Tier IV 
capabilities, which have multiple, 
active power and cooling distribu-
tion paths, redundant components 

and is fault tolerant with 99.995% 
availability. The data center is 
equipped with redundant power 
feeds, video surveillance, 24/7 
controlled access, temperature 
control, redundant data communi-
cation connections, environmental 
control and fi re suppression. This 
infrastructure provides a stable, 
reliable, convenient, secure and 
redundant network environment 
for all types of clients.

Neptuno Networks’ main offi ces 
are in Guaynabo’s Metro Offi ce 
Park. The company, founded in June 
2000, has grown into a profi table, 

multimillion-dollar services busi-
ness by providing quality, reliable 
and cost-effective solutions to meet 
customers’ voice, data and video 
requirements.

A key element of Neptuno’s suc-
cess can be attributed to the strength 
of its partnerships with other leaders 
in the technology and telecommu-
nications industries. Last month, 
Neptuno celebrated its 10-year 

anniversary of collaboration with 
Axxcelera, a Santa Barbara, Calif.-
based manufacturer of broadband 
wireless products that cover the 
spectrum of Internet communica-
tions, from the “fi rst leap” to the 
last mile of connectivity.

In addition, Neptuno is a 
Microsoft-certifi ed partner, and has 
alliances with Cisco, HP, Claro and 
many other companies. Neptuno 
also is affi liated with Israel-based 
Ceragon Networks, the world’s 
leading wireless backhaul special-
ist. Ceragon ensures mobile and 
fi xed-line carriers, as well as pri-
vate network operators, have the 
transmission capacity to reliably 
deliver the voice and premium data 
services we rely on.

“Our success can be directly 
attributed to our complete attention 
to customer service and satisfac-
tion,” said Pedro Andrés, CEO of 
Neptuno Networks. �
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Neptuno Networks: 
Making wireless, 30-mile connections with WiMAX

Serves more than 1,400 customers with largest wireless ISP in P.R., USVI; 
services include broadband wireless, data transport, VoIP, Internet

WiMAX capabilities 
and transmission 

speeds also have grown 
exponentially over the 

past several years.

Pedro G. Andres and his management team
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BY JOHN MARINO
marino@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

While Puerto Rico’s econo-
my is fi nally approaching 
positive terrain, the ad-

ministration of Gov. Luis Fortuño 
is pushing forward with new initia-
tives to help local businesses thrive 
and ensure that the island’s recovery 
grows increasingly stronger. 

One of the most compelling is the 
fi rst Economic Development Summit 
between New York and Puerto Rico 
taking place next month that aims 
to foster partnerships between local 

fi rms and New York-based minor-
ity companies to win large state 
and federal contracts, Economic 
Development & Commerce (DDEC 
by its Spanish initials) Secretary 
José R. Pérez-Riera announced 
during an exclusive interview with 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS.

The event, a trailblazing initiative 
between U.S. jurisdictions, is backed 
by both Fortuño and New York Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo, who wants to im-
prove the state’s track record on pro-
viding contracts to minority fi rms. 

There are billions of dollars in gov-
ernment contracts in New York City 

and New York State available to mi-
nority fi rms, but many of the small 
minority fi rms in New York City and 
New York State lack the fi nancial 
might, bonding capacity and experi-
ence to be able to bid on or handle 
large contracts. That is where the 
Puerto Rico fi rms come in, many of 
which have the experience, expertise 
and fi nancial strength to handle such 
major contracts.

“There is a great tie between Puer-
to Rico and New York. We need to 
take advantage of that,” Pérez-Riera 
said. “This is the beginning of inte-
gration between the Puerto Rico and 

New York economies. We give them 
something they need, we take some-
thing we can’t get without their help 
and ultimately we both benefi t.” 

The New York-based minority 
companies together with the Puerto 
Rico companies will be bidding to-
gether. This will help these New York 
minority companies get involved in 
multimillion-dollar projects instead 
of just getting the tiny contracts they 
get now because of a lack of big proj-
ects. These government agencies 
together spend billions of dollars 
each year. 

Signs abound Signs abound 
Puerto Rico’s Puerto Rico’s 
depression is depression is 
finally endingfinally ending

Historic Puerto Rico-New York 
Economic Development Summit set



The Puerto Rico-New York Eco-
nomic Summit initiative is part of a 
central goal of the Fortuño adminis-
tration to integrate Puerto Rico more 
fully into the global economy, a key 
strategy of its New Economic Model 
for Puerto Rico, but it will also help 
fi nd work for local fi rms, especially 
construction industry related, that 
aren’t working at full capacity here 
in Puerto Rico because of the island’s 
long economic downturn. 

The initiative will be aimed at all 
sorts of companies that can provide 
goods and services to the New York 
and federal governments, but it will 
have the largest immediate impact on 
construction fi rms, Gov.  Fortuño’s 
economic development chief said. 

Each New York government agen-
cy will be making a presentation of 
the type of contracts they have or 
will be coming up and how to ac-
cess the bidding process. There will 
be several networking opportunities 
with the offi cers of these agencies. 

While the local economy is now 
moving in the right direction, it will 
take some more time for the over-
capacity of homes and commercial 
buildings to be absorbed by the mar-
ket, allowing for a new wave of con-
struction investment to take place. So 
looking offshore for opportunities is 
key to the local construction indus-
try’s growth right now. 

“We have extraordinary services 
to offer. We have highly qualifi ed 
people who have the expertise, the 
bonding capacity and the fi nancial 
strength to undertake projects that 
go above and beyond what we can 
offer in Puerto Rico right now,” 
Pérez-Riera said. “There is no rea-
son in the world why we shouldn’t 
use those resources as an advantage 
to bring economic development to 
Puerto Rico.” 

While the effort can serve as a 
“bridge” for these fi rms to fi nd work 
until local demand for their services 
increases, the administration envi-
sions Puerto Rico transforming into 
a huge exporter of professional ser-
vices, encompassing diverse fi elds 
such as engineering, architecture, le-
gal services and fi nancial services. 

Puerto Rico not only has the exper-
tise, but also its professional services 
are often priced below U.S. rates, giv-
ing local professionals a competitive 
advantage. Because locally owned 

fi rms qualify as minority fi rms, they 
have an added advantage in compet-
ing for government contracts. 

In an effort to seize on this oppor-
tunity, Gov. Fortuño recently en-
acted the Economic Incentives for 
the Development of Puerto Rico Act, 
which provides incentives, including 
a 4% tax rate, for fi rms that export 
professional services from Puerto 
Rico. This adds to Puerto Rico’s cost 
advantages in this area, the DDEC 
chief said. 

“The work done outside Puerto 
Rico is going to generate revenue 
coming back to the island, but you 
need to get the work,” Pérez-Riera 
said. “That is where this summit 
comes in.”

The summit, which will take place 
March 15-17 in New York City, will 
gather together at least nine New 
York city, state and federal govern-
ment agencies, Puerto Rico offi cials, 
and a large group of contractors from 
Puerto Rico and New York. 

Participating agencies include the 
Metropolitan Transportation Author-
ity (MTA) of the State of New York, 
the New York State Thruway, the 
New York State Transportation Au-
thority, the New York State Dormi-
tory Authority, the Port Authority 
of New York/New Jersey, the Em-
pire State Development Corp., the 
U.S. General Services Administra-
tion (GSA), the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA) and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers. Several 
other city, state and federal agencies 
are interested in joining the effort. 

Govs. Fortuño and Cuomo are 
slated to attend, and other partici-
pating offi cials include Pérez-Riera; 
Michael Garner, MTA chief diver-
sity offi cer; Nick Lugo, president of 
the New York City Hispanic Cham-
ber of Commerce and a member of 
Gov. Cuomo’s Regional Economic 
Council; GSA Regional Adminis-
trator Denise Pease; Fernando Fer-
rer, MTA board member and former 
Bronx borough president; and SBA 
Regional Administrator Jorge Silva-
Puras. 

The event is sponsored by the 
New York City Hispanic Chamber 
of Commerce, the MTA, DDEC and 
Casiano Communications. 

For information: 
If interested in attending this 

Summit meeting in New York, 
call the DDEC at: 787-268-
0140, from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. 

OUT OF THE DEPRESSION 
Meanwhile, Fortuño administra-

tion offi cials are seizing on the latest 
economic indicators from December 
2011, which they say is now showing 
the beginning of the end of Puerto 
Rico’s depression.

The latest Government Devel-
opment Bank-Economic Activity 
Index (GDB-EAI) showed over-
all economic activity in December 
2011 up 0.5%, when compared to 
the same month the previous year, 
the fi rst time the index has shown 
year-over-year growth since Puerto 

Rico’s economic downturn went into 
zero growth in March 2006. 

Most private economists say we 
must wait for more data before a 
clear trend of economic growth and 
a defi nitive end to the extended eco-
nomic downturn can be called, but a 
growing chorus of experts contend 
that we are returning to modest eco-
nomic growth and that Puerto Rico 
will continue to post positive num-
bers in the future. Many believe the 
GDB-EAI’s performance is the best 
economic news in a very long time, 
especially as other economic indica-
tors are painting a similar picture, 
with signs of a return to economic 
growth multiplying.

“We are starting to grow again,” 
Fortuño told CARIBBEAN 
BUSINESS in an exclusive in-
terview. “With the closing of the 
government during the previous 
administration in 2006, we fell into 
our deepest and longest recession 
in history. In our three short years, 
we were able to start turning things 
around.” 

Added Pérez-Riera, “We have 
been waiting for this from the very 
beginning…different sectors of the 
economy breaking into positive ter-
ritory. In the grand scheme of things, 
we have come back quickly at a time 
when the global economy has been 
imploding.” 

Most U.S. economists defi ne a re-
cession as at least two quarters of 
economic contraction, so a general 
rule of thumb is to call one over after 
at least two quarters of growth, ac-
cording to some local economists. 

In the U.S., the National Bureau of 
Economic Research’s Business Cy-
cle Dating Committee is the author-
ity for calling the start and fi nish of a 
recession, which it defi nes as a “sig-
nifi cant decline in economic activity 
spread across the economy, lasting 
more than a few months, normally 
visible in real GDP [gross domestic 
product], real income, employment, 
industrial production and wholesale-
retail sales.” 

No matter how you measure it, 
however, Puerto Rico’s tough eco-
nomic times have added up to not 
just a recession, but a full-blown 
depression, which is most often de-
fi ned as entering a depression after 
two years of recession.

Puerto Rico qualifi es on both 
counts, as the economic downturn, 

Continued from previous page
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Saying that investors sense an economic turnaround on the island, 
Gov. Luis Fortuño is moving ahead with new initiatives to drive growth 

such as the fi rst ever Economic Development Summit between 
New York and Puerto Rico that will take place next month.
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BY JAIME SANTIAGO
jaimes@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

With their high level of training 
and expertise, today’s private 

security personnel could become an 
extension of the Police Department 
in its crime-prevention efforts, ac-
cording to Luis Pagán, country man-
ager for G4S in Puerto Rico.

“The fi ght against crime isn’t just 
the government and Police Depart-
ment’s responsibility,” Pagán told 

CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. “A vio-
lent society such as ours needs the 
involvement of all social sectors in 
that effort. It is almost impossible to 
eradicate crime without the partici-
pation of everyone.”

Today, private security compa-
nies have the necessary expertise 
and technical knowledge to insert 
themselves into crime-prevention 
efforts and give the Police Depart-
ment much-needed backup.

Edwin Pérez, a G4S executive, 

offered an example of possible co-
operation. “There were 47 registered 
private security companies in Puerto 
Rico in 2011. Among all these there 
are some 40,000 guards. If the police 
circulated information on wanted 
criminals among them so they could 
be on the lookout, the probabilities 
of capturing some of these offenders 
would be much higher. We would 
be working along with the police 
without any interference.” 

Governments in countries around 
the world use private security fi rms 
to complement their police depart-
ments’ law enforcement efforts. 
These services are rendered at sea-
ports and airports, public utilities, 
government offi ce buildings and 
public events, among other venues.

Major private security compa-
nies have some of the most com-
plex communications and security 
systems available in the industry 
today—technology that police de-
partments many times don’t have. 
This allows them to provide fully in-
tegrated security solutions that pro-
tect everything from small offi ces 
and schools to large multinational 
organizations and high-security 
government facilities. 

Technologically supported, 
tailor-made services increase 
effectiveness.

“We work with clients to under-
stand the specifi c security issues 
they face,” Pagán said. “We design 
solutions to meet those issues—
bringing together our expertise in 

logistics, technology, project man-
agement and a workforce of highly 
trained security personnel. We 
could offer the same to government 
law enforcement agencies and help 
them, as is done in other countries.

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX
Puerto Rico’s high crime rates 

affect all areas of daily life on the 
island, and the need for personal and 
commercial security and protection 
calls for innovative solutions and 
the latest technology.

Cooperation between the local Po-
lice Department, the community and 
private security companies could be 
an important fi rst step, said Pagán. 

 “Times have changed, and so has 
the need for manned security guard 
services. Security services have un-
dergone a rapid evolution and trans-
formation. In the past, private secu-
rity companies were hired to place a 
guard to watch over a facility; that 
is why many times security guards 
are referred to as watchmen,” he 
added.

“Today, we render security ser-
vices that match those of the best 
government security agencies.”

Employee recruitment and train-
ing is one of the areas where the in-
dustry has evolved. The old percep-
tion that private security companies 
are staffed by undereducated people 
without much work experience is no 
longer true. 

“Security offi cers are carefully 
screened according to their tal-
ents, qualifi cations, experience and 
overall disposition for the job they 
would be performing,” Pagán said. 
“For example, security offi cers de-
ployed at reception areas will have 
the desirable traits for being the fi rst 
point of contact for visitors to your 
facility. On the other hand, security 
offi cers that are to be deployed in 
high-risk, high-consequence en-
vironments will be selected from 
a different pool of applicants that 
possess military or law enforcement 
experience.”

Although we are a global com-
pany, we are part of Puerto Rico; 
we live here and want to make a 
difference.” �

High crime hurting your business? Here’s one creative solution. 
For security company G4S, the 40,000 guards and advanced technology of private

fi rms can play key role in reversing crime wave; crisis requires collaboration

 
“We design solutions we could offer 

to government law enforcement 
agencies and help them, as is done 
in other countries.” —Luis Pagán, 

country manager for security 
company G4S in Puerto Rico 
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BY EVA LLORÉNS VÉLEZ
eval@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

At a time when the public views the Legislature 
as ineffi cient and a drain on Treasury cof-

fers, minority parties are aware that they will 
have a tough time convincing voters that legisla-
tive reform isn’t just about reducing the number 
of lawmakers.

Popular Democratic Party (PDP) representa-
tives Charlie Hernández and Luis Vega Ramos 
say legislative reform was specifi cally designed 
to perpetuate the New Progressive Party’s 
(NPP) grip on the Legislature, but the party has 
yet to design a strategy to convince voters to 
oppose it.

The Puerto Rican Independence Party (PIP), 
sometime before August, will challenge the 
constitutionality of the vote through a lawsuit 
that is being prepared by constitutional law pro-
fessor Carlos Gorrín and PIP Executive President 
Fernando Martín.

Former Sen. María de Lourdes Santiago isn’t 
worried about the fact that the controversy may 
go to the Supreme Court, which is controlled by 
six associate justices appointed by the NPP.

“If we lose, the battle will take place in the politi-
cal arena,” she said. 

The PIP contends the design of the legislative 
reform amendments will make it more diffi cult 
for a small party like theirs to obtain a legislative 
seat, but doesn’t plan to raise such an argument 
in court. 

“That is a political argument and we are making 
a legal argument,” said Santiago in explaining the 
party’s strategy.

On Aug. 19, voters will go to the polls to 

decide if they want to reduce the Legislature 
from 78 to 56 seats. Several amendments are 
being proposed. The vote calls for a reduction 
in the number of House seats from 51 to 39 (33 
district seats and six at-large), and for the Senate 
seats to be pared from 27 to 17 (11 districts and 
six at-large), in 2017. It also reduces the number 

of House district seats but increases the number 
of Senate district seats from eight to 11 to ensure 
adequate representation.

The changes mean that a legislative candidate 
will need close to 300,000 votes to get a seat, 
making it diffi cult for small parties like the PIP 
or Puerto Ricans for Puerto Rico to get elected 
at all.

Hernández, on the other hand, said legislative 
reform will result in new electoral redistricting 
that will give the NPP the opportunity to con-
fi gure districts in a way that will weaken PDP 
bastions and deliver more legislative seats to 
the NPP.

“That is why they want to put two more 
members on the Electoral Redistricting board,” 
he said. 

Santiago says there are more serious problems 
with the vote that make it unconstitutional. Legal 
precedent in the case of Berríos v. Rosselló, as 
well as the Constitution itself, state that no more 
than three amendments to the Constitution can be 
put up for a vote. Legislative reform as written 
puts more than three issues to a vote.

Santiago explained that a voter may be inclined 
to support reducing the number of House district 
seats, but not the at-large seats, or vice-versa. The 
same goes for the Senate, where a voter may be 
inclined to reduce at-large seats, but not district 
seats, or vice versa. Or a voter may be inclined 
to reduce House seats, but not Senate seats, or 
vice versa.

Another amendment changes the confi guration 
of the Senate districts.

“And so on and so on,” Santiago said. “When 
you continue to divide, you have more than 
three issues.” � 

Minority challenge to legislative reform seen reaching top court

The changes that could result 
from the August referendum on 
legislative reform mean that a 

candidate for the Legislature will 
need close to 300,000 votes 

to get a seat.

Continued from page 15
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which began in March 2006, will 
complete six years next month and 
has already resulted in a total con-
traction of nearly 14%, economists 
say.

“This is a positive development 
and in line with other indicators 
that show that the depression is bot-
toming out,” said Vicente Feliciano, 
president of Advantage Business 
Consulting, pointing to the latest 
GDB-EAI report. “The depression 
will end after we have several months 
of solid year-over-year growth.”

We will still remain in a recession 
until we break into positive GDP 
growth. But going back to recession 
is the fi rst step after coming out of 
depression, according to some eco-
nomic observers. 

“The numbers don’t lie. They 
look pretty good. Things are much 
better than they were over the past 
few years,” added economist José 
Joaquín Villamil, president of Estu-
dios Técnicos. “It is a clear trend that 

you will continue to see over the next 
few months and quarters.” 

Government offi cials are betting 
that the improved economic picture 
will instill confi dence in both con-
sumers and investors, which will 
only work to bring greater improve-
ments to the economy over the next 
few years. 

“This is already happening,” the 
governor said. “Investors are already 
sensing the turnaround. Every day 
last week, I visited businesses that 
have created jobs as a direct result 
of private sector investment.” 

Pérez-Riera concurred that 
“people are starting to gain that 
confi dence.”

“We are fi nally at the point where if 
you have been sitting on the sidelines 
waiting to make a bet on yourself 
and Puerto Rico, this would be the 
time to do it,” he said.

Economists agree that positive eco-
nomic news, by boosting consumer 
and investor confi dence, can lead to a 
further brightening of the economic 
picture. 

“The confi dence factor is critical. 
People feeling that the worst is over 
will absolutely help the economy 
move forward,” Feliciano added. “If 
you have a job, you will start to feel 
confi dent about keeping it and start 
spending more. If you are in business 
and have survived, it is time to start 
making some judicious bets on the 
future.” 

THE NUMBERS SPEAK 
The December 2011 GDB-EAI, at 

127.7 points, showed growth in three 
of four of its main indicators.

Total payroll employment hit 
934,600, a 0.2% improvement over 
the year-prior period and the fi rst 
month refl ecting positive growth 
since early 2006.

Cement sales, another GDB-EAI 
indicator, totaled 1.618 million bags 
in December, a 13.9% increase over 
the same period in 2010. Total ce-
ment sales for calendar year 2011 
ended 5.4% above 2010.

Meanwhile, gasoline consump-
tion reached 95.3 million gallons in 

December, a notable increase over 
the average 87.1 million gallons con-
sumed monthly during 2011, GDB 
offi cials said.

Only one of the four indicators—
electric power consumption—de-
clined compared with last year, with 
December consumption registering a 
1.7% decline over the same period 
the previous year. Offi cials attribute 
this to increased conservation efforts 
by citizens and businesses and a 
colder than normal December, which 
led to less use of air conditioning.

“There is a direct relationship. 
When the weather is more agreeable, 
energy consumption falls,” GDB 
President Juan Carlos Batlle told 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. “Also, 
all the promotion about energy con-
servation and the use of green en-
ergy, both by the government and the 
private sector, is having an impact on 
consumption. A 1.7% decline isn’t 
dramatic.” 

The positive year-over-year growth 
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follows three straight months in 
which the GDB-EAI showed month-
to-month improvements, and in No-
vember it fell a mere 0.1% when 
compared to the year-prior period. 

Because of the GDB-EAI’s 98% 
degree of correlation with real gross 
national product levels, offi cials ex-
pressed hope that after a stabiliza-
tion period of more than a year, the 
Puerto Rico economy will fi nally 
reach positive growth terrain.

The GDB-EAI plummeted 13% 
from June 2005, when it was at 
153.9 points, to June 2009, when it 
registered 134.1 points. From June 

2009 to December 2011, it lost an 
additional 4.7%. 

The Planning Board is projecting 
0.7% growth for the current fi scal 
year, which runs through June 30, but 
will revise its outlook next month. 

“We know we will have positive 
growth,” Batlle said. “The behavior 
of the GDB-EAI and positive news 
from the U.S. mainland will have 
an impact, but we still don’t know 
whether the projection of 0.7% will 
change.” 

OTHER SIGNS OF 
ECONOMIC IMPROVEMENT 

Government offi cials are particular-
ly upbeat because more, much more, 

than just the GDB-EAI is showing 
that things are getting better. 

The Banco Popular Economic Ac-
tivity Index (BPOP-EAI), which is 
based on different components than 
the GDB-EAI, including bank de-
posits, imports and hotel registra-
tions, surged 1.8% in November 
2011 compared to the same period 
the prior year, according to the lat-
est issue of Progreso Económico, a 
quarterly report published by Puerto 
Rico’s largest bank. 

Prior to that, the BPOP-EAI regis-
tered a positive 0.7% year-over-year 
improvement in June 2011 for the 
fi rst time since the recession began. 
In July 2011, it registered a positive 

3.1%. Over the next three months it 
registered an average 0.9% decline 
before returning to positive turf in 
November.

“The increases that both the BPOP-
EAI and the GDB-EAI are showing 
compared to last year is a positive 
development, but we have to wait for 
more data before determining wheth-
er there is a clear trend of economic 
growth,” said Mario Marazzi, execu-
tive director of the Puerto Rico In-
stitute of Statistics, which produces 
the quarterly report for the island’s 
largest bank. 

The indexes are springing to life 
following months of improvements 

Continued from previous page
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CARIBBEAN BUSINESS welcomes letters from its readers on stories, 
editorials, and columns we have published. They should be limited in length 

to 500 words and addressed to The Editor, CARIBBEAN BUSINESS, 
1700 Ave. Fernández Juncos, San Juan, PR 00909-2938 or at 
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Our Front Page this week brings you two great stories in one. First, 
as reported exclusively by this newspaper two weeks ago, the local 
economy is fi nally in positive growth.

Second, as was also anticipated fi rst by CARIBBEAN BUSINESS a 
full three months ago (see Front Page, Nov. 24, 2011),  Gov. Fortuño’s 
administration is moving full-speed ahead with a historic summit 
that will open a whole new front in the mission to create jobs in 
Puerto Rico.

Mark the date on your calendar: March 15-17 in New York City. That’s 
when a group of local business people, mostly from the construction 
industry, will network with procurement leaders from the federal, state 
and city governments of New York to establish relationships and kick 
off the vendor process that will no doubt lead to multiple bids by local 
companies to supply services to New York government agencies.

If there is one thing we’ve noticed in the 39 years this newspaper has 
published, it’s the hesitation on the part of most local businesses to look 
for export opportunities, and more so when it comes to conducting large 
deals, transactions or even acquisitions.

Yet a quick glance at the size and capabilities of dozens of Puerto 
Rico corporations reveals more than adequate competency. Only three 
things have been missing: vision, confi dence and contacts. Although 
we must add that with the lack of major projects in Puerto Rico, some 
companies are looking at Panama and other Latin American countries. 
Now the Fortuño administration has the cooperation of New York’s 
Gov. Cuomo and agency offi cials are opening the door for our compa-
nies, only a few hours away in U.S. dollars and U.S. laws.

The summit will provide the contacts, at least for this initial effort 
aimed at landing large contracts with government agencies in New York. 
The confi dence should come from researching the sort of company that 
today lands those contracts and realizing that local companies compare 
very favorably. These agencies put out billions of dollars in contracts 
a year.

Procurement offi cers don’t care where their vendors are based; the 
important thing for them is for our companies to partner with minority 
companies in New York to bid on those big contracts, and to deliver at 
competitive prices and with world-class quality.

Puerto Rico companies have the additional advantage of being 
Hispanic-owned and benefi ting from the minority set-asides all fed-
eral, state and city agencies must have by law. That doesn’t mean you’re 
exempted from competing on track record, price and quality, only that a 
certain proportion of all contracts should be granted to minority-owned 
companies, which must then deliver on time, with cost-effi ciency and 
great quality. Minority companies in New York so far haven’t qualifi ed 
in experience, capital and bonding ability.

The calling, then, is to go for it, and in a big way. Go for as large a 
contract as you can handle within your delivery capabilities.

The larger you go, the more jobs you will create here in Puerto Rico to 
support your New York expansion. Knowing that, the local government 
offers generous export-related tax incentives and technical support to 
encourage you to succeed.

At the March 15-17 summit, for example, you will be accompanied by 
a top-level government delegation including Economic Development & 
Commerce Secretary José Pérez-Riera and maybe even Fortuño.

They and everyone on the Fortuño government’s economic-develop-
ment team see the summit as key to their broader strategy for diversifying 
the economy, increasing exports and growing the economy well beyond 
the 0.07% it is expected to grow this fi scal year.

Because the economy is now growing instead of shrinking, and that 
alone is a good reason to smile, but to do more we have to get to the 
4%-growth-per-year range to create enough jobs. That will happen only 
if we adopt the right vision and think big. �

BY CLARENCE PAGE

As a fan of Stephen Colbert’s satir-
ical skills on Comedy Central’s 

“The Colbert Report,” I didn’t know 
what to expect when he sat down to 
interview the daughter of Jeff Fort, 
one of Chicago’s most notorious 
gang leaders since Al Capone.

From the late 1960s until he was 
convicted in the 1980s, Fort ran the 
super-sized Black P. Stone Nation 
and the later El Rukn faction. His 
daughter Ameena Matthews, after 
some gang-affi liated years of her 
own, went straight. She became a 
Muslim and now works with other 
former gang members as a “violence 
interrupter” for a Chicago-based 
organization called CeaseFire.

That isn’t much of a laughing mat-
ter, either. Murder is second only 
to accidental injuries as the biggest 
killer of youths ages 15 to 24, accord-
ing to the federal Centers for Disease 
Control & Prevention.

But it also is the subject of a rivet-
ing documentary “The Interrupters,” 
which Matthews came to talk about. 
After a successful run in theaters and 
fi lm festivals, the documentary has 
its television premiere on the Public 
Broadcasting Service’s “Frontline”—
ironically on Valentine’s Day.

Could Colbert maintain his usual 
seamless goofy-right winger charac-
ter? Would she get the joke? Would 
Colbert’s studio audience even have a 
clue on what kind of world Matthews 
is talking about?

No problem. She proved to be 
as quick in her seat as she is on 
Chicago streets.

In fact, being a violence inter-
rupter is a dangerous thing to do, as 
illustrated by one whom we meet in 
a hospital, where he is recovering 
from bullet wounds. Fortunately, we 
are told, he is only the fi rst to be so 
injured on the job.

If you haven’t seen the fi lm yet, I 
recommend it as a rare, courageously 
close-up look at the people and situ-
ations behind some of today’s most 

tragic headlines. The documen-
tary captures a year in the lives of 
Matthews and two other interrupters, 
Cobe Williams and Eddie Bocanegra, 
who have served enough time in 
prison and the streets to have cred-
ibility with the young hard-core 
offenders they are trying to reach.

Like “Hoop Dreams,” which follows 
the long-shot quest of two low-income 
Chicago high-school basketball play-
ers for the brass ring of professional 
stardom, “The Interrupters” tells a 
larger story about the struggle to sur-
vive amid limited choices and often-
dangerous conditions.

Think of violence as a virus and you 
will understand the theory behind 
CeaseFire, the creation of Dr. Gary 
Slutkin, a University of Illinois at 
Chicago epidemiologist. Ten years 
of battling the spread of cholera and 
AIDS in Africa gave Slutkin the 
idea that maybe violence erupts and 
spreads like an infectious disease, 
too. If so, he reasoned, why not apply 
a disease-fi ghting strategy to stop the 
contagion at its source before the vio-
lence feeds more violence?

“Violence is a two-step process,” 
he says in the fi lm. “The fi rst step is: 
‘I’ve got a grievance’... ‘He looked at 
my girl’... ‘He disrespected me’... ‘He 
owes me money’... ‘He’s Sunni’... 
‘He’s a Palestinian’... ‘He’s an 
Israeli’....” The second step is to vio-
lence. That’s where the interrupters, 
most of whom have histories in gang 
leadership, step in, Slutkin says, “to 
interrupt the initial transmission.”

Colbert caught on. “You’re like an 
antibody,” he said. “You’re like, if 
you’ll pardon the expression, like a 
white blood cell.”

As the audience chuckled at the 
pun, the African-American woman 
responded proudly, “You know 
what? I’m like a paper-sack-brown 
blood cell.” Either way, she offers 
something a lot of our young people 
need. �
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A virus of violence
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island, manufacturing and tourism. 
“This gives us more confi dence 

that this recovery has some legs,” 
Pérez-Riera said. 

At the beginning of the depression, 
when the Puerto Rico economy was 
in decline, and the U.S. economy 
still growing, the gap between local 
economic performance and stateside 
economic performance grew to his-
toric levels.

While the local economy histori-
cally has lagged behind that of the 
U.S., it would closely follow its ebb 
and fl ows and stay within its range. 
The divergence in the fortunes of 
the local and stateside economies 
was “scary” and sparked fears that 
the two economies were delinking, 
Pérez-Riera said.

“When we came into offi ce, the gap 
between the growth here and the na-
tional growth was abysmal, seven to 
eight percentage points, and we have 
been able to get much closer to the 
level of growth of the national econ-
omy,” Fortuño said. 

That has had a direct impact on the 
fi nancing costs that the Puerto Rico 
government pays. At the start of this 
administration, Puerto Rico bonds 
were about 150 basis points above 
the national average, and today inter-
est costs are much lower and closer 
to the national average, the governor 
added. 

“Those are savings that go straight 
into people’s pockets,” Fortuño said.

DIGGING OUT OF THE DITCH 
While there is growing agreement 

that Puerto Rico is beginning to dig 
out of the large economic ditch left 
by the depression, there is also con-
sensus that much more needs to be 
done to get the economy back to 
healthy levels of growth, and regain 
the ground of the “lost decade.” 

“The economy has been shrinking 
for the past fi ve years, and it is almost 
14% smaller. That is a huge contrac-
tion that isn’t the sort of the thing 
you can shrug off,” Villamil said. 
“We are coming out of recession, 
but there are still risks out there.”

“Looking forward, there is a much 
better government fi scal platform 
than there was in 2006 when the 
depression started,” Feliciano said. 
“Other than that, we face many 
of the structural defi ciencies that 
led us into the depression, such as 

infl exible labor laws and expensive 
electricity.”

Villamil said he is “100% certain” 
that the Fortuño administration’s 
swift action upon entering offi ce to 
shore up the government fi scal situ-
ation was the right thing to do, even 
though many of the austerity mea-
sures it was forced to enact, includ-
ing fi ring thousands of government 
workers, actually had a negative im-
mediate impact on the economy. 

Tax reform and the government 
public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
program will also work to strength-
en the economy going forward, the 

economists say, but Villamil said that 
incentives specifi cally aimed at spur-
ring investment need to be enacted. 

Fortuño said the tax reform is a 
“key” initiative that helped buoy 
the economy, but he said the PPP 
program, the fi scal measures, and 
the energy and permitting reforms 
were also essential ingredients in the 
brightening economic picture. 

The aggressive pursuit of federal 
funding under the American Recov-
ery & Reinvestment Act, which has 
brought $7.5 billion to the island, 
and the creation of a local $500 mil-
lion economic stimulus fund, also 

helped buoy an economy in freefall 
during the early days of the admin-
istration. Further contributing to the 
stabilization of the local economy 
was the Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corp.-driven consolidation of the lo-
cal banking industry. 

Government offi cials say that in the 
darkest days of the depression they 
received a lot of pressure to “artifi -
cially” boost the economy, but they 
resisted, believing that their efforts 
aimed at getting the private sector to 
be the engine of economic growth 
would lead to a sustainable recovery, 
which they say is beginning now.

“I never doubted the policy, but we 
did receive a lot of pressure,” Fortuño 
said. 

Pérez-Riera is the fi rst to admit that 
much more needs to be done to get 
the economy back to optimal levels 
of growth. He, however, is convinced 

that the various incentives enacted 
by the government, in the areas of 
energy, tourism and fi lm, and addi-
tional incentives aimed at the expor-
tation of professional services from 
the island and new ones that will be 
introduced in the future, will create 
the conditions for a return to solid 
growth. 

“We are making a compelling case 
to the rest of the world that we should 
be looked at as a beacon of growth 
in a very turbulent time,” Pérez Riera 
said. �

New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo wants to double minority contract awards 
in his state and believes partnerships between Puerto Rico fi rms and 

New York State minority fi rms can help achieve that goal.

Government Development Bank 
President Juan Carlos Batlle 

said the most recent economic 
indicators support the administration’s 

forecast of a return to economic 
growth this fi scal year.

José Joaquín Villamil, 
president of Estudios Técnicos, 

said that positive economic indicators 
form a “clear trend that you will 
continue to see over the next few 

months and quarters.”

Vicente Feliciano, president of 
Advantage Business Consulting, 
said Puerto Rico’s public fi nances 
are stronger than they were at the 

beginning of the economic depression, 
but the island still suffers from high 
electricity costs and infl exible and 

costly labor laws.

Continued from previous page
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in individual economic sectors. 
Home sales, for example, totaled 

15,573 last year, a 30.4% improve-
ment over the previous year. New- 
home sales surged 49.7% to 3,465, 
while existing-home sales grew 
25.7% to 12,108. 

 Cement sales, a big indicator of 
construction activity, have plum-
meted throughout the economic de-
pression, dropping 13.5% in 2008, 
29.6% in 2009 and 20% in 2010, 
before turning the corner last year 
to increase by 5.2%. 

Exports, meanwhile, have been on 
the upswing for an even longer pe-
riod of time. They fell 4.9% in 2009, 
but then climbed 1.4% in 2010 and 
5.2% in 2011, when, at $64.876 bil-
lion, they registered the highest level 
in Puerto Rico history. 

Car sales have also been driving 
up the confi dence of offi cials that an 
economic turnaround has begun. Af-
ter falling by 12.9% in 2007, 11.6% 
in 2008 and 15.6% in 2009, car sales 
increased 17.3% in 2010 and 1.5% 
in 2011. Likewise, retail sales began 
improving with a 1.54% increase in 
2010, and are projected to increase 
by 2.7% in 2011. 

Meanwhile, Puerto Rico’s Pur-
chasing Managers Index (PMI) has 
shown that the all-important manu-
facturing industry has been growing 
rather than contracting in 13 of the 
past 19 months. 

The tourism industry has also 
been doing better. Hotel occupancy 
dropped 1.8% in 2009, but then in-
creased 1.2% in 2010 and 2.2% in 
2011 to reach a 69.2% level, accord-
ing to the Puerto Rico Tourism Co. 
The number of cruiseship visitors, 
using Puerto Rico as a homeport, 
also jumped 21.5% in 2010 and an-
other 1.9% last year. 

The all-important RevPAR metric, 
which measures a hotel’s revenue per 
room, fi nally turned positive last year, 
surging 7.1% to $118.22, after sliding 
14.9% in 2009 and 0.1% in 2010.

Revenue generated from the local 
sales & use tax (IVU by its Spanish 
acronym) has been on the rise for the 
past 11 months, and it jumped 2.8% in 
2011 compared to the previous year. 

Net tax revenue, another broad 
indicator, crashed along with the 
economy, dropping 6% in 2008 and 
9% in 2009 before increasing 3.4% 
in 2010 and 11.3% in 2011.

In further signs of improvement, new 

corporation registrations increased 
14% last year, while bankruptcies are 
down, dropping 9% in 2011 compared 
with the previous year.

“It is very evident that things are 
getting better,” Pérez-Riera said. 

“There is light at the end of the tun-
nel, and you honestly see the econo-
my of Puerto Rico beginning to kick 
on all cylinders.” 

JOBS, JOBS, JOBS 
Perhaps the biggest, brightest sign 

of them all that things are getting bet-
ter is the improvement in the island’s 
jobs picture, with the unemployment 
rate dropping to 13.2% in Decem-
ber 2011. The rate has come down in 
seven of the past nine months com-
pared to the same periods last year. 

“We have stopped the loss of 
jobs and begun to create new jobs,” 

Pérez-Riera said. 
In the fi rst six months of the cur-

rent fi scal year, from July 1 through 
Dec. 31, 2011, some 34,000 new 
jobs were created, which is the larg-
est amount of jobs created in the fi rst 

half of a fi scal year in more than a 
decade, he said. 

Some 159,200 jobs were lost from 
fi scal 2006 through fi scal 2009, with 
most of those jobs—95,300—being 
shed in fi scal 2009, which coincided 
with the last six months of the ad-
ministration of former Gov. Aníbal 
Acevedo Vilá and the fi rst six months 
of the Fortuño administration. In 
2010, 31,800 jobs were lost and in 
2011, just 1,000 jobs were lost. 

Private sector employment increased 
2.6% in December, the biggest in-
crease since January 2007, and total 
employment was up by 0.1% during 

the fi nal quarter of 2011, when com-
pared with the previous year period. 

“All the jobs numbers look better,” 
Villamil said. “There is a clear trend. 
The one area of concern is manufac-
turing employment.”

The 13.2% unemployment rate in 
December was the fi rst time it had 
dipped below 14% since January 
2009, when it was 13%. It provided 
more evidence that Puerto Rico is 
fi nally pulling out of its long eco-
nomic doldrums.

The jobless rate in December 2006, 
when Puerto Rico’s lingering recession 
was still taking root, was just 9.5%. 
It rose to 10.5% in 2007, to 13.1% in 
2008, to 14.4% in 2009, and to 14.7% 
in December 2010, according to local 
Labor Department statistics. 

Meanwhile, the Fortuño adminis-
tration has reduced central govern-
ment employment by 36,360 since it 
has been in offi ce. 

THE U.S. BOUNCE 
Since late 2008, Puerto Rico has 

been largely on its own in trying to 
turn around its economic fortunes, 
as the U.S. and world economies got 
caught in steep downturns of their own 
following a global fi nancial crisis. 

However, the U.S. mainland eco-
nomic picture has brightened in re-
cent weeks, which should bolster 
the island’s prospects of entering a 
recovery period, economists and of-
fi cials say. The U.S. unemployment 
rate fell in January to 8.3%, a three-
year low, as 243,000 jobs were cre-
ated, the most in nine months. Manu-
facturing activity has been up for the 
past three months, with a growing 
backlog of orders suggesting the 
surge will continue and consumer 
confi dence is up. 

The numbers have snuffed many of 
the concerns of economists and ana-
lysts that the U.S. economy, which 
grew at about 1% last year, would 
slip back into recession, according 
to several reports. Instead, several 
fi nancial fi rms are revising their eco-
nomic forecast for the year upward 
from 2% to 2.5% and 2.8%.

Economists and offi cials say be-
cause the local economy is tied into 
the U.S. economy, the better eco-
nomic picture stateside will only 
serve to help improve things here. 

Feliciano said that an improved U.S. 
economy would give a kick to two 
important economic sectors on the 

Continued from page 17
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Economic Development & Commerce Secretary José R. Pérez-Riera 
said next month’s event is the beginning of the integration between the 

Puerto Rico and New York economies and part of the drive to transform 
the island into a big exporter of professional services.
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island, manufacturing and tourism. 
“This gives us more confi dence 

that this recovery has some legs,” 
Pérez-Riera said. 

At the beginning of the depression, 
when the Puerto Rico economy was 
in decline, and the U.S. economy 
still growing, the gap between local 
economic performance and stateside 
economic performance grew to his-
toric levels.

While the local economy histori-
cally has lagged behind that of the 
U.S., it would closely follow its ebb 
and fl ows and stay within its range. 
The divergence in the fortunes of 
the local and stateside economies 
was “scary” and sparked fears that 
the two economies were delinking, 
Pérez-Riera said.

“When we came into offi ce, the gap 
between the growth here and the na-
tional growth was abysmal, seven to 
eight percentage points, and we have 
been able to get much closer to the 
level of growth of the national econ-
omy,” Fortuño said. 

That has had a direct impact on the 
fi nancing costs that the Puerto Rico 
government pays. At the start of this 
administration, Puerto Rico bonds 
were about 150 basis points above 
the national average, and today inter-
est costs are much lower and closer 
to the national average, the governor 
added. 

“Those are savings that go straight 
into people’s pockets,” Fortuño said.

DIGGING OUT OF THE DITCH 
While there is growing agreement 

that Puerto Rico is beginning to dig 
out of the large economic ditch left 
by the depression, there is also con-
sensus that much more needs to be 
done to get the economy back to 
healthy levels of growth, and regain 
the ground of the “lost decade.” 

“The economy has been shrinking 
for the past fi ve years, and it is almost 
14% smaller. That is a huge contrac-
tion that isn’t the sort of the thing 
you can shrug off,” Villamil said. 
“We are coming out of recession, 
but there are still risks out there.”

“Looking forward, there is a much 
better government fi scal platform 
than there was in 2006 when the 
depression started,” Feliciano said. 
“Other than that, we face many 
of the structural defi ciencies that 
led us into the depression, such as 

infl exible labor laws and expensive 
electricity.”

Villamil said he is “100% certain” 
that the Fortuño administration’s 
swift action upon entering offi ce to 
shore up the government fi scal situ-
ation was the right thing to do, even 
though many of the austerity mea-
sures it was forced to enact, includ-
ing fi ring thousands of government 
workers, actually had a negative im-
mediate impact on the economy. 

Tax reform and the government 
public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
program will also work to strength-
en the economy going forward, the 

economists say, but Villamil said that 
incentives specifi cally aimed at spur-
ring investment need to be enacted. 

Fortuño said the tax reform is a 
“key” initiative that helped buoy 
the economy, but he said the PPP 
program, the fi scal measures, and 
the energy and permitting reforms 
were also essential ingredients in the 
brightening economic picture. 

The aggressive pursuit of federal 
funding under the American Recov-
ery & Reinvestment Act, which has 
brought $7.5 billion to the island, 
and the creation of a local $500 mil-
lion economic stimulus fund, also 

helped buoy an economy in freefall 
during the early days of the admin-
istration. Further contributing to the 
stabilization of the local economy 
was the Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corp.-driven consolidation of the lo-
cal banking industry. 

Government offi cials say that in the 
darkest days of the depression they 
received a lot of pressure to “artifi -
cially” boost the economy, but they 
resisted, believing that their efforts 
aimed at getting the private sector to 
be the engine of economic growth 
would lead to a sustainable recovery, 
which they say is beginning now.

“I never doubted the policy, but we 
did receive a lot of pressure,” Fortuño 
said. 

Pérez-Riera is the fi rst to admit that 
much more needs to be done to get 
the economy back to optimal levels 
of growth. He, however, is convinced 

that the various incentives enacted 
by the government, in the areas of 
energy, tourism and fi lm, and addi-
tional incentives aimed at the expor-
tation of professional services from 
the island and new ones that will be 
introduced in the future, will create 
the conditions for a return to solid 
growth. 

“We are making a compelling case 
to the rest of the world that we should 
be looked at as a beacon of growth 
in a very turbulent time,” Pérez Riera 
said. �

New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo wants to double minority contract awards 
in his state and believes partnerships between Puerto Rico fi rms and 

New York State minority fi rms can help achieve that goal.

Government Development Bank 
President Juan Carlos Batlle 

said the most recent economic 
indicators support the administration’s 

forecast of a return to economic 
growth this fi scal year.

José Joaquín Villamil, 
president of Estudios Técnicos, 

said that positive economic indicators 
form a “clear trend that you will 
continue to see over the next few 

months and quarters.”

Vicente Feliciano, president of 
Advantage Business Consulting, 
said Puerto Rico’s public fi nances 
are stronger than they were at the 

beginning of the economic depression, 
but the island still suffers from high 
electricity costs and infl exible and 

costly labor laws.
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in individual economic sectors. 
Home sales, for example, totaled 

15,573 last year, a 30.4% improve-
ment over the previous year. New- 
home sales surged 49.7% to 3,465, 
while existing-home sales grew 
25.7% to 12,108. 

 Cement sales, a big indicator of 
construction activity, have plum-
meted throughout the economic de-
pression, dropping 13.5% in 2008, 
29.6% in 2009 and 20% in 2010, 
before turning the corner last year 
to increase by 5.2%. 

Exports, meanwhile, have been on 
the upswing for an even longer pe-
riod of time. They fell 4.9% in 2009, 
but then climbed 1.4% in 2010 and 
5.2% in 2011, when, at $64.876 bil-
lion, they registered the highest level 
in Puerto Rico history. 

Car sales have also been driving 
up the confi dence of offi cials that an 
economic turnaround has begun. Af-
ter falling by 12.9% in 2007, 11.6% 
in 2008 and 15.6% in 2009, car sales 
increased 17.3% in 2010 and 1.5% 
in 2011. Likewise, retail sales began 
improving with a 1.54% increase in 
2010, and are projected to increase 
by 2.7% in 2011. 

Meanwhile, Puerto Rico’s Pur-
chasing Managers Index (PMI) has 
shown that the all-important manu-
facturing industry has been growing 
rather than contracting in 13 of the 
past 19 months. 

The tourism industry has also 
been doing better. Hotel occupancy 
dropped 1.8% in 2009, but then in-
creased 1.2% in 2010 and 2.2% in 
2011 to reach a 69.2% level, accord-
ing to the Puerto Rico Tourism Co. 
The number of cruiseship visitors, 
using Puerto Rico as a homeport, 
also jumped 21.5% in 2010 and an-
other 1.9% last year. 

The all-important RevPAR metric, 
which measures a hotel’s revenue per 
room, fi nally turned positive last year, 
surging 7.1% to $118.22, after sliding 
14.9% in 2009 and 0.1% in 2010.

Revenue generated from the local 
sales & use tax (IVU by its Spanish 
acronym) has been on the rise for the 
past 11 months, and it jumped 2.8% in 
2011 compared to the previous year. 

Net tax revenue, another broad 
indicator, crashed along with the 
economy, dropping 6% in 2008 and 
9% in 2009 before increasing 3.4% 
in 2010 and 11.3% in 2011.

In further signs of improvement, new 

corporation registrations increased 
14% last year, while bankruptcies are 
down, dropping 9% in 2011 compared 
with the previous year.

“It is very evident that things are 
getting better,” Pérez-Riera said. 

“There is light at the end of the tun-
nel, and you honestly see the econo-
my of Puerto Rico beginning to kick 
on all cylinders.” 

JOBS, JOBS, JOBS 
Perhaps the biggest, brightest sign 

of them all that things are getting bet-
ter is the improvement in the island’s 
jobs picture, with the unemployment 
rate dropping to 13.2% in Decem-
ber 2011. The rate has come down in 
seven of the past nine months com-
pared to the same periods last year. 

“We have stopped the loss of 
jobs and begun to create new jobs,” 

Pérez-Riera said. 
In the fi rst six months of the cur-

rent fi scal year, from July 1 through 
Dec. 31, 2011, some 34,000 new 
jobs were created, which is the larg-
est amount of jobs created in the fi rst 

half of a fi scal year in more than a 
decade, he said. 

Some 159,200 jobs were lost from 
fi scal 2006 through fi scal 2009, with 
most of those jobs—95,300—being 
shed in fi scal 2009, which coincided 
with the last six months of the ad-
ministration of former Gov. Aníbal 
Acevedo Vilá and the fi rst six months 
of the Fortuño administration. In 
2010, 31,800 jobs were lost and in 
2011, just 1,000 jobs were lost. 

Private sector employment increased 
2.6% in December, the biggest in-
crease since January 2007, and total 
employment was up by 0.1% during 

the fi nal quarter of 2011, when com-
pared with the previous year period. 

“All the jobs numbers look better,” 
Villamil said. “There is a clear trend. 
The one area of concern is manufac-
turing employment.”

The 13.2% unemployment rate in 
December was the fi rst time it had 
dipped below 14% since January 
2009, when it was 13%. It provided 
more evidence that Puerto Rico is 
fi nally pulling out of its long eco-
nomic doldrums.

The jobless rate in December 2006, 
when Puerto Rico’s lingering recession 
was still taking root, was just 9.5%. 
It rose to 10.5% in 2007, to 13.1% in 
2008, to 14.4% in 2009, and to 14.7% 
in December 2010, according to local 
Labor Department statistics. 

Meanwhile, the Fortuño adminis-
tration has reduced central govern-
ment employment by 36,360 since it 
has been in offi ce. 

THE U.S. BOUNCE 
Since late 2008, Puerto Rico has 

been largely on its own in trying to 
turn around its economic fortunes, 
as the U.S. and world economies got 
caught in steep downturns of their own 
following a global fi nancial crisis. 

However, the U.S. mainland eco-
nomic picture has brightened in re-
cent weeks, which should bolster 
the island’s prospects of entering a 
recovery period, economists and of-
fi cials say. The U.S. unemployment 
rate fell in January to 8.3%, a three-
year low, as 243,000 jobs were cre-
ated, the most in nine months. Manu-
facturing activity has been up for the 
past three months, with a growing 
backlog of orders suggesting the 
surge will continue and consumer 
confi dence is up. 

The numbers have snuffed many of 
the concerns of economists and ana-
lysts that the U.S. economy, which 
grew at about 1% last year, would 
slip back into recession, according 
to several reports. Instead, several 
fi nancial fi rms are revising their eco-
nomic forecast for the year upward 
from 2% to 2.5% and 2.8%.

Economists and offi cials say be-
cause the local economy is tied into 
the U.S. economy, the better eco-
nomic picture stateside will only 
serve to help improve things here. 

Feliciano said that an improved U.S. 
economy would give a kick to two 
important economic sectors on the 
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Economic Development & Commerce Secretary José R. Pérez-Riera 
said next month’s event is the beginning of the integration between the 

Puerto Rico and New York economies and part of the drive to transform 
the island into a big exporter of professional services.


