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Yes, most business leaders read a daily 
newspaper every day, but to reach all 
business leaders you have to advertise 
in all the dailies, because very few read 
more than one. 

However, you can be sure that no matter
what daily newspaper business leaders 
read, they also read Caribbean Business; 
tens of thousands of leaders throughout 
every municipio of our island depend on 
Caribbean Business for the reliable, 
unbiased, well researched business news.

Caribbean Business is read every week 
by the affl uent income class of Puerto Rico.  
These are the leaders in business at all 
management and supervisory levels. 

If you want to reach all the business leaders
every week, advertise with one ad only

every week in Caribbean Business.  Or if
you have a big budget to reach business 
leaders, then advertise every day in all the
dailies—this way you are sure to reach every
business leader.  However, you’ll have to do 
that every day because a daily only lasts 
one day—in fact in most cases they only 
last a few hours in the morning.

Your ad in Caribbean Business is seen 
for one full week, being passed along 
from person to person at each business. 

Call your advertising agency or Enid Rivera, 
V.P. Sales Caribbean Business for more 
information.
  
This is no time to waste!
Tel.: 787-728-3000, ext. 2230 or email:  
enid@casiano.com • fax: 787-268-5058

This is no time to waste!This is no time to waste!

Our readers are leaders.
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BY JOHN MARINO
marino@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

Top Fortuño administration offi -
cials say they are on track for a 

December debut of the new permit-
ting system that has the lofty goal of 
transforming Puerto Rico into one of 
the most convenient and transparent 
places in the world to do business 
from its current status as one of the 
most bureaucratic and uncertain. 

Just as importantly, they say, the 
new Integrated Permits System will 
be the most prominent example yet 

of how offi cials say the administra-
tion is reshaping government into 
a “customer-centric” entity, which 
will make all sorts of government 
services and products easier to ac-
cess for everyday citizens as well as 
for island businesses. The adminis-
tration’s stated aim is to eliminate 
the need to brave long lines and lose 
valuable, productive time in under-
taking these most often compulsory 
activities. 

The permitting reform, contained 
in the Puerto Rico Permits Process 
Reform Act, is the fi rst of several 

administration initiatives to take 
root that are aimed at improving 
the business environment in Puerto 
Rico.

Meanwhile, tax and labor reforms, 
which will address other longstand-
ing obstacles to business in Puerto 
Rico, are also on the horizon.

The permitting problem is the No. 
1 most problematic factor for doing 
business in Puerto Rico, according 
to the “Global Competitiveness 
Report” (2008-2009) by the World 
Economic Forum. The island came 
in 144th out of 181 destinations 

analyzed for a World Bank Group 
report on permits, dragging down 
the island’s overall competitive-
ness ranking. When the Fortuño 
administration took offi ce, it faced 
a backlog of 4,900 projects worth 
$12 billion pending approval at the 
Planning Board and the Regulations 
& Permits Administration (ARPE 
by its Spanish acronym). 

Administration offi cials say, how-
ever, that it was not just the sever-
ity of the permitting problem, but 

Continued on next page 

Initiative will be the largest and most concrete example of how offi cials say 
they are transforming government for the benefi t of business and citizens 

Permits reform to bring 
‘complete transparency’
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also the fact that the permitting pro-
cess exemplifi ed so much of what 
is wrong with how the government 
conducts business that led to the de-
cision to tackle the problem fi rst. And 
the benefi ts of this permits reform 
will be just part of the wider returns 
that will be reaped by the public at 
large as the government changes the 
way it undertakes transactions across 
the board. 

“This is the way government is 
going to operate. We will be cus-
tomer-centric as opposed to being 
government-centric,” said Govern-
ment Chief Information Offi cer Juan 
Eugenio Rodríguez, who is playing 
a key role in the administration’s 
government-reform efforts. “If you 
look at the bigger picture of gov-
ernment modernization, this new 
permits process is the best example 
of how this administration believes 
government should run. In this proj-
ect, we have a number of different 
areas of work that converge in a very 
meaningful way.” 

Gov. Luis Fortuño is expected to 
name within two weeks the key play-
ers who will oversee the new per-
mitting system. These nominations 
will include the OGPe executive 
director, the new permits inspector 
general and the members of the re-
view board, which will review initial 
government permit decisions.

CARIBBEAN BUSINESS sourc-
es say current ARPE administrator 
Jorge García Faneyett is a strong 
candidate to head the new OGPe of-
fi ce, while Planning Board associate 
member Jennifer Mayo is one of the 
offi cials under consideration to fi ll 
the permits inspector general post. 
Mayo has been serving in that role 
on an interim basis throughout the 
permits implementation process.

Once it is established in December, 
however, the new permitting system 
will be the most fully realized of the 
administration’s government-reform 
initiatives. 

“We are putting our money where 
our mouths are in terms of imple-
menting a lot of the initiatives that 
have been ongoing for the past year. 
We are ensuring the organization, the 
processes and the technology em-
ployed in the new system all respond 
to the original vision of permits re-
form,” said Edward F. Calvesbert 

Juliá, deputy Economic Develop-
ment & Commerce secretary, who 
has worked on the permits project 
from the beginning, playing a role 
in the drafting of the legislation as 
well as its implementation. 

Rodríguez said the permits over-
haul, just like the other reforms that 
are pushing for more government 
services online, has required the re-

engineering of processes, the full and 
appropriate use of technology and 
a customer focus on the citizen or 
organization that needs to conduct 
business with the government. It has 
required solutions from beyond the 
customary framework of separate 
government agencies and driven by 
the need for agencies to consolidate 
and integrate functions and share ser-
vices and innovation opportunities.

The permits reform is particularly 
diffi cult to pull off because it in-
volves four main government enti-
ties, hundreds of employees and the 
need to consolidate rules and pro-
cesses spread out across more than 
30 different government agencies, 
Calvesbert Juliá added. 

“We are establishing three new 
agencies and adding a fourth to the 
permitting process, but we are really 
consolidating more than 30 different 
pieces in almost as many agencies 
into these four new entities. It’s a 
picture of good, effi cient govern-
ment,” Rodríguez said.

A NEW HOME 
FOR A NEW AGENCY 

The most obvious sign there will be 
a changed way of obtaining permits 
come December is the elimination of 
the Regulations and Permits Admin-
istration (ARPE) and its replacement 
by the new Ofi cina de Gerencia de 
Permisos y Endosos (OGPe), or the 
Permits & Endorsements Manage-
ment Offi ce (PEMO). 

Offi cials say ARPE’s 300-plus cur-
rent staff won’t see any layoffs, but 
will be transferred into new roles at 
OGPe, as well as a related entity that 
will provide compliance oversight of 
the permits process. 

OGPe’s new headquarters will 
house a large customer service cen-
ter on the ground fl oor of the north 
tower of the Minillas Government 
Center. Its design, with open spaces 
and glass, will refl ect the “transpar-
ency” offi cials say will be brought to 
the new permitting process. While 
offi cials analyzed several different 
locations, they settled on Minillas 
because of a Public Buildings Au-
thority (PBA) initiative to remake 
the sprawling, ineffi cient symbol of 
bureaucracy into a new showcase 
of both environmentally friendly 
technology and the most advanced 
computer and communications 
equipment and services, and for how 

government agencies can share ev-
erything from conference rooms to 
fi ber-optic cables to improve service 
and cut costs.

“It makes sense that we put the 
new permits offi ce within another 
sustainable development initiative,” 
Calvesbert Juliá said.

It is also telling that the new of-
fi ces of Rodríguez, the fi rst-ever 
government CIO, will be in the 
same building and that his offi ce, and 
government agencies like the Puerto 
Rican Energy Affairs Administra-
tion, are also assisting the PBA in 
the revamp. 

The new agency, however, will be 
much more than a symbol. It won’t 
simply replace ARPE; it will be the 
central government’s sole permit-
granting agency, a signifi cant strip-
ping down of the current process, 
which involves 23 different govern-
ment agencies. 

In their place will be six permit 
managers to handle distinct issues 
of environment, culture and historic 
preservation, construction, use com-
mentary, health and security and 
infrastructure. A seventh manager 
is appointed by the Environmental 
Quality Board (EQB) and will over-
see the environmental impact state-
ment (EIS) process.

The best way to envision the ben-
efi ts of the new system is to look at 
a typical construction project, which 
today must go to several different 
agencies—from Fire to the EQB, 
from the Department of Natural & 
Environmental Resources to the 
Aqueduct and Sewer Authority—to 
get different permits for each aspect 
of the job that must be undertaken, 
with specifi c permits required for ac-
tivities like cutting down trees and 
excavation. 

While the need to comply with 
regulations will remain in effect, 
under the new system the proponent 
now only has to go to a single agen-
cy—OGPe—to get a single permit, 
which will contain all the needed 
provisions in it, listing both the de-
veloper’s rights and its responsibili-
ties. Construction permits will now 
be mostly divided by size in terms 
of requirement levels.

GOVERNMENT GETS A DEADLINE
There will be a 90-day deadline 
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“The two components 
of compliance are 
accessibility and 

simplicity to do the 
right thing, and then 
accountability and 
enforcement. So 

obviously we are doing 
both. We are lowering 

the bar to make it 
easier for people to 
apply for permits, 
and we are raising 

the bar by increasing 
penalties.” 

—Planning Board President 
Héctor Morales
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people who travel around the world 
collecting experiences and making 
the world their home. To me it is very 
exciting, and critically important for 
Starwood’s development plans in 
the region, to know that Puerto Rico 
has one of the hottest new global 
luxury addresses at the St. Regis 
Bahía Beach.”

The 503-room Sheraton Puerto 
Rico Hotel & Casino was the fi rst of 
the three new Starwood properties 
to open, beginning operations last 
November with a $210 million 
investment. The Sheraton’s local 
development and investors group 
includes: Interlink Group, also 
the project’s managing partner; 
Vadim Nikitine; Muñoz Holdings; 
Pietrantoni, Méndez & Álvarez; 
Starwood Hotels & Resorts; and the 
Government Development Bank’s 
Hotel Development Corp. 

“The timing for our Sheraton 
Puerto Rico Hotel & Casino couldn’t 
have been better,” van Paasschen 
said. “Yes, it has opened in the midst 
of a diffi cult economic time, but it 
has taken off in a solid fashion. I can 
see it in the excitement of the staff, 
the local development partners and, 
most importantly, I can see it in the 
future development plans that are 
slated for this area.

“For us at Starwood, this busi-
ness is about relationships, par-
ticularly with our development 
partners, some of whom we have 
worked with for decades. Take for 
example one of our partners in Ha-
waii, which recently renewed their 
relationship for 20 years in addi-
tion to the existing 40 years we’ve 
been working together. That level 
of commitment is diffi cult to fi nd. 
Be it from a lifestyle consumer per-
spective or the business end, this 
is a people business and without 
our local partners we can’t grow 
the company.”

When asked about his wish list 
for Gov. Fortuño, the diplomatic 
van Paasschen simply said he will 
make sure that the governor is fully 
aware of his company’s long-term 
commitment to Puerto Rico. 

He shied away from commenting 
about some of the obvious 
challenges facing hotel developers 

and hospitality companies in 
the local market, chief among 
them a very complicated permits 
process, excessive operating costs, 
particularly electricity rates that 
are the highest in the region, a 
rather unstable casino environment 
threatened by the proliferation of 
illegal slot machines, and the lack 
of private-sector fi nancing. 

Van Paasschen went on to say 
that Starwood has enjoyed the 
full support of the governor, the 

Government Development Bank 
and the Puerto Rico Tourism 
Company who, together with the 
local development partners, have 
made possible the opening of the 
three new properties.

“I will defi nitely say to him that 
our goal is to work collaboratively 
with the government and local 
partners in further defi ning and 
positioning Puerto Rico as a world-
class destination,” he said.

But make no mistake about it, said 

van Paasschen, tourism is one of the 
best, if not the best, ways Puerto 
Rico has to deliver incremental 
business to the local economy.

“Not only through construction 
jobs, but also through good hotel 
industry jobs and upward mobility 
and training opportunities that can’t 
be taken away,” he said, adding that 
the opening of the three new Star-
wood fl ag hotels has added more 
than 1,000 new permanent jobs to 
the local economy.  �

Continued from page 43

W Retreat & Spa Vieques Island
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noted.
“When you are in a diffi cult 

economic environment, you tend 
to see only what’s affecting you 
or focus on the immediate day-to-
day problems, but from afar Puerto 
Rico is a phenomenal destination,” 
said van Paasschen, adding he 
expects both the global and U.S. 
economies to continue to improve 
over the coming months. “It has a 
very capable labor force, excellent 
airlift, natural attractions from 
good weather all year round to 
breathtaking beaches and natural 
beauty, and it is an exotic Caribbean 
destination a hassle-free trip away 
from East Coast mainland travelers. 
And with no passport required for 
U.S. citizens, it is defi nitely a place 
where we see many long-term 
development opportunities for 
Starwood.” 

A rather poised yet friendly van 
Paasschen combines his business 
savvy, having graduated from 
Harvard Business School after 
earning a bachelor’s degree in 
economics and biology from 
Amherst College, with his passion 
for people to guide what he calls 
the company’s strategic vision—
“managing lifestyle hospitality 
brands around the world.” 

KEEPING AN EYE ON 
EMERGING MARKETS

So how, in the midst of economic 
turmoil, van Paasschen continues to 
grow the company is very much a 
part of his consumer-driven business 
philosophy.

“As the economic cycle turns, the 
industry will redefi ne itself, and 
new opportunities will emerge. 
While it is very true that our day-
to-day business is about managing 
and operating hotels, we truly are 
in the lifestyle business, in the 
business of delivering and selling 
memorable experiences. And in 
that business the opportunities are 
endless,” he explained, adding that 
80% of future Starwood properties 
will open outside North America in 
such emerging markets as China, 
India and Africa.

“Emerging economies are add-
ing more incremental GDP [gross 
domestic product] than many in-
dustries can absorb. For us, it is a 

one-time generational growth ex-
perience as we see the 15-30 year 
growth cycle expedited to fi ve years 
instead. In addition to China, India 
and Africa, there are other exciting 
markets that are rapidly growing 
within our global tourism industry, 
as in the case of Chile, Russia, Aus-
tralia and Canada, to name a few,” 
the Starwood CEO said.

In fact, of the 300 new hotels 
earmarked for development outside 
the U.S., 80 will open in China. 

“Going back to my earlier point, 
these are good times to open new 
properties,” said van Paasschen, who 
was named one of the World’s Most 
Powerful and Infl uential Players 
on Smart Money Magazine’s 2009 
Power 30 list. “By the time these 
emerging markets mature and reach 
their higher economic potential, 
Starwood properties will not only be 
well-positioned, but also our lifestyle 
brands will be familiar to a whole 
new generation of global travelers. 
And as they travel, they will also 
look for that sense of familiarity that 
our brands can deliver in other parts 
of the world.”

 However, it is his discipline as 
a runner that keeps van Paasschen 
going strong and visiting 350 hotels 
in more than 40 countries since he 

joined the company in 2007. For 
him there is just no substitute for the 
face-to-face experience of meeting 
hotel guests, local partners and 
associates.

STARWOOD BULLISH 
ON PUERTO RICO

From a local perspective, 
Starwood looks at its local portfolio 
as relatively young but growing. 
Still, with the addition of the three 
latest properties, Starwood hotels 
now account for 15% of the island’s 
branded hotel rooms. 

“We strive to have a portfolio 
that offers different locations for 
different moments and, of course, 
very different lifestyle experiences. 
It is quite incredible that on such a 
small island, Starwood can deliver 
such an extraordinarily diverse 
portfolio of properties. It helps us 
build our overall offer within the 
region as well as being a perfect 
fi t for our expansion plans for the 
region,” said van Paasschen, adding 
that the company will continue to 
evaluate new hotel development 
opportunities on the island. 

For example the Aloft, one of Star-
wood’s youngest brands, is slated to 
fi nd a future home within San Juan’s 
convention center district, near the 

sister-brand property Sheraton 
Puerto Rico Hotel & Casino.

“And we will certainly look at 
bringing the Westin brand back, 
which will be a great addition not 
only to Starwood’s overall portfolio, 
but also to the destination as a 
whole given that it already enjoys 
tremendous recognition and brand 
loyalty,” said van Paasschen. “Even 
at a time when other Caribbean 
islands have stopped construction 
of new projects or even closed 
relatively new hotels, Puerto Rico 
has emerged as the only Caribbean 
destination with an aggressive 
development plan. REIG Capital 
Group from Spain, our partners 
on the W Retreat Spa Vieques 
Island, is very excited about their 
immersion in Puerto Rico. This is 
only the second W Retreat in the 
world, and the fi rst of its kind in the 
Americas.”

The Starwood chief executive said 
the St. Regis Bahía Beach Resort in 
Río Grande sets “a new standard for 
luxury” in the island market.

“The St. Regis brand is part of 
an industry trend where luxury by 
defi nition is global,” he said. “There 
is a community of global citizens, 

Continued from previous page
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St. Regis Bahía Beach Resort in Río Grande
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set under the new laws for projects 
that don’t seek variances from es-
tablished zoning laws or require 
environmental impact statements 
or related documents. Even longer 
projects will be substantially cut 
down, in many cases to a year or 
less. Permitting for a tourism proj-
ect currently takes 8 years and for an 
industrial project 3.3 years.

Another common complaint about 
the current system is the amount 
of time it takes to get new permits 
when a business changes hands, 
even though the business activity 
remains the same. This has had the 
effect of complicating fi nancial and 
contractual negotiations. Under the 
new scheme, it will take just three 
days to win approvals when only a 
name change is involved. 

Under the new system, applica-
tions and challenges can be fi led 
and reviewed immediately online 
by the public and the government. 
Proponents will be able to track the 
process online and see any tie-ups, 
while the OGPe executive director 
can take over a case to have it adju-
dicated if it is taking too long. 

“We will be able to call up and 
know the status of a given project at 
any given time and what is holding 
it up. That is a core function of the 
work-fl ow system,” Calvesbert Juliá 
said. “Not only will we be able to 
tell, but we can also run reports on 
that and  program alerts. Corrective 
action can be taken. There is a lot 
of fl exibility in terms of managing 
the process.” 

Currently, government offi cials 
from different agencies often blame 
one another for delays, but that will 
no longer be the case as all permit of-
fi cials will work for the same agency, 
Rodríguez said.

The permits managers issue rec-
ommendations on a permit, and if 
they are unanimous in their view, the 
permit is either rejected or approved. 
In mixed decisions, the fi nal word is 
held by an adjudicative board, which 
considers the recommendations by 
the permits offi cials in making a 
decision. Opponents can then chal-
lenge the decision to a new adminis-
trative, independent body, or review 
board, and then on to the Puerto Rico 
Supreme Court, which will have the 
last word on the matter. The idea is 
to have a quickened decision-making 

process for both rejection and ap-
proval, offi cials said.

When the 90-day deadline is bro-
ken, the executive director can sub-
mit the case directly to the adjudica-
tive board for a fi nal determination, 
thus eliminating the implicit denial 
of permits today when offi cials “sit 
on” the process, he added.

Variances, granted for projects that 
don’t meet all zoning standards or 
that are being proposed for unzoned 
areas, will also be granted through 
the OGPe agency, while large strate-
gic projects will still go through the 
Planning Board for approval. 

“We have streamlined a lot of the 
process and the time the government 
has to analyze the application,” said 
Jennifer Mayo, who is the Planning 
Board’s project manager for the per-
mits implementation process. 

In response to numerous legal chal-
lenges of permitted projects, such as 
the notorious Paseo Caribe case, the 
permits reform requires those seek-
ing to halt a project to post a bond to 
cover potential damages should their 
challenge fail.

A NEW CUSTOMER FOCUS 
Under the new system, proponents 

can also go through a preapproval 
orientation with OGPe personnel, 
which previews the obstacles a giv-
en project might face. This can help 
businesses avoid sinking too much 
time and money into trying to get 
permits for projects that are unlikely 
to be approved. It may also help a 
proponent tailor a project early in the 
process so that it has a better shot at 
approval. 

The process is completely volun-
tary, and the government will charge 
for the service. It is one of several 
new services designed into the new 

permitting system that shows a cus-
tomer service focus not often found 
in government. 

There will also be a streamlined 
and more economical permit pro-
cess aimed at small businesses, as 
well as preferential treatment given 
to any project that complies with a 
new “green permit” code. So if new 
projects do things like incorporate 
energy- and water-conservation 
technologies, they will face a less 
burdensome approval process, Mayo 
said. 

In addition to the central San Juan 
offi ce in Minillas, there will be four 
regional offi ces across the island. All 
will have computer equipment, as 
well as orientation help available for 
proponents who lack computer skills. 
Offi cials are also looking to partner 
with other government agencies to 
open more satellite offi ces that can 
provide computer equipment and 
orientation. 

However, most proponents won’t 
have to visit any government offi ce 
at all, because they will just apply 
for permits online. 

AUTHORIZED PROFESSIONALS, 
INSPECTORS TO LEND A HAND 

A full 35% of permits issued are 
simple, ministerial acts that don’t re-
quire the discretion of government 
offi cials. Under the new system, 
these permits can be granted by a 

new class of “authorized profession-
als” who will be able to grant a range 
of permits centered on their exper-
tise, sometimes on the spot or in a 
matter of days. This will add more 
hands to the permits process, taking 
some of the burden off the govern-
ment and increasing the effi ciency of 
the entire process, offi cials say. 

These authorized professionals will 
be able to do everything from issu-
ing simple construction permits to 
issuing use permits, but the types of 
permits they will be empowered to 
issue will be related to their specifi c 
expertise. The law calls for several 
professionals to be able to issue per-
mits, such as engineers, architects, 
planners and geologists. 

The law also calls for a second 
class of private professionals to take 
part in the permitting process, called 
“authorized inspectors.” These indi-
viduals will be required to perform 
some of the common inspections, 
currently done by such entities as the 
Health and Fire departments, which 
are necessary to receive projects. 
Authorized professionals can also 
be authorized inspectors, but the re-
quirements to become an authorized 
professional are more stringent than 
to become an authorized inspector, 
so not all inspectors will be qualifi ed 
to serve as a permit-granting profes-
sional, Calvesbert Juliá explained. 

While a pilot project will be in 
place in December, the fi rst true 
wave of authorized professionals 
and authorized inspectors will not 
be seen until early in 2011, Planning 
Board President Héctor Morales 
said. That is because the profession-
als will have to go through a training 
process in order to be certifi ed by the 
government to grant permits. 

Government offi cials, in conjunc-
tion with professional groups, will 
develop a framework for the re-
quired educational training, and then 
education institutions will draw up 
specifi c curricula that will have to be 
approved by the government.

“Before we can authorize the pro-
fessionals, we have to establish a 
curriculum and the testing require-
ments for the professionals,” Mayo 
said. “We are going to have a pilot 
project for December and the system 
should be fully in place and func-
tioning by March.” 

A major focus of the training will 
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“We are putting our 
money where our 

mouths are in terms 
of implementing a lot 
of the initiatives that 
have been ongoing 
for the past year.” 
—Edward F. Calvesbert Juliá, 

deputy Economic Development 
& Commerce secretary
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be to ensure that the professionals 
and inspectors know the rules of the 
new permitting system and the new 
code that was drawn up as part of 
this implementation.

A NEW SHERIFF IN TOWN TO 
ENFORCE PERMITS 

One of the most important aspects 
of the new plan is the creation of a 
new permits watchdog, the Ofi cina 
del Inspector General de Permisos 
(OIGP), or Offi ce of the Inspector 
General for Permits. 

The OIGP can be expected to draw 
more people into the system as well 
as increase environmental and gen-
eral permit compliance. 

“We’ve created an entire new en-
tity whose sole existence is to ensure 
accountability and enforcement not 
only for the government entities, but 
also for the professionals as well,” 
Rodríguez explained. “The current 
system created a whole cottage in-
dustry of the gestor because that 
is the way people got ahead, hav-
ing a gestor pushing your project 
through the government bureaucra-
cy. We have eliminated the need for 
a gestor.” 

The inspector general for permits 
will supervise the professionals, au-
dit permits to ensure compliance to 
standards and take complaints from 
government agencies and the pub-
lic concerning permit violations. The 
OIGP will also have broad powers 
to appeal permits and seek to halt 
illegal projects through the review 
board.

Importantly, the OIGP will be an 
independent entity like the Comp-
troller’s Offi ce, and the inspector 
general will be appointed to 10-year 
terms to shield the offi cial from po-
litical infl uence. Currently, ARPE 
both issues permits and hears ap-
peals on them, an inherent confl ict 
of interest in its primary functions. 

The watchdog will also guard 
against corruption by overseeing 
both the new authorized profes-
sionals and government offi cials 
involved in the permitting process. 
It will conduct audits on the permit-
ting process to ensure that they were 
emitted according to the rules and 
regulations on which they are based 
and to look for other signs of poten-
tial corruption. Offi cials who break 
the rules will face stiff punishment 

under the new law, which in the case 
of authorized professionals include 
the loss of his or her professional 
license.

INCREASING ACCESS, 
COMPLIANCE 

Poor compliance with the current 
permitting system is as big a problem 
as the tortuous process of obtaining 
a permit. So the overhaul is aimed 
not only at simplifying the process, 
but also ensuring that permits are 
widely respected. Indeed, 56.25% 
of existing island construction is 
“informal,” or done without permits, 
while 43.75% is formal construction, 
according to a recent report by Inter-
viron Services Inc.

Such fl outing of construction stan-
dards is dangerous, since there is no 
guarantee that unpermitted structures 
are built for current earthquake, hur-
ricane and fl ooding standards, offi -
cials said. It also takes a greater toll 
on the environment. 

“The two components of compli-
ance are accessibility and simplicity 
to do the right thing, and then ac-
countability and enforcement. So ob-
viously we are doing both. We are 
lowering the bar to make it easier 
for people to apply for permits, and 
we are raising the bar by increas-
ing penalties,” said Planning Board 
President Morales. 

Compliance also will be achieved 
by increasing penalties for permit vi-
olations, which will be substantially 
above current levels. Now there will 
be maximum penalties of $50,000 
for each infraction of the Joint Per-
mits Regulations, and a $100,000 ad-
ditional penalty can be applied for 
continuing violations. 

Offi cials believe compliance will 
also increase because the process 
to obtain a permit will be so much 
easier and quicker. Morales also 
said the offi cials were undertaking 
further initiatives beyond the law 
to increase access even more. For 
example, the new agency will have 
preapproved construction plans for 
affordable homes and other struc-
tures available for proponents’ use, 
which will expedite the permit pro-
cess and lower costs even further. A 
similar initiative is aimed at the use 
of septic tanks and waste-disposal 
systems.

“If you want to build according to 
these model, preapproved plans, then 
it is already approved construction,” 

Morales said, adding that the only 
additional approval needed would be 
for the site. “We are focusing on low-
cost housing and trying to diminish 
the amount of illegal construction. 
These plans are for people who can’t 
afford to hire engineers and other 
professionals.” 

THE POWER OF TRANSPARENCY 
Offi cials, however, say that the 

inherent transparency of the new 
system is perhaps its most impor-
tant feature. It is the reason they be-
lieve the new system will not only 
be vastly easier and more effi cient 
to use than the current one, but that 
it will also increase compliance with 
island permitting laws and public 
oversight. 

“Transparency is a huge component 

of the principles behind which these 
new regulations and technology are 
being developed,” Calvesbert Juliá 
said. 

Traditionally, all the government 
agencies involved in the permitting 
process have had separate computer 
information systems around their ar-
eas of interest and each would in-
teract with proponents on individual 
permits. 

Now the agencies will be feeding 
information into a single govern-
ment information system that all 
government entities, including the 
OGPe, will use. The system will also 
feature a government Geographic In-
formation System (GIS) onto which 
information from the various agen-
cies will be grafted. 

“Each agency has traditionally 
produced its own information. Each 
agency will continue to read, write 
and modify their own information in 
the system, but they will also be able 
to read the information from other 
agencies,” Rodríguez said. 

While the OGPe staff will use this 
information to make determinations 
on permits, so will the authorized 
professionals involved in the per-
mit process, as well as the public at 
large. That is because the Internet-
based system will be accessible to 
everyone at the same time.

Offi cials insist that the public’s 
right to challenge a project will not 
only be protected, but also enhanced 
under the new system because of 
this increased transparency, which 
also requires signage be placed on 
a property within two days of fi ling 
for a permit, with all essential data 
posted to enhance public awareness. 
Also, from the moment a proponent 
fi les an application, it will be on-
line for everyone to see, including 
opponents. 

The GIS is located on the pr.gov 
website, which is evolving into the 
portal for all public transactions. 
Using it, citizens can see any new 
projects proposed for their neigh-
borhood, or an environmental group 
could monitor any proposals impact-
ing specifi c nature reserves. More 
importantly, offi cials say, challenges 
to permits can be made online. 

“That was one of the big misun-
derstandings about this law during 
the legislative process, that this law 
would somehow limit opportunities 

“We have streamlined 
a lot of the process 

and the time 
the government 
has to analyze 

the application.” 
—Jennifer Mayo, 

Planning Board associate member & 
project manager for the permits

implementation process 
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The opening of three signature 
properties under the hospital-

ity umbrella of Starwood Hotels 
& Resorts Worldwide (Starwood) 
marks the beginning of an exciting 
new era for Puerto Rico’s hospital-
ity industry. Representing a com-
bined investment of $700 million 
from development partners, the new 
Starwood-managed properties are 
the fi rst three new hotels to open in 
Puerto Rico in over a decade. 

Widely regarded as the world’s 
most global hotel company, Star-
wood operates more than 1,000 ho-
tels in 100 countries and employs 

145,000 people at its owned and 
managed properties. Starwood’s 
new island properties—the 503-
room Sheraton Puerto Rico Hotel 
& Casino, 157-room W Retreat 
Spa Vieques Island and 139-room 
St. Regis Bahía Beach Resort—are 
providing a big boost to the island’s 
hotel-room inventory while bring-
ing an exciting global perspective to 
Puerto Rico’s hospitality industry. 

During an exclusive CARIBBEAN 
BUSINESS interview, Frits van 
Paasschen, president and CEO 
of Starwood Hotels & Resorts 
Worldwide, shared some of his 
insights into the global tourism 
industry as well as the pivotal role 
Puerto Rico plays within Starwood’s 

rapid global expansion plans in the 
region. Following a whirlwind visit 
to the new W Retreat & Spa, his 
fi rst to Vieques but not to Puerto 
Rico, van Paasschen visited Gov. 
Luis Fortuño at La Fortaleza to 
share with him Starwood’s long-
term vision and development plans 
in Puerto Rico. 

Starwood also operates the 
Sheraton Old San Juan and the Four 
Points by Sheraton in Caguas and 
Palmas del Mar.

ECONOMIC CRISIS OFFERS 
DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES
For the seasoned Starwood 

executive, with more than 20 years’ 
experience managing global lifestyle 

brands such as Nike in Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa as well as 
the Disney Consumer Products 
division, economic downturn cycles 
provide numerous development 
opportunities.

“It is about having a laser-
focused long-term vision,” said van 
Paasschen. “One of the best things 
you can do is to open new properties 
during the low end of an economic 
cycle, and if you have the resources 
to withstand diffi cult times, you will 
be best-positioned to serve that 
market when the economic cycle 
turns.”

In fact, that is what is happening in 
Puerto Rico, van Paasschen quickly 

Continued on next page 

P.R. shines in Starwood’s global strategy; company mulls new hotel 
possibilities for Aloft  concept and bringing back Westin brand

Starwood CEO van Paasschen 
ushers in a new era in hospitality

Bullish on Puerto Rico: Frits van 
Paasschen, president and CEO of 

Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwide, 
during a whirlwind visit to Puerto Rico

Sheraton Puerto Rico Hotel & Casino in San Juan’s convention district



PUBLICATION DATE: AUGUST 26, 2010 • SPACE RESERVATION: AUGUST 20 • DIGITAL MATERIAL: AUGUST 23

Our readers are leaders.

Technological Innovations
Special Report in the 

Caribbean Business issue of August 26, 2010
Technology plays an ever-important role in today’s business world, as 
companies use myriad digital resources to improve their competitiveness. 
Caribbean Business reports on the newest systems available to manage 
everything from distribution schedules and customer relations, to ancillary 
services and exports. This supplement is ideal for advertising products and 
services such as integrated IT solutions, networks, automation, e-commerce 
and much more!

Call your advertising agency or Enid Rivera, V.P. Sales at 787-728-3000, 
ext. 2230 or email: enid@casiano.com to be part of this Special Report.

   CARIBBEAN BUSINESS THURSDAY, AUGUST 12, 201020 

for comment. This increases the op-
portunities for participation because 
it provides complete transparency,” 
Calvesbert Juliá said.

A POWERFUL RESOURCE FOR 
MUNICIPALITIES 

The new permits legislation will 
not infringe on the autonomous 
power of municipalities to make 
their own planning and permitting 
decisions, offi cials say.

“While there are 38 autonomous 
municipalities on the island, just 10 
have their own permitting offi ces. A 
major reason for this is the expense 
of establishing such a service,” 
Morales said, adding that the new 
permit system should be attractive 
to even autonomous municipalities 
since they will still rely on OGPe for 
the underlying information needed 
to grant permits. 

“Other than the 10 towns that have 
their own permit offi ces, we hope 
they will adopt us. This is a new 
roadmap for municipalities to retain 
their autonomy without having to set 
up their own unique systems and of-
fi ces,” Morales said. 

The Planning Board chief said that 
town governments would be able to 
assure their autonomy because they 
will be able to have direct representa-
tion on the adjudicative board, which 
decides permits-related cases. 

The benefi t to town governments 
is that they would save money by 
building off the OGPe system, of-
fi cials say. They could have OGPe 
handle the permit requests and, 
through municipal appointments to 
the decision-making adjudicative 
board, maintain a powerful voice in 
deciding unresolved cases. Under 
this plan, a town would make two 
appointments and perhaps have a 
single permits offi cial, allowing it 
to maintain a staff of three rather 
than the up to 25 workers that towns 
with their own permits offi ces often 
employ.

PREPARING FOR A REVOLUTION 
IN PERMITTING

While not much has happened pub-
licly since the legislation putting the 
new permits system in place was en-
acted last December, offi cials have 
been working nonstop on getting the 
system ready for implementation un-
der a one-year deadline.

A Planning Board team headed by 
Mayo has been reviewing all permit 
regulations, processes and policies 
in place and has compiled a new 
Joint Permit Regulations, which will 
combine all permit requirements and 
policies in a single volume. Public 
hearings were held and a fi nal ver-
sion is expected to be submitted to 
Gov. Luis Fortuño for approval over 
the next month. 

“We have looked at every rule, or-
der, resolution, process and practice 
of more than 26 government agen-
cies. Many of the processes were 
repetitive, incongruent and some 
have proved unnecessary,” Morales 
said. 

Repetitive information and unnec-
essary requests were eliminated, as 
was the common problem that the 
same information was being request-
ed of proponents from several dif-
ferent agencies, Mayo said. In other 
cases, contradictions were found in 
the process between different agen-
cies, a situation that also had to be 
resolved. The Planning Board un-
dertook this work with input from 
all government agencies involved in 
the permit process.

Once that was done, the agency 
put the information into a single, 

cohesive set of rules, which will 
serve as the code for all permits 
granted by the Puerto Rico govern-
ment. The Joint Permit Regulations 
are divided into sections, making 
them easier to read.

“While it may look like a volumi-
nous document, there was a lot of 
streamlining undertaken,” Morales 
said, pointing out that the new regu-
lations are about half the size of the 
current rules in place. 

“This is going to revolutionize the 
way permitting takes place on the 
island,” Economic Development & 
Commerce Secretary José Ramón 
Pérez-Riera said. “It’s going to give 
us a tool to empower the private 
sector to do what it is supposed 
to be doing: generating economic 
activity on the island and creating 
employment.” �
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Continued from page 19

“This is the way government is 
going to operate. We will be 

customer-centric as opposed to being 
government-centric.”

—Government Chief Information 
Offi cer Juan Eugenio Rodríguez

From left, are: Government Chief Information Offi cer Juan Eugenio Rodríguez, Deputy Economic Development & 
Commerce Secretary Edward F. Calvesbert Juliá, Planning Board President Héctor Morales and 

Planning Board Associate Member Jennifer Mayo
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The government will invest about 
$7 million in hardware, soft-

ware and expert advice to imple-
ment the new Integrated Permitting 
System—a small price, they say, for 
the big benefi ts it will reap. 

Transforming the permitting 
process into an agile, effi cient 
system will both improve current 
economic conditions and allow the 
government to manage the increased 
level of permitting activity that is 
expected in the future as economic 
conditions improve, said Jennifer 
Mayo, the Planning Board associate 
member who is spearheading much 
of the implementation work for the 
new system. 

“In the immediate future, it will 
give us a balanced budget operation 
and it will allow our customers 
[businesses and citizens] to see 
that the permitting process is not 
an obstacle for doing business in 
Puerto Rico,” Mayo said.

Chief Information Offi cer Juan 
Eugenio Rodríguez said the 
government chose Spain-based 
fi rm Everis, an international 
consultancy, because of its expertise 
in assisting governments pushing 
to provide services online, as well 
as its growth philosophy of meeting 
staffi ng needs through local hires 
in places where it operates. It beat 
out eight other competitors. Also 
involved in the process is local 
fi rm Xtrategit, which also works 
with public and private clients to 
put technology to use to transform 
their operations.  

“Everis has extensive expertise 
doing this in Europe. Europe is 
farther ahead than the United 
States in so many different ways, 
including the authentifi cation of a 
person,” Rodríguez said. “We are 
using their expertise to bring Puerto 
Rico to a level that will be ahead of 
many of the states.” 

European Union rules require 
that governments offer services 
and transactions to the public 

online, by telephone or in person, 
and also require that citizens be 
allowed to switch between these 
different methods in originating 
and terminating contracts. They 
also forbid governments from 
requesting citizens to provide any 
information that the government 

already possesses. 
While Puerto Rico has a similar 

law, championed by Secretary of 
State Kenneth McClintock when 
he was in the Senate, it has been 
roundly ignored until now. 

“The new system requires, which 
is not so easy, the integration of 

all the systems of every entity 
involved in the permitting process,” 
Rodríguez said, adding that the 
company will custom design a 
system for Puerto Rico based on 
its E-governance system, which 
is employed in governments 
across Europe, including the city 
government of Madrid, as well as 
in Latin America. 

Rodríguez also said that the 
government will switch to “open 
source” software, which lacks 
hefty licensing costs. “Worldwide, 
open source is being driven by 
governments looking for high-
quality software and to lower costs. 
We are actually jumping on that 
bandwagon.” 

Edward F. Calvesbert Juliá, 
deputy Economic Development 
& Commerce secretary, said the 
company is also an attractive 
partner because “they want to come 
to Puerto Rico to establish a center 
of excellence as a way to enter the 
U.S. market with their platform.” 

That fi ts in with long-term 
government plans to export services 
from Puerto Rico to spur local 
economic development, he added. 

Manuel de Oliviera, Everis’ 
executive vice president of 
international development, refers 
to Everis as a fi rm of Spanish 
origin because it is in reality an 
international fi rm with a large 
portion of its staff hired locally 
wherever it operates. 

He said Puerto Rico can help it 
break into the U.S. market because 
of its political status, the ability 
of local professionals to operate 
in the United States and because 
this project will provide a concrete 
example of how the company can 
help large organizations transform 
their operations for the better.

The executive said that the U.S. 
market is particularly appealing 
at the moment because the 
administration of President Barack 
Obama is striving to push the 
federal government to make better 
use of technology and provide more 
services online. �
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Offi cials tout $7 million investment as cost-effective
Everis, Xtrategit hired as consultants as government embraces ‘open source’ technology 

The executive said that the U.S. market is 
particularly appealing at the moment because 
the administration of President Barack Obama 

is striving to push the federal government 
to make better use of technology and 

provide more services online. 

Manuel de Oliviera, executive vice president of international development 
for Spain-based Everis
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Given the highly competitive nature of today’s 
travel industry coupled with the economic 

squeeze, travel agencies, tour operators and oth-
ers in the travel and hospitality business need to 
deliver differentiated services that “wow” cus-
tomers and power business performance.

For the past 25 years, Sabre, one of the world’s 
leaders in high-performance travel solutions, has 
been providing a wide range of merchandising 
and procurement solutions that give travel-related 
companies an edge in connecting suppliers with 
the products for booking hotels, fl ights, cruises 
and tours.

“To succeed in today’s highly competitive mar-
ket, where travel is more complex and travelers 
face more choices than ever, travel companies 
need to balance resources to deliver great cus-
tomer services and also meet their profi tability 
goals,” said Julia De Jesús, vice president of cus-
tomer sales, north region. “This means getting 
access to the lowest fares, being able to book and 
ticket trips in the most effi cient way possible, and 
having access to robust customer profi le tools, 
traveler preferences and a range of mobile and 
Web tools to help improve the overall level of 
customer service offered.”

Sabre recently introduced Sabre Red, a new 
total travel solution that enables agencies to drive 
customer loyalty and boost their business per-
formance through a number of features at their 
point-of-sale solution Sabre Red Workspace. 
This includes low-fare-search capabilities, quick 
access to all travel content, a streamlined booking 
process, mobile and Web solutions that include 
a smartphone application, traveler security and 
reporting tools, supplier optimization tools to 
increase preferred supplier sales and interactive 

offers that help agents fi nd the best deals for their 
customers.

“This is a suite of solutions that features a number 
of powerful capabilities that agents will fi nd ex-
tremely valuable in helping them raise their game,” 
said Walt Báez, regional director, Caribbean. 

Báez and De Jesús point out that in addition 
to leading innovations such as Sabre Red, the 
company is also focused on delivering solutions 
to help agents and travelers book new airline an-
cillary services (such as baggage fees and pay-for 
seats) in a way that does not compromise agent 
effi ciency or reduce the transparency and choice 
that travelers have today.

“We are working with airlines and the broader 
industry to develop technology standards that 
will enable us to introduce new airline ancillary 
services and other merchandising initiatives in a 
faster and more effi cient way,” Báez said. “We 

are also developing solutions like Shop by Total 
Price, which will allow agents and travelers to 
shop for travel inclusive of all ancillary fees.”

Given the company’s reputation for leading tech-
nology that has won Sabre industry recognitions 
as one of the 100 best companies to work for in 
Latin America, by The Great Place to Work In-
stitute, and The Best in Class award for its Global 
Customer Support Center in Montevideo, by the 
International Quality and Productivity, De Jesús 
said that despite over 25 years of innovative tech-
nology and top-quality service, Sabre continues 
to raise the bar.

“As a world leader in the travel marketplace and 
as a global company, we have a unique opportu-
nity to positively infl uence the travel industry,” 
she said. “That includes ensuring that responsible 
travel options and innovative solutions are avail-
able for generations to come.” �

SERVICES 
• Customs Clearance • Freight Forwarding & NVOCC Services • Excise Tax Clearance
• Customs Compliance • International Trade Event Coordination • FTZ Program & Services 
• International Trade Consulting • Warehouse & Distribution Services

A new generation making the difference with excellent service!

Innovative high-tech services give travel-related businesses an edge

 Julia De Jesús, vice president of customer sales, north region and Walt Báez, regional director, Caribbean


