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GIRL POWER CAMP!
Investing in young girls is a sound 

investment in Puerto Rico’s future, 
said entrepreneur Vemari Rivera, 
creator of  the fi rst all-girls sum-
mer camp. The issues covered will 
include nutrition and healthy eating 
habits, self-esteem, individual suc-
cess, entrepreneurship and facing 
fears. 

Rivera assembled a dream team 
of sorts to lead camp sessions: 
Entrepreneur Anita Paniagua will 
lead business-development sessions; 
Víctor Montes will speak about 
nutrition; Lizbeth Concepción, a 
certifi ed life coach, will teach girls 
how to face their fears; fashion 
designer and animal-rights advo-
cate Carla Capalli will speak about 
animal care; and Vemari Rivera, 
psychologist, coach & president of 
the Puerto Rico Coaches Federation, 
will lead sessions on self-esteem 
and individual success. 

The month-long camp will be held 
weekdays at The Meeting Place in 
Guaynabo, June 1-26, from 8 a.m. 
to 2 p.m. 

“Investment in the month-long 
camp is $650 per girl. Camp les-
sons, however, will last a lifetime,” 
Rivera said. 

LOCAL FRANCHISE 
HITS RECORD SALES

Despite the down economy, the 
local franchise of Interstate All 
Battery Center (IABC) of Puerto 
Rico surged past its $500,000 goal to 
reach sales of more than $750,000, 
IABC franchisees Javier Vento, Juan 
Vento and Eduardo Fernández told 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. IABC is 
a leading player in the retail battery 
category with projected global sales 
of $73 billion by 2010. 

Located on De Diego Avenue in 
Puerto Nuevo, the local IABC store 
was recently recognized as Interstate 
All Battery Center 2008 Store of the 
Year at the company’s international 
franchise convention.

IABC retail centers carry more 
than 16,000 types of batteries and 
power solutions for everything from 
laptop computers and cameras to 
boats and hearing aids. In keeping 
with the trend of portable products 

and power alternatives, IABC offers 
consumers cost-effi cient power 
source solutions and convenient 
gadgets designed to keep pace with 
any on-the-go lifestyle. The com-
pany also offers battery recycling.

YOUR OWN CUP OF 
JAVA ON THE GO 

Mix a recessionary economy, 
a coffee lover and a novel way to 
make a good cup of espresso any-
where and you have a local business. 
Entrepreneur Francisco Rodríguez 
of Coffee World Puerto Rico loves 
his coffee so much that he looked for 
a solution to have his java fi x on the 
go. He founded Handpresso Wild, 
a portable espresso coffee machine 
that, according to Rodríguez, will 
transform the way people drink 
coffee.

“We live very hectic lives, always 
on the go. The Handpresso will 
enable you to enjoy your espresso 
coffee wherever you go at any time. 
Its operation is simple, it requires no 
batteries, and the quality is amazing. 
I love Puerto Rican coffee and can’t 
understand why many coffee shops 
don’t carry it. The proliferation of 
coffee machines in offi ces doesn’t 
quite deliver the quality of fresh-
pressed espresso coffee, so this is a 
great alternative,” said Rodríguez, 
who recently secured the exclusive 
distribution and product represen-
tation for Handpresso in Puerto 
Rico.

The Handspresso operates with a 
pump-like mechanism that pushes 
water through coffee pods that fi t 
perfectly into the machine, making 
up to two servings of your favor-
ite espresso. The Handpresso Wild 
retails for $99.99 plus shipping. A 
travel case is available for $19.99 
and a set of two cups can be had 
for $9.99.

TOP POTATO TO OPEN AT 
GALERÍA PASEOS

The expansion of Top Potato 
is continuing as planned, John 
Regis, company president, told 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. Next 
in line is the opening of its eatery 
at the Galería Paseos food court next 
month. 

Regis credits quality products, 
consistently good service and com-
petitive prices as the main ingredi-
ents for Top Potato’s nearly 20-year 
successful run. The menu consists 
of the basic baked potato garnished 
with different toppings. �
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Saying you are going to fi x the 
permitting problem in Puerto 
Rico is about as credible as 

saying you are going to resolve the 
island’s century-old status dilemma 
in the next four years. No one be-
lieves it anymore. 

Since the Rules & Permits 
Administration (ARPE for its 
Spanish initials) was created in 1975, 
every governor (and every economic 
development chief named by a gov-
ernor) has pledged to “cut the red 
tape” out of the permitting process 
that they blamed for strangling po-
tential investment on the island. Just 
four years after ARPE was created, 
former Gov. Carlos Romero Barceló 
proposed its fi rst fi x by creating the 
Special Interagency Unit to clear up 
a backlog of permits already created 
under the then-new entity.

Similar vehicles have been cre-
ated under successive administra-
tions since then. Former Gov. Rafael 
Hernández Colón began the Single 
Processing Center, while former 
Gov. Pedro Rosselló created the 
Center for Fast Processing in his fi rst 
term and the Fast-Track Model in his 
second. Former Gov. Sila Calderón 
created the Express Transaction 
Center in 2001, while her successor, 
former Gov. Aníbal Acevedo Vilá, 
created the Interagency Center for 
Fast Permit Processing and then the 
Offi ce of Technical Evaluation.

By the time Gov. Luis Fortuño 
and Economic Development & 
Commerce Secretary José Ramón 
Pérez-Riera took offi ce in January, 
the permit backlog had soared again 
to 4,900 applications, representing 
an estimated potential investment of 
$12 billion.

“Nobody has fi xed anything. These 

patches helped speed along a system 
that quite simply does not work,” 
Pérez-Riera said. “We are dealing 
with a system that is broken. You 
need to start from scratch to fi x it.” 

The proposed 171-page “Law for 
the Restructuring & Unifi cation of 
the Permit Evaluation & Authoriza-
tion Process” aims to do just that, 
not only scrapping the main actor in 
the island’s permits saga, ARPE, but 
reinventing the entire process from 
start to fi nish. Importantly, it would 
leash the government bureaucracy to 
a 90-day deadline to approve or reject 
most permits, a process that now too 
often takes months or years.

The Fortuño administration has 
also developed its own patch, the 
Interagency Permit & Endorsement 
Committee (CEAP by its Spanish 
acronym), to deal once again with 
the permit backlog.

“That’s money that should be fl ow-
ing through the economy,” Pérez-
Riera said of the potential $12 billion 
in investment snagged in the current 
bureaucracy. 

More importantly, however, ad-
ministration offi cials are banking 
that their sweeping reform will do 
something that has never been done 
before—resolve Puerto Rico’s per-
mitting problem once and for all.

“From the very beginning, the idea 
was to deal with the problem on a 
short-term basis and then create a 
team of players that is going to take 
hold of the situation and try to fi x it 
on a long-term basis,” Pérez-Riera 
said, referring to Fortuño’s Feb. 19 
executive order, which set in motion 
the two-pronged approach. “That‘s 
what we’ve done.”  

STARTING WITH A CLEAN SLATE 
The legislation will create the new 

Ofi cina de Gerencia de Permisos y 

Continued on next page 

Cutting the red tape
Fortuño administration aims to reinvent 

Puerto Rico’s permitting process 



Endosos (OGPE), or the Permits & 
Endorsements Management Offi ce, 
to replace ARPE. It will be the sole 
permit-granting power agency of the 
central government, a signifi cantly 
stripped down process, which now 
involves 25 different government 
agencies. 

The new plan also calls for au-
thorized, certifi ed professionals to 
grant permits for “ministerial per-
mits where no discretion is required,” 
which will allow many permits to be 
expedited in a matter of days, or even 
hours, under the new system.

In response to numerous legal chal-
lenges of permitted projects, such 
as the notorious Paseo Caribe case, 
the administration’s plan attempts to 
limit the standing of challenges to 
those directly affected by a potential 
activity allowed under the permit, and 
would require those seeking the halt 
of a project to post a bond to cover 
potential damages should their chal-
lenge fail.

While such efforts, and related steps 
to “streamline” the environmental ap-
proval process, will likely draw fi re 
from island environmental groups 
and political opponents, as well as 
legal challenges, the administration 
says its plan will balance current 
environmental and other safeguards 
with the rights of permit holders and 

those that seek permits.
They also say the restructuring 

of the process will push more re-
sources into oversight and transpar-
ency efforts, such as the creation of 
a new permits watchdog, the Ofi cina 
del Inspector General de Permisos 
(OIGP), or the Offi ce of the Inspector 
General for Permits. This will draw 
more people into the system, which 
should also increase environmental 
and general permit compliance.  

Indeed, about 56.25% of existing 
island construction is “informal,” or 
done without permits, while 43.75% 
is formal construction, according to a 
report last year by Interviron Services 
Inc.

Pointing to such data, administra-
tion offi cials argue that such poor 
compliance, resulting largely from 
the over-burdensome system, spawns 
environmental damage from zoning 
violations, a lack of required docu-
mentation and failure to implement 
erosion and contamination controls 
during construction.

The bill’s chief aim is to shatter 
what offi cials paint as the worst face 
of the Puerto Rico government, a 
Byzantine bureaucracy that too of-
ten serves as a barrier to investment, 
and a strong disincentive to seek legal 
permits, even among otherwise law-
abiding citizens. In essence, offi cials 
say, the new scheme attempts to bring 
permit seekers’ rights into balance 

with current safeguards, while cut-
ting down substantially the inherent 
ineffi ciencies in the current process.

“The idea has been to make sure 
that the system allows those who 
have legitimate claims to have those 
claims addressed, and at the same 
time, to limit the baseless claims 
that only increase the ineffi ciency of 
the process because you are pushing 
additional costs and time limits on 
people who have done everything 
right,” Pérez-Riera said.

“The process of re-conceptualizing 
Puerto Rico’s permitting system, and 
of designing the system that we are 
now proposing, has been a collab-
orative effort, under the governor’s 
leadership, to guarantee that Puerto 
Rico has a permitting process that 
is effi cient and that can serve the 
best interests of the people of Puerto 
Rico,” Pérez-Riera said.

“Planning Board President Héctor 
Morales has been instrumental in this 
process given his expertise, knowl-
edge of the different components of 
the current system, and his unques-
tionable leadership.  The participa-
tion of Environmental Quality Board 
President Pedro Nieves and Natural & 
Environmental Resources Secretary 
Daniel Galán Kercadó has ensured 
that the proposed bill incorporates 
all the environmental protection re-
quirements and safeguards, illustrat-
ing that economic development and 

environmental protection are not mu-
tually exclusive but go hand in hand,” 
he added.

Pérez-Riera added that Chief 
Information Offi cer Juan Eugenio 
Rodríguez is incorporating “all the 
technological aspects that will be 
necessary for the system to perform 
as required. The composition of the 
CEAP, rounded off by the ARPE 
Administrator, the secretary of State, 
and La Fortaleza’s infrastructure ad-
visor, has ensured that the proposed 
bill contemplates all the necessary 
angles to produce the most effi cient, 
most functional, and most transparent 
permitting system that Puerto Rico 
has ever seen—a world class system 
that will ensure that Puerto Rico and 
it’s private sector have the tools to 
compete in the global arena.”

GOVERNMENT BUREAUCRACY 
EARNS A ‘JUNK RATING’

Pérez-Riera may be the fi rst 
Economic Development chief to fi -
nally reform the island’s permit pro-
cess because he may be the one who 
most clearly has to.

The permits problem is “com-
pletely within our own control,” he 
told reporters in announcing the new 
legislation earlier this month. With 
the recent loss of federal industrial 
incentives, and the U.S. economy go-
ing through its own problems, Puerto 
Rico increasingly can only count on 
things within its control. 

While the Fortuño administration 
came into offi ce facing a fi scal crisis 
including a $3.2 billion budget defi cit 
and the potential downgrading of the 
commonwealth credit rating to junk 
bond status, Pérez-Riera and his staff 

21                               CARIBBEAN BUSINESS  THURSDAY, MAY 21, 2009FRONT PAGE

Continued from previous page

Continued on page 22

Economic Development & Commerce 
Secretary José Ramón Pérez-Riera



   CARIBBEAN BUSINESS THURSDAY, MAY 21, 200943 TOURISM

 LA CUMBRE DOUBLES REGISTERED BUYERS
La Cumbre, The Americas’ Travel Industry 

Summit, slated to take place in San Juan Sept. 
9-11, has registered a 100% increase in the 
number of registered buyers compared with its 
2006 event, CARIBBEAN BUSINESS learned—
making it the best in buyer attendance in fi ve 
years.

La Cumbre, one of the top meetings of the 
travel industry, will also celebrate its 20th 
anniversary during its activity in Puerto Rico. 
Travel buyers and exhibitors will gather at the 
Puerto Rico Convention Center, with the Condado 
Plaza, Caribe Hilton San Juan and La Concha 
Renaissance Resort serving as host hotels for La 
Cumbre.

La Cumbre credits its fi rst-time Hosted Buyer 
Program—under which a full refund of the $445 
registration fee is offered to every purchaser that 
meets minimum requirements—for the boost in 
buyer registration, according to Reed Exhibitions 
Latin America, show organizer. The net result 
is that this investment (registration fee) is fully 
fi nanced by La Cumbre.

Other new features La Cumbre is presenting 

this year include a new segment on eco-tourism 
and adventure tourism dedicated to destinations 
and companies within this area. This adds to the 
existing categories that cover pleasure tourism 
and business and incentives. Convention updates 
are available at www.lacumbre.com. 

CHEF JAN PFEIFFER NOW AT 
WYNDHAM RIO MAR

As fi rst reported (CB May 14), Rio Mar 
Beach Resort & Spa, a Wyndham Grand Resort, 
announced the appointment of Jan Pfeiffer as 
executive chef. Pfeiffer will oversee all resort 
culinary programs and menus at each of the six 
restaurants at the Río Grande property including 
Palio’s, Italian cuisine; the Grille Room, steak 
restaurant with views of two championship golf 
courses; Shima, a sushi bar, and Seabreezes, the 
resort’s poolside dining.

As a graduate of a four-year culinary arts 
program in Germany, Pfeiffer most recently 
held executive chef positions at the La Quinta 
Resort and Club, a member of the Waldorf 
Astoria Collection in La Quinta, Calif., and 
The Club at PGA West, La Quinta, where he 
directed a $40 million culinary resort operation 
and was involved in fi ve private and public golf 
club culinary operations for the PGA. In 1994 

Pfeiffer joined the Hilton Anaheim & Towers in 
Anaheim, Calif. as executive sous chef, where he 
earned the Les Toques Blanches Chef of the Year 
Award in 2005 and consecutive Gold Awards 
from the Southern Californian Restaurant Writers 
Association.

Earlier in his career, he worked for Steigenberger 
Hotels and the Fairmont Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten, 
both in Hamburg, Germany.

$60 MILLION TOURIST COMPLEX 
AND DISCO FOR CABO ROJO

Development of the new Lighthouse Tourist 
Complex and Jet Dance Club is full speed ahead 
to the tune of $60 million and the creation of 
1,250 new direct and indirect jobs.  

The new Jet Dance Club on Route 100 in Cabo 
Rojo, is the fi rst facility of the tourist complex 
to begin operations. The 5,400 square feet dance 
club, with capacity for 300, also features state-
of-the-art performing facilities for live shows.

The 200-room Lighthouse Tourist Complex, 
located in Cabo Rojo’s downtown area, is slated 
to begin operations by the end of the year—just 
in time for the 2010 Central American Games. 
Presently, the Lighthouse has 31 guest rooms, two 
special events rooms, one restaurant and two bars: 
the Sky Pool Bar and Mj’s Sport Bar & Grill. �

Briefs
Continued from previous pagesay the island’s bureaucracy has al-

ready been rated “junk,” pointing to 
its recent ranking of 144 out of 181 
destinations analyzed for a World 
Bank Group report on permits.

Moreover, as other jurisdictions 
undertake reforms in this area, the 
perception of Puerto Rico’s permit-
ting problems has worsened in recent 
years. For example, the island was 
ranked 91 in construction permit pro-
cesses in the 2007 World Bank report 
and fell to 144 by 2009.

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. It is the main factor in drag-
ging down the island’s overall com-
petitiveness ranking.

Puerto Rico’s overall “ease of doing 
business” ranking fell to 35 in 2009 
from 19 in 2007, according to World 
Bank. It simply takes far too long to 
get a permit: with the average pro-
cess for a tourism project lasting 7.8 
years, a commercial project 5.3 years, 
housing project more than 5 years, 
and industrial projects 3.3 years. Even 
simple permit requests, such as when 
a new owner buys an operating, exist-
ing business and will simply continue 
operations, can take several months. 

With the administration focused on 

improving island competitiveness to 
attract offshore investment and boost 
conditions to help local business 
fl ourish, it says this effort will fi nally 
confront the problem head on.

“This is going to revolutionize the 
way permitting takes place on the is-
land,” Pérez-Riera said. “It’s going 
to give us a tool to empower the pri-
vate sector to do what it is supposed 
to be doing: generating economic 
activity on the island and creating 
employment.”

A TORTUROUS PROCESS 
The problem with the current per-

mitting process in Puerto Rico is that 
it has no clear beginning or end, and 
no uniform set of rules to play by, 
Pérez-Viera said. Currently, permit 
seekers deal with as many as four 
principle agencies to get permits: 
the proponent agency (which is the 
agency under which the permit falls), 
ARPE, the Planning Board and the 
Environmental Quality Board. These 
entities, in theory, should interact 
with more than 20 so-called sec-
ondary agencies, which emit com-
ments and endorsements for specifi c 
projects. Overall, some 25 different 
government agencies are involved in 
the permitting process.  

“It was badly designed from 
the start,” said Deputy Economic 
Development & Commerce Secretary 
Edward F. Calvesbert Juliá. “The 
theory was that government agencies 
would communicate with each other 
more effi ciently and effectively. The 
reality is that it’s twice as bad.”

So instead of dealing with four 
agencies, permit seekers have to fol-
low up with all the different agen-
cies directly in order to track their 
request and shepherd it through the 
bureaucracy. Worse, a single piece of 
missing information or a minor po-
tential objection along the way may 
bring an automatic rejection that will 
require the permit seeker to begin the 

entire process over again. This can 
routinely happen a few times along 
the entire process. 

Pérez-Riera and his team are also 
quick to point out that the worst ones 
hurt by the current process are entre-
preneurs and small-business owners 
who can’t afford to hire consulting 
help that big companies use to more 
nimbly navigate the permitting pro-
cesses. The bureaucratic process itself 
too often serves as a de facto permit 
rejection as it leads permit seekers to 
give up in frustration.

“The person submitting himself or 
herself to the process does not nec-
essarily know all the information he 
needs beforehand,” Pérez-Riera said. 
“That will stretch the process on 
forever.” 

‘BEST PRACTICES’ 
AND STREAMLINING

In crafting its permits reform, the 
Fortuño administration looked from 
Philadelphia to Singapore to adopt 
what it considered the top permits 
practices in the world, which include 
consolidating permitting procedures 
within a single agency, enacting a 
time deadline and using authorized 
professionals for some permits—all 
key components of the new plan.

For simple, ministerial permits that 
don’t require the discretion of gov-
ernment offi cials, permit requests 
will be able to be made directly to 
authorized professionals. A full 35% 
of all permits granted fall into this 
category, Pérez-Riera said.

Professionals will not only be able 
to comply with most permit requests 
in a matter of days, or even hours, 
rather than weeks or months, but this 
alternate route will also substantially 
cut down on the permit requests being 
placed directly with the government, 
which should also work to increase the 
effi ciency of the process. The law cre-
ates two types of these professionals: 
Authorized architects or engineers, 
which emit permits, and authorized 
inspectors, which emit fi re, health and 
sanitary certifi cates and licenses. 

Unless one goes to one of these au-
thorized professionals, all applicants 
will go to the new entity, OGPE, to 
begin the permit process. There will 
be a 90-day deadline set under the 
new laws for projects that don’t seek 
variances from established zoning 
laws or environmental impact state-
ments or related documents. Under 
the new system, no one can request a 
permit until the environmental docu-
ments have been completed. 
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In one sense, the creation of OGPE 
employs the central strategy of the 
“several patches” created over the 
years to periodically clean up the 
backlog in the permit process—
putting all the offi cials involved in 
the permit process in the same room. 
But rather than creating a temporary, 
inter-agency group, the new entity 
will constitute this on a permanent 
basis.

The new scheme scraps the concept 
of secondary agencies in the permit-
ting process, and replaces them with 
the positions of seven permit man-
agers, which will take the place of 
the 23 secondary agencies currently 
participating in the permit process. 
There will be six permit managers 
to handle distinctive issues of envi-
ronment, culture & historic preserva-
tion, construction, use commentary, 
health & security and infrastruc-
ture. While agencies participate in 
the nominating process, the new 
permit managers will each cover 
areas that currently involve several 
different government agencies. The 
seventh manager is appointed by the 
Environmental Quality Board (EQB) 
and will oversee the environmental 
impact statement (EIS) process.

The permit managers are fulfi ll-
ing the roles of the previous en-
dorsements issued by the agencies. 

Under the new law, they can make 
determinations on ministerial permits 
that can be issued by the OGPE ex-
ecutive director once unanimously 
“approved.” Otherwise, each of the 
permit managers will make a rec-
ommendation on a determination to 
the Adjudicative Board, which ulti-
mately calls the shots on discretional 
decisions. 

Unlike today, when the lack of an 
endorsement from a specifi c agen-
cy can tank an application, the new 
board will “consider in aggregate” 
the determinations and recommenda-
tions made by the permit managers.

“The board is not bound by indi-
vidual recommendations, which is 
different than today, when an agency 
can effectively veto a project by de-
nying an endorsement,” Calvesbert 
Juliá said.

When the 90-day deadline is bro-
ken, the executive director can submit 
the case directly to the Adjudicative 
Board for a fi nal determination, thus 
eliminating the implicit denial of per-
mits today when offi cials “sit on” the 
process, he added.

While the EIS is given some spe-
cial attention, the Adjudicative Board 
also is the ultimate authority on its 
acceptance or rejection, with the 
EQB-appointed offi cial only making 
recommendations to it. The EQB’s 
role is limited to drawing up the reg-
ulations and making commentaries 

on specifi c permit requests. While 
public hearings will be held on the 
EIS, they will be held in conjunc-
tion with all hearings mandated for 
a particular permit.

The OGPE executive director is 
appointed by the governor, with the 
advice and consent of the Senate. 
Permit managers are appointed by 
“concerned government agencies” 
and must be approved by the gover-
nor, according to the bill. 

The members of the powerful 
Adjucative Board, which essentially 
makes all discretional decisions on 
permits, is composed of a full-time 
president, two associate members 

and an alternate member. They are 
appointed to two-year terms by the 
Planning Board with the approval of 
the governor. At least one member 
must be either a lawyer, professional 
licensed planner, professional engi-
neer or licensed architect.  

In addition to the permits manag-
ers, the legislation also creates at 
least four permit offi cials, which are 
functionaries of the public corpora-
tions involved in the permits process 
and are mandated to expedite any re-
quest made of them by the permits 
manager. They represent the Offi ce 
of Historic Preservation, Puerto Rico 
Electric Power Authority (Prepa), 
Puerto Rico Aqueduct & Sewer 
Authority (Prasa) and the Highways 
& Transportation Authority. Another 
class of employee at the new entity 
will be the service representatives, 
who will orient the public on the es-
tablished policies, ensure that permits 
managers are following procedures, 
and help report back to the executive 
director any deviation from them, ac-
cording to the bill.

LIMITING APPEALS
When Fortuño fi rst discussed the 

permits overhaul, which he described 
as a major economic development ini-
tiative, he said that it would include 
“the judicial review” of the permit-
ting process. Increasing oversight and 
enforcement of the permits process 
is one way the new proposal would 
attempt to limit court challenges to 
permitted projects. However, it also 
employs more direct methods, such 
as attempting to limit the “standing” 
of who can challenge a permit to 
those directly impacted by the po-
tential activities under a permit. 

Neighbors of a particular project 
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The Puerto Rico Convention Bu-
reau (PRCB) will close its fi scal 

year June 30 having reached 93% 
of its business development goal, 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS learned. 
This translates into $120 million in 
new economic activity tied to the bu-
reau’s efforts to attract new meetings, 
business groups and conventions to 
Puerto Rico. For the local tourism 
industry, the PRCB’s efforts helped 
sell 250,000 room nights during the 
current fi scal year. 

PRCB is already gearing up for fi scal 
2010 and has confi rmed fi ve major 
convention events for the coming 
fi scal year. One major event for both 
2011 and 2013 has already been landed.

The PRCB’s goal for fi scal 2010, beginning 
July 1, is to increase market share within the 
competitive convention and meetings business 
sector by generating at least the same level 
of economic activity as this year. Among the 
events confi rmed for the coming fi scal year are 
the Confederación Iberoamericana de Medicina 
Familiar and World Bonsai Convention, both to 
be hosted by the Conrad Condado Plaza. Another, 
the Latin American Congress of Pediatrics, is 
expected to bring in some 3,000 visiting guests 
this November.

“At the same time, we’re also going after 
long-term conventions and meetings to build 
momentum in our efforts to position Puerto Rico 
as a premier conventions, meetings and groups 
destination. We have already secured major 
events for August 2011 and a major sports event 
for 2013,” said PRCB Executive Director Ana 
María Viscasillas.

The PRCB landed the International Federation 
of Library Associations (IFLA) conference for 
August 2011, beating Mexico’s competitive offer. 
The IFLA conference will use 10 hotels and will 

be considered a citywide convention.
In 2013, approximately 2,500 athletes from 

more than 25 countries will participate in diverse 
sporting competitions including track-and-fi eld, 
swimming, and rhythmic and artistic gymnastics. 
Another 3,500 visitors are expected to attend.

PROACTIVE ROLE OF PRCB 
DURING SWINE FLU CRISIS

The PRCB has remained proactive regarding 
business opportunities the global swine fl u crisis 
may represent for Puerto Rico, which has not 
registered any cases of the illness.

The number of visitors from trips rerouted to 
Puerto Rico from Mexico due to the swine fl u 
crisis had topped 275 people by late last week, up 
from the 180 reported the week before, according 
to offi cial fi gures from the PRCB. The initial 
economic impact of this activity already exceeds 
$500,000.

Travel agencies such as Condado Travel have 
been keeping clients up to date on swine fl u 
developments and confi rmed that customers were 
redirecting trips from Mexico to the Caribbean 
and Europe rather than canceling trips outright.

Although Puerto Rico tourism industry 

executives and tourism organizations 
remain vigilant to the opportunities 
that continue to arise from the 
situation, Mexican tourism 
authorities are keeping a tight 
lid on their response to limit the 
impact on their tourism industry, 
according to industry executives 
closely monitoring the situation. In 
fact, tourism industry insiders say 
Mexico tourism offi cials knew about 
the crisis and were dealing with it 
before it became public.

“They are mostly focusing on 
renegotiating dates with business 
groups and leisure travelers instead 
of immediately rerouting clients 
to other destinations and offering 
attractive deals to keep them 
committed to their Mexico trips. We 

have had several calls from them in which we 
stand ready to help, but in a mindful manner,” 
said  Viscasillas.

The federal Centers for Disease Control & 
Prevention late last week lifted a warning that 
advises against nonessential travel to Mexico. The 
CDC downgraded the warning to a “precaution” 
that recommends people at high risk for infl uenza 
complications consider whether they should 
travel to Mexico.

“The fact remains, however, that our destination 
has so far been spared from the pandemic, and 
local authorities are more than equipped to deal 
with the situation if it were to reach the island,” 
she said.

The island’s early success in addressing the 
situation was the result of a combination of 
factors including the establishment of an inter-
agency task force—including the Puerto Rico 
Tourism Company, PRCB, Puerto Rico Tourism 
& Hotel Association, Health Department and 
Ports Authority—as well as the implementation of 
an action plan within 72 hours from the moment 
word of the outbreak emerged in Mexico last 
month. �

Puerto Rico Convention Bureau closing in on
business development goal

BY FRANCES RYAN
frances@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

PRHTA SLAMS ILLEGAL SLOT MACHINES
During public hearings on House Bill 641 to 

legalize adult entertainment machines, the Puerto 
Rico Hotel & Tourism Association (PRHTA) 
called for the strict regulation of such machines. 
The PRHTA said that according to the existing 
law that regulates slot machines, any adult 
entertainment machine that pays cash prizes is 

illegal and therefore should be removed.  
PRHTA called on the Treasury Department to 

be more consistent in the application of the law 
and cracking down on the proliferation of illegal 
adult entertainment machines. 

As fi rst reported by CARIBBEAN BUSINESS 
(CB April 23), there are currently nearly 7,000 
government-sanctioned slot machines operating in 
22 casinos around the island that generate upwards 
of $315 million for the local tourism industry. 

CARIBBEAN BUSINESS estimates the 
potential economic activity generated by adult 
entertainment machines outside of casinos now 
exceeds $1.5 billion, posing a serious threat to 
the island’s already lagging tourism industry that 

depends on legal casinos (inside hotels) for 30% 
to 50% of its profi ts.

In a related development, the Puerto Rico 
Tourism Co. (PRTC) reported it has issued casino 
endorsements for 10 hotels that would represent 
more than $650 million in construction costs. 
“Numerous investors have indicated they would 
develop in other islands if the government does 
not eradicate these illegal slot parlors. Not only are 
we jeopardizing new investment, but also PRTC’s 
source of funding as well as the University of 
Puerto Rico’s scholarship funds,” said Ernesto 
Sgroi, PRTC’s chief fi nancial offi cer. 

Continued on next page
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BY JOSÉ L. CARMONA
josec@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

Construction of the island’s fi rst-ever molecu-
lar sciences facility is on track for its late 

December 2009 delivery date to the University 
of Puerto Rico, Lorenzo Dragoni, president of 
construction fi rm AMS Construction Managers, 
told CARIBBEAN BUSINESS.

The $77 million, 149,000-square-foot, eight-
story structure is designed to meet the island’s 
advanced scientifi c research needs for the next 
25 years. It sits on a one-acre lot across the street 
from the Urban Train station in Cupey.

“The reinforced concrete structure features a 
sophisticated foundation system that provides 
a near-zero vibration tolerance, architecturally 
striking glass curtain wall enclosure and innova-
tive project management to assure its construction 
stays within budget,” explained Dragoni.

The fi rst phase of the project, at $12 million, 
began in May 2007 and consisted of site prep-
aration, which involved demolition of existing 
structures at the site, asbestos and lead mitigation, 

installation of 869 foundation piles and designing 
and ordering the structure’s trademark exterior 
glass enclosure from Canadian glass manufacturer 
Glasstra. Currently the project is 60% complete 
and well into its construction, or second phase, 
which began in September 2007 at an estimated 
$55 million.

“This is the fi rst time this type of glass enclo-
sure has been done on the island, which AMS did 
in collaboration with Glasstra. Typically glass 
buildings do not comply with green building 
requirements, but this glass has high-effi ciency 
capabilities. It features a mesh type curtain which 
allows visibility, but modulates the light that 
comes in,” Dragoni explained. The building will 
have a small number of parking spaces, as most 
scientists working at the facility will travel by 
Urban Train, either from the Río Piedras Medical 
Center or UPR’s main campus in Río Piedras.

Given the building’s proximity to the Urban 
Train station and to vehicles passing along PR-1, 
the structure required a near-zero vibration toler-
ance, because of the sensitive and delicate scien-
tifi c research instruments to be used inside the 

structure. The near-zero vibration tolerance was 
achieved through the 869 foundation piles and 
the use of isolated fi ve-foot thick tiles on the fi rst 
fl oor, which will house most of the specialized 
equipment, including an electron microscope and 
some 100 researchers and their support staff. 

According to Dragoni, the construction man-
agement method used in this project, called 
construction management with a guaranteed 
maximum price-at risk (GMP-at risk), assured 
UPR the project would be built within budget 
even before construction began, by separating 
the different construction phases into packages 
and involving various local subcontractors in the 
process. 

Construction of the building is a joint venture 
between AMS and Providence, Rhode Island-
based Gilbane Building Co. based on a design 
by Hillier Architects. Some 400 local construc-
tion workers have been involved in this project 
since its inception, including local subcontractors 
Enrique Blanes Palmer (civil engineering), Aireko 
Construction (concrete structure) and Bermúdez 
& Longo (mechanical engineering). �

Construction of UPR’s Molecular Sciences building on track
Island’s most advanced research facility is 60% complete; 

$77 million state-of-the-art structure is on schedule for delivery in late December 
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would certainly have standing to 
challenge a permit, and perhaps com-
munity groups based in an area near a 
project. But the legislation appears to 
attempt to block more general envi-
ronmental groups from waging such 
challenges.

“It’s very diffi cult to pin down 
whether or not these groups will or 
will not have standing because that 
is ultimately a legal question,” Pérez-
Riera said. “The system is designed 
so that those who have a direct inter-
est can intervene in the process, and 
those who are trying to intervene to 
limit what people can do with their 
land, and what people can do to cre-
ate jobs and employment and eco-
nomic development in Puerto Rico, 
can’t do it simply on a whim. They 
need to have a legitimate claim.”

While any interested party can par-
ticipate in public hearings for a permit, 
only those with standing will be able 
to appeal a permit once it is approved. 
People without direct standing may 
still make a challenge through the 
new Offi ce of the Inspector General 
for Permits, which will act as a fi lter 
to weed out frivolous challenges.

“What that does is allow for the 
Offi ce of the Inspector General for 
Permits to act as a fi lter. The OIGP 
will say you need to stake a claim. 
You just can’t say you don’t want 
buildings to be built,” Pérez-Riera 
said. “On the other hand, if you have 

somebody that has a legitimate claim, 
then that will be analyzed.” 

The legislation also requires groups 
seeking to suspend a permitted activi-
ty like a construction project to post a 
bond to cover potential damages such 
a stoppage would cause to the permit 
holder if the challenge posed is not 
upheld. Challengers could continue 
to appeal a permit without posting a 
bond if a halt to the project was not 
sought. This is meant to prevent friv-
olous appeals from halting permitted 
construction projects. Government 
entities would be exempt from post-
ing bond for seeking to halt such a 
challenge, however, and could seek 
such action through the new Offi ce 
of the Inspector General for Permits, 
which would request the suspension 
of a permit it believed was “granted 
incorrectly or illegally.”

The legislation also attempts to lim-
it subsequent judicial review, calling 
for appeals of decisions by the newly 
created Appellate Board to be ap-
pealed directly to the Supreme Court. 
OIGP decisions could be appealed 
to the commonwealth Circuit Court 
of Appeals and then the Supreme 
Court. 

“Everyone gets two opportunities 
to appeal,” Calvesbert Juliá said. 
“We do not want to fl ood the Appeals 
Board, which will be handling all the 
permit appeals within a strict time-
frame. The Appeals Board will see 
permitting issues and the Appeals 
Court will see compliance issues.” 

TRANSPARENCY AND OVERSIGHT 
The overhaul’s main purpose is 

to streamline bureaucracy to make 
it much easier to get a permit and 
help foster economic development. 
However, two of the main structural 
changes proposed by Pérez-Riera’s 
team are aimed at increasing trans-
parency and oversight, which offi -
cials say will also restore credibility 
and certainty to permits issued by the 
government.

The fi rst eliminates the revision ca-
pacity granted to the current ARPE, 
which eliminates an inherent confl ict 
of interest. Instead, all OGPE deci-
sions will be fi nal and the appeals 
will be handled by a new, indepen-
dent Appeals Board, nominated by 
the governor, with the advice and 
consent of the Senate. The board con-
sists of three associate members: with 
one professional planner or natural 
sciences professional, one licensed 
architect or engineer and one lawyer. 
The governor will nominate one as 
the president. An alternate member 
will also be named, to serve at the 
discretion of the president. 

Meanwhile, the law creates the new 
permits sheriff’s offi ce, the Offi ce of 
the Inspector General for Permits, 
which will supervise the authorized 
professionals, audit permits to ensure 
compliance to standards, and take 
complaints from government agen-
cies and the public concerning per-
mit violations. The OIGP will have 
broad powers to appeal permits and 

seek to halt illegal projects through 
the Appeals Board.

Part comptroller and part prosecu-
tor, the OIGP’s effectiveness appears 
key to complying with the intent of 
the law, with its multiple oversight 
function. It will oversee the work of 
the certifi ed inspectors, ensure the 
transparency of the permit process 
and receive and act on any public 
complaints. An independent entity 
like the Comptroller’s Offi ce, it also 
can act as a “permits police and 
prosecutor.” 

Pérez-Riera also said that govern-
ment agencies, from the Department 
of Natural & Environmental 
Resources to the Institute of Puerto 
Rican Culture, should play an active 
role in policing permit compliance 
by reporting suspected violations to 
the OIGP. Freed from the burden of 
the permitting process, agency em-
ployees would be able to spend more 
time in the fi eld on the lookout for 
any violations. 

“By separating the system into 
different functions, and creating the 
Offi ce of the Inspector General for 
Permits, you are assuring that ev-
erything that is being done is being 
done according to the law. In other 
words, when you give out permits, 
people comply with what it allows 
you to do. For example, when you get 
a permit to build a 10-story building, 
you don’t ultimately build a 12-story 
building,” Pérez-Riera said. 

The “higher fi nes and tougher pen-
alties” for permit violations called 
for under the new law are aimed at 
“sending a strong message that the 
permit system will be more transpar-
ent and agile, but if you don’t play by 
the rules there will be consequences,”  
Calvesbert Juliá added.

Also, the entire permits process 
will be online, at OGEP’s new agen-
cy portal, so that every time a per-
mit request is made, the application 
is posted on the Internet for public 
scrutiny. 

Current public hearings for permits 
will continue, although they might be 
single hearings dedicated to multiple 
permit issues, according to the law. 
Other public notifi cation procedures 
for permits will also be retained. 

“Anyone who has an issue with a 
permit, there will be an opportunity 
to present it,” Calvesbert Juliá said, 
adding that specifi c details regarding 
such procedures will be ironed out in 
regulations that will be drawn up.

Continued from page 23

Continued on next page 



25                                   CARIBBEAN BUSINESS  THURSDAY, MAY 21, 2009FRONT PAGE

A YEAR-LONG TRANSFORMATION
The law setting in motion this re-

engineered permit process calls for it 
to be fully functional in a year.

Much work needs to be done, how-
ever, before that system can function 
properly.

Permits are currently based on a 
myriad of agency regulations, and 
over the year-long phase in, the law 
calls for these rules to be reviewed, 
streamlined and consolidated into a 
new set of “consolidated bylaws.” 

The concerned government agen-
cies will review their rules and make 
recommendations to the Planning 
Board, which will present a fi -
nal version of the streamlined rule 
book, eliminating any duplications 
or contradictions. 

There are more than 100 “endorse-
ments and comments” currently 
emitted by 25 agencies in the permit 
process, and the idea is to reduce this 
to a smaller set of specifi c recom-
mendations made by each of the six 
permit managers, Calvesbert Juliá 
said. 

Specifi c requirements for each 
permit will be addressed in the new 
regulations.

“The law mandates that all agencies 
look into their regulations and decide 
what works and what doesn’t so you 
can start with coherent regulations 

across the board,” Pérez-Ríera said. 
“That’s why the Planning Board is 

essential to the process because it is 
the one that would have the ‘overview’ 

of the different regulations.”
The phase-in will also enable the 

new entity to develop the geographic 
information system that will serve 
as the backbone of Puerto Rico’s 
permitting & planning process, 
by incorporating all the informa-
tion held in different government 
agencies into a virtual rendering of 
Puerto Rico that would put it at the 
fi ngertips of government planners 
and permit offi ces. 

The year-long phase-in, however, 
will have to wait for now, as the 
Legislature just began taking up the 
measures with public hearings get-
ting underway this week.

Pérez-Riera is aware the process 
to come may forge changes to the 
permits overhaul proposal, but he 
said he is encouraged by the wide-
spread acknowledgement of the 
problem and a recognition that his 
team’s proposal fi nally addresses it 
in a meaningful way. 

“Everybody is cognizant of the fact 
that something needs to be done,” 
Pérez-Riera said. “We are confi -
dent that this will pass, in one way, 
shape, form or another, and that this 
is much better than anything we’ve 
ever had in Puerto Rico.” �

Continued from previous page
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BY CB STAFF

Enjoying your time off is spending 
it on the things you truly enjoy, 

sharing it with family and friends 
and having a space that complements 
your lifestyle, making it all worth-
while. There is a place that has it all: 
Ocean Sixteen at Río Mar. 

Sports lovers fi nd championship 
golf courses, tennis courts, a beach 
club, walking trails, jogging, bicy-
cling and extreme water sports such 
as kite surfi ng, windsurfi ng, kayak-
ing and more! Sun worshipers and 
book lovers fi nd their perfect spot 
on a beautiful deck surrounded by 
colorful landscapes, and an impres-
sive infi nity pool facing the Atlantic 
Ocean. Wine lovers indulge their 
tastes at the very exclusive Owner’s 
Lounge, with a state-of-the-art wine 
cellar, beautiful wood-covered walls 
and fl oors and 90 locked spaces for 
the exclusive use of owners.

Few places in Puerto Rico 

compare to the infi nite possibilities 
that Ocean Sixteen at the Río Mar 
Resort & Spa, A Wyndham Grand 
Resort, has to offer. Adding to all 
the amenities, Ocean Sixteen own-
ers can enjoy a large, covered, fully 
furnished terrace, a fully equipped, 

air-conditioned gym and an extraor-
dinary infi nity pool with an ample 
deck and whirlpool. This area, 
breathtaking by itself, is enhanced 
by the extraordinary mosaic creat-
ed by award winning artists Celso 
González and Roberto Biaggi, which 
surrounds the pool  with a fascinat-
ing palette of blues, and over 1,750 
pieces that form the fi nal art titled 
“Marejada”. This beautiful artwork 
refl ects the care taken to provide a 
place that stands above the rest.

Its elegant and relaxed lifestyle 
makes the ownership experience 
even more special with its pri-
vate Owners Lounge, a large, air-
conditioned area created for the 
exclusive use of owners, which 

includes a social area with bar in a 
very cozy atmosphere, large screen 
TV, billiards and a spacious wine 
cellar. The perfect place for social 
gatherings. 

At Ocean Sixteen, extraordinary 
views of the ocean, golf course and 
mountains of El Yunque can be en-
joyed from every apartment. The 
complex hosts four Mediterranean 
style clusters with two-, three- and 
four-bedroom apartments, fi lled with 
luxury details, wonderful views and 
excellent distribution. Interior design, 
under the direction of prestigious lo-
cal design fi rm Jorge Rosselló & 
Asociados, has become a trademark 
of the style of the resort community. 
Other amenities that add value to 
Ocean Sixteen include: 24 hour secu-
rity with CCTV (closed circuit TV), 
water sports equipment storage, full-
capacity power generator and water 
cistern, two parking spaces per unit, 
golf-cart parking for some units and 
landscaped trails throughout the com-
munity with access to the hotel.

Prices start at $749,000. The con-
dos come with fully furnished and 
equipped kitchens and air condition-
ing. You can visit the sales offi ce and 
model condos Saturdays at 10 a.m. to 
5 p.m. and Sundays from 11 a.m. to 
5 p.m. or schedule a private appoint-
ment by calling 787-370-4256 or 
787-474-8266 ext. 32. You can also 
visit their website at www.oceansix-
teen.com. �

Ocean Sixteen at Río Mar: A place that has it all

durable and recyclable and said the 
metal has the credentials to take a 
larger share of the construction 
market.

A&C is always looking toward the 
future and seeking ways to bring in 
new customers. It has invested in 
automated equipment for the fabri-
cation of steel structures. The new 
system will be operating by the end 
of this year and promises to reduce 
fabrication man-hours, which can 
mean more competitive bid prices.   

“With green practices becoming 
more common these days, we fore-
see architectural and engineering 
fi rms following the trend and thus 

designing with building materials 
considered green,” said Ramos.

Since more and more new build-
ings and homes are being built more 
eco-friendly, steel may be used more 
often because of its recyclable char-
acteristics. The steel market will 
defi nitely benefi t from the “green” 
trend.

Like most companies, A&C has 
been affected by the downturn in 
the local and global economies, and 
Ramos offered recommendations 
to spur the island’s construction 
industry.

“One thing that has to happen to 
boost the construction industry is 
faster construction-permit approvals. 
Currently, the process is slow, and 
the new government administration 
must solve this problem,” he said. �

Alonso & Caus
Continued from page 37
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BY INDA M. RODRÍGUEZ 

Finding the ideal space that best 
suits a company’s business re-

quirements is no easy task. Com-
petitive rates, parking facilities, traf-
fi c, visibility, a site with appropriate 
zoning and permits, security and 
other features such as water cisterns 
and emergency power generators 
are very important factors any ten-
ant must have in mind when seeking 
an ideal location. In addition, ten-
ants should also consider that the lo-
cal offi ce-leasing market is steadily 
growing and will continue to offer 
excellent opportunities. 

Napa Realty, the real estate divi-
sion of Steel & Pipes, owns multiple 
industrial buildings, commercial 
spaces and land lots from which 
clients may choose the property that 
best suits their needs. 

“We own more than 400,000 
square feet of leasable space 
at very competitive rates 
in several municipalities 
including Caguas, Guaynabo, 
Quebradillas, Manatí and 
Humacao,” said Felipe Vidal 
Figueroa, vice president of 
Napa Realty Inc.

As an example of the avail-
able properties in Napa’s prop-
erty portfolio, Vidal Figueroa 
cited a 33,000-square-foot in-
dustrial building available for rent in 
Caguas. It is conveniently located 
at PR-1 and features 35 parking 
spaces. He also mentioned a com-
mercial property for rent on PR-2 in 
Quebradillas, ideal for either a retail 
auto or other commercial store. 

Napa Realty’s portfolio also 
includes a two-story building 
with 9,000-square-foot leasable 

offi ce space available for rent. It 
is conveniently located on PR-1 
and has 35 parking spaces and a 
generator. Napa Realty also has 
commercial properties for rent on 
PR-2 in Manatí and on the Martínez 
Nadal Expressway in Guaynabo.

“Land lots for rent or sale at Hu-
macao Industrial Park are also part 
of our offerings,” Vidal Figueroa 
said.

“We defi nitely have 
that ideal property to 
suit almost every type 
of business need. That’s 
why we urge people 
to contact us and let 
us know how we can 
serve. We listen to their 
needs, adjust our prices 
according to the market
and even craft a tailor-
made rental depending 
on the property they 

want,” said Vidal Figueroa, 
highlighting that Napa’s buildings 
and commercial properties are in 
very accessible and visible areas.

Not only does Napa Realty 
offer properties for lease but also 
is constantly on the lookout for 
new investment opportunities in 
the industrial and commercial real 
estate arena. �

“Your One-Stop-Shop”

“Fabricating Quality 
Since 1961”

Steel Structures

Pre-Engineered

  Buildings

Bridges

Steel Tanks

Pressure Vessels

Silos

Stacks

Ductworks

Custom Steel Plate

  Processing Services

Steel Tank Painting

  Services

NDE Services

Email:  sales@alonsocarus.com
Web site:  www.alonsocarus.com

Phone:  787 788-1065 Fax:  787 788-0350
Road 869 Km. 0.9 Palmas Ward Cataño, PR 00962

SERVICES:

 Retail Stores and Commercial Centers
    Hotels
    Gas Stations
    Pharmaceutical

T. 787.302.0696  F. 787.282.8963
Web: www.adrilexinc.com

email: l.talavera@adrilexinc.com
Edif. La Electronica Suite 219B, San Juan, Puerto Rico 00927

ADRILEX specializes in construction and remodeling 
projects with minimal business interruption. 

We pay close attention to personal security issues 
regarding customers and employees. We exceed 
industry standards observed by other competitors. 
We’ve developed innovative operational practices 
that virtually eliminate interfering with your daily 
operations.

Commercial properties that fi t all business needs
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BY ROSARIO FAJARDO, JOHN MARINO &
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rosariof@caribbeanbusinesspr.com
marino@caribbeanbusinesspr.com
lawson@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

Government offi cials say there are 4,900 
projects worth a collective $12 billion 
awaiting permitting approval and the tie-

up is infl icting serious harm to the local economy 
as it creates roadblocks to starting new businesses 
and investing money in the island.

For the past 18 months, Lynn Descoteau and 
David Mansfi eld have been embroiled in “permit 
hell,” as they have battled with one agency after 
another in an attempt to set up Caribbean Images 
Tours, a water sports company in Ponce. Today, 
the couple, with 15 years experience operating a 
snorkel and dive boat business in Tortola, British 
Virgin Islands, is close to packing up and leaving 
Puerto Rico.

“We’ve been at this for 1 1/2 years. We’ve 
already spent $150,000 and we aren’t rich people. 
It’s so anti free enterprise it’s astounding. No one 
ever told us about permit hell. Had we known, 
we would never have come to Puerto Rico. We 
are on the verge of packing up and leaving,” 
Descoteau told CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. 
“The global economy isn’t hurting us the way 
the governments of Ponce and Puerto Rico are 
hurting us. They are the ones who are holding 
us up.” 

Mansfi eld related their saga of trying to obtain 
permits from the Public Service Commission, 
the Department of Natural & Environmental 
Resources (DNER for its English initials), the 
Ponce Municipal Public Use Offi ce, the Guánica 
Municipal Business Tax (patente) Offi ce, as well 
as endorsements from the Puerto Rico Tourism 
Co. and the Ponce Tourism Offi ce.

So far, the couple has yet to receive permits 
from the DNER and Ponce’s Public Use Offi ce, 
which is hindering their ability to operate their 
business.

“The Public Service Commission provisional 
permit took four months and in retrospect that 
was the easiest to obtain,” Mansfi eld said, adding 
that on a recent day he spent more than 2 1/2 
hours at the Ponce Public Use Offi ce pleading 
his case once again, but to avail. 

“No one does their job properly. Every time I 
go, the employees look at me as though this was 
the fi rst time they were dealing with me. I have 
given them all the documents they wanted. I have 
talked to them, I have called,” Mansfi eld said. 
“The government does everything in its power 
to prevent a tourism business from opening. It 
makes no sense whatsoever. This is not rocket 
science. This is a water-sports activity.”

As a last resort, Descoteau wrote a letter to 
Gov. Luis Fortuño, asking for his help. “Our goal 
has been to put our 30-foot, U.S. Coast Guard-
inspected and certifi ed dive boat at La Guancha 
in Ponce. We wanted to procure dock space 
for the boat and other water-sport activities to 
attract tourists to the island of Caja de Muertos 
for guided snorkel excursions,” she wrote in her 
April 20 letter.

“We have now come to realize that Puerto Rico 
is not supportive of new, small businesses and 
is not interested in increasing visits from off-
island tourists to the island to develop a healthy 
economy. We have encountered one roadblock 
after another in trying to get our business up 
and running and to start employing people in the 
Ponce area,” Descoteau stated in her letter.

In response, La Fortaleza sent her a letter saying 
the matter would be referred to Eli Díaz, deputy 
advisor for infrastructure, planning & urbanism. 
“I’ve called several times and left messages, but 
so far we haven’t received a response,” Descoteau 
said.

Unfortunately, their story is a common tale 
among would-be entrepreneurs in Puerto Rico.

Advanced Disc Puerto Rico Inc. a music 
transfer business, is trying to set up operations 
at a Microsoft facility in Humacao, but company 
director George Pérez said the “frustrating” 
permitting process has threatened the project. 
The permit snag, for instance, prevented the 

company from claiming some of its machinery 
and equipment that was shipped to the island for 
25 days, boosting storage costs. 

What has puzzled Pérez is that the space that 
they are going to occupy in Humacao has already 
been through the permitting scrutiny before 
with Microsoft. The company is a subsidiary 
of a Holland-based fi rm and has locations in 
Hong Kong and Russia, where permits were 
granted very quickly and facilitated through the 
Internet.

Another entrepreneur, Víctor González, has 
been working on obtaining environmental 
approvals and permits to construct a windmill 
farm on his privately owned land in Guayanilla 
since 2003. While federal and commonwealth 
authorities approved his proposed project, it 
has been hit with repeated court challenges 
by private environmental groups not directly 
impacted by it. 

“In my case, the neighbors of this huge property 
are the government and we have engaged them as 
regulators and partners,” said González, who has 
offered to cede some of his land to the adjacent 
Guánica Dry Forest as part of his plan. 

“The commonwealth and the federal 
government approved the project, then out 
of nowhere these guys come and challenge it 
because they don’t want development on private 
land. Why do we have regulatory agencies then?” 
questioned González.

The entrepreneur said the ease with which 
opponents can bring legal challenges has 
“brought the system to a standstill. Anybody can 
try to delay or stop any project. It has reached a 
point where opponents should put their money 
where their mouths are,” he added, pointing 
to the proposed permits reform, which would 
require posting a bond for those wanting to halt 
a permitted construction project. 

González has survived the court challenges 
and has won fi nal approval of environmental 
documents, which should clear the way for 
permits. But getting approval is not necessarily 
the end of the road in Puerto Rico’s nightmarish 
permitting process. 

He has been waiting since February for the 
Environmental Quality Board to inform the 
Planning Board that the project’s environmental 
papers are in order, but despite repeated phone 
calls from himself, lawyers and consultants, he 
is still waiting. 

“One of the things that is really frustrating is 
the amount of time it takes once they say yes to 
something. Sometimes months go by from when 
the board of one agency makes a determination 
and informs the board of another,” González 
said. “That is simply unacceptable.” �

Entrepreneurs snagged in the 
permitting process vent frustrations

Víctor González has been 
working on obtaining 

environmental approvals and 
permits to construct a windmill 

farm on his privately owned 
land in Guayanilla since 2003.
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The administration’s attempt 
to reform Puerto Rico’s 
permitting process is 

generating positive feedback as 
diverse sectors acknowledge that 
the system is in desperate need of 
transformation. 

Hector Del Río, local chapter 
president of the Associated 
General Contractors of America 
(AGC), called the proposed 90-day 
permit deadline a “monumental 
achievement” and said it was 
important that the administration 
fi nally established a “metric” in 
the area. He also championed 
the proposal to use authorized 
independent contractors to emit 
“ministerial permits” where no 
discretion is required.

“This concept is a model 
commonly used in other countries 
with great success. There is nothing 
better than adopting best practices 
for economic development,” he 
said. 

Puerto Rico Homebuilders 
Association President Rafael E. 
Rojo said the new permit plan’s 
“centralization and consolidation 
of agencies under one roof is a 
logical and necessary step which 
provides several benefi ts,” such as 
cutting down on paperwork and 
improving communication between 
proponents and government 
offi cials. 

“We don’t want to sacrifi ce rea-
sonable time for case evaluations. 
What we want is the elimination 
of excessive bureaucracy and the 

ambivalence to which some cas-
es are subjected,” Rojo added. 
“Projects should be evaluated by 
strictly following applicable laws 
and regulations, not through whims 
or individual political agendas, as 
we have seen in the past in some 
agencies. We believe the proposed 
structure will prevent a lot of this 
by centralizing and making the 
processes uniform.” 

Clarisa Jiménez, president of 
the Puerto Rico Hotel & Tourism 
Association (PRHTA), said the 
success of the measure will, in 
large part, depend on keeping a 
new computerized information 
system supplied with data from 
the government agencies and the 
adoption of new “consolidated 
bylaws” that are easy to administer 
without “granting a free hand to 
developers.

“Above all, the PRTHA favors 
responsible development and 
the effi cient use of our natural 

resources,” Jiménez said. “That does 
not impede bringing the necessary 
certainty to people who propose 
projects. The government, in a 
reasonable time, should be able to 
make an informed decision based on 
legal and regulatory dispositions.”

Camilla Feibelman, of the 
Sierra Club de Puerto Rico, also 
acknowledged that the permit 
process needs to be restructured. 
“We are in favor of restructuring 
the permitting process,” she said. 
“We don’t want to spend years 
fi ghting illegal projects either. We 
want to make our best case based on 
applicable zoning regulations and 
be done with it.” 

She also said that separating the 
permit issuing from the permit 
oversight authority was a sensible 
development. 

However, Feibelman said that too 
often the Planning Board and the 
Environmental Quality Board have 
made “questionable decisions,” 

essentially approving projects 
that do not conform to zoning 
standards and forcing opponents 
to seek court action. That’s why 
her group opposes the proposal’s 
attempt to limit access to court 
challenges of permits and to require 
groups wanting to stop projects to 
post a bond. She also said the new 
proposal calls for the imposition of 
fees when complaints about permits 
are lodged. “Communities impacted 
by illegal projects have the right to 
intervene,” she said. 

Both Del Río and Rojo, however, 
said it is essential to restore 
“certainty” to permits and that 
requiring a bond to halt ongoing 
projects would cut down on frivolous 
lawsuits. 

“It gives us great hope to see a new 
permits era in which bureaucracy 
is contained,” Del Río said. “This 
helps attract investors to the island. 
We are seeing the light at the end of 
the tunnel.” �

A new era in permitting is seen

Héctor Del Río
Local chapter president of the 

Associated General Contractors 
of America (AGC)

Rafael E. Rojo 
Puerto Rico Homebuilders 

Association president

Clarisa Jiménez
president, PRHTA
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Cruybelt rises to the challenge
BY CYNTHIA COLÓN

Cruybelt Contractors Inc. has been a part of 
the construction business for nearly a decade 

providing services for pharmaceutical, biotech-
nology, medical device, hospital and other indus-
tries. The company’s services are concentrated 
on construction projects that involve design, me-

chanical systems and 
electrical systems.  

“Our commitment 
to our clients is to 
provide services in 
what we are experts 
in—constructing. We 
contribute to projects 
based on our knowl-
edge and experience 
and respect the cri-
teria of established 
designs,” said Wil-
liam Cruz Beltrán, 
president of Cruybelt 
Contractors Inc. 

Cruybelt was re-
cently named 2008 
Supplier of the Year by pharmaceutical Schering 
Plough. 

Cruz Beltrán said that winning the award was 
a goal during what he acknowledged was a 
challenging year. “The ability to maintain this 
standard of quality and service is one of our major 
challenges,” the Cruybelt Contractors president 
said.

The company’s success rests on an outstanding 
staff that supports each other and sees one another 
as equals. 

Currently, Cruybelt is working on very important 
projects such as: the construction and renovation 
of facilities dedicated to the manufacturing of 
product packaging in Schering Plough’s plant, 
the expansion of the Ethicon, LLC #3 building, 
Johnson & Johnson and diverse projects with 
Bristol Myers Squibb in Humacao.  

“We see the future of the construction industry 
as one that has a responsibility to cultivate in 
people the importance of giving good service 
in a timely fashion and with excellent quality. 
We always have in mind that when a job is done 
well and the client is satisfi ed, there will be a 
99.9% chance that they will consider us again 
for another project,” Cruz Beltrán said.

The company’s sales approach is focused on 
providing competitive prices without affecting 
the quality of its services. As a result, Cruybelt 
has not had to make any drastic changes.

“Our annual sales have grown between 25% 
and 30%,” said Cruz Beltrán.

Cruybelt has been on top of the latest trends 
related to security, environment, equipment 
and tools that will facilitate the execution of its 
projects. The company’s facilities are equipped 
with high-quality technology, storage and a 
property that allows them to attend to any 
unanticipated need or situation that a client may 
have. It is looking closely at everything that has 
to do with the environment and renewable energy, 
which will help Cruybelt fully face the future. �

William Cruz Beltrán, 
president of  Cruybelt 

Contractors Inc. 


