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“No man is an island, 
entire of itself; every 

man is a piece of the conti-
nent, a part of the main; if 
a clod be washed away by 
the sea, Europe is the less, 
as well as if a promontory 
were, as well as if a manor 
of thy friends or of thine own 

were; any man’s death diminishes me, because 
I am involved in mankind; and therefore never 
send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for 
thee.”

—John Donne, from Meditation 17, in 
“Devotions upon Emergent Occasions”

A conversation with my barber last Friday 
brought this poem by John Donne to my mind 
and prompted me to write this column. Like most 
barbers, my barber strikes up a conversation 
when you sit in her chair to get a haircut. This 
time, she brought up the ongoing investigation of 
the murder of Carmen Paredes. She carried on for 
quite a while, analyzing the facts of the case as 
she has come to know them through the informa-
tion she has received from the media. She was 
convinced Pablo Casellas was responsible for 
the murder of his wife and passionately argued 
the case against him as if she were a prosecutor 
before a jury.

I wasn’t in Puerto Rico when this investiga-
tion got off the ground, but when I returned I 
promptly perceived that public opinion was 
against Pablo Casellas. It has been three weeks 
since I have been back, and I have witnessed 
the most intensive negative media coverage of 
this case communicating bits and pieces of an 
investigation supposed to be confi dential. Other 
recent cases also have received broad coverage. 
In this case, however, the coverage differs from 
the others. It is focused on a single suspect and 
is a continuously orchestrated buildup of public 
opinion through different elements of circum-
stantial evidence. It also is happening at elec-
tion time. Having several voting rounds with 
unsolved murders and citizen insecurity as a key 
issue for the government administration sets the 
overarching framework in which this continuous 
fl ow of negative information is deposited in the 
collective psyche.

Since I have been back, I haven’t found one 
single person, who doesn’t know Pablo Casellas 
personally or his family, who thinks he is inno-
cent. I also haven’t found a single person who has 
communicated to me any concern about the fact 
that, if he is accused, the state of public opinion 
created in Puerto Rico by the media will make 
it impossible to fi nd a fair and impartial jury to 

judge the prosecutor’s case against him and de-
cide the case on an objective basis according to 
the evidence presented in court.

This is what reminded me of John Donne’s 
poem, and of Ernest Hemmingway, who bor-
rowed a phrase from Donne’s poem and used 
it as the title of his novel based on the Spanish 
Civil War: “For Whom the Bell Tolls.” When the 
amount of negative media coverage on a suspect 
of a crime saturates public opinion in such a way 
that it makes it impossible to fi nd jurors with an 

open mind to try the person in court, then we 
have trespassed on a basic right in our democ-
racy. No one is above the law in our democracy 
but everyone should be convicted according to 
due process of law, and this requires an impartial 
jury to hear the evidence and decide upon it.

Conviction by public opinion, which makes a 
trial in court a pro forma exercise, is the stuff of 

fascist and authoritarian states. It also allows for 
shoddy prosecutions. If Pablo Casellas is indicted 
and an impartial jury can’t be found to hear the 
case against him, but the situation is fuzzed over 
by prosecutors while media pressure brings a 
conviction against him, we will have started to 
walk down a slippery slope that can have dire 
consequences for civil rights in Puerto Rico. It 
can set a very dangerous precedent and can be a 
game changer.

The right to a fair trial lies at the very heart of 
our democratic system of government, as does 
freedom of the press. But one’s rights end where 
the other’s begin. So they must be balanced for a 
free society to function effectively. In a fair trial, 
the determination of the facts in the case depends 
solely on the evaluation of the evidence tendered 
to the jury by the prosecution and defense. The 
burden is on the prosecution to establish guilt be-
yond a reasonable doubt. The jurors should give 
no weight to information about the case received 
from outside the courtroom and no deference 
paid to the opinion about the case by outside 
commentators.

If Pablo Casellas is accused, the court will 
have a daunting task of providing a jury that 
hasn’t already formed opinions on the evidence 
brought before the Court of Public Opinion by 
the media.

Serious studies on pretrial publicity undertaken 
elsewhere have found that its effects can fi nd 
their way into the courtroom, can survive the jury 
selection process, can survive the presentation of 
trial evidence, can endure the limiting efforts of 
judicial instructions, can persevere through jury 
deliberations, and even harden through them.

These effects are even more sanguine in 
Puerto Rico’s insular environment with its 
massive media infrastructure. When the media 
hones in on a particular case, such as it has 
done with Pablo Casellas, steps must be taken 
to produce jurors free from the effects of the 
pretrial publicity that has preceded the case. 
Leaks should be plugged. Trial coverage should 
be given special attention so that we don’t have 
a different trial going on in the Court of Public 
Opinion than we have in the Court of Law. 
Otherwise, there will be no fair trial. If there is 
no fair trial, and we fall on the slippery slope, 
then we should “never send to know for whom 
the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” �

COLUMN CARIBBEAN BUSINESS   THURSDAY,  AUGUST 23, 201221

Rafael Hernández Colón is a three-term (12-year) 
former governor of Puerto Rico (1973-76 and 1985-92). 
He served as Justice secretary (1965-67) and Senate 
president (1969-72). He was president of the Popular 
Democratic Party for 19 years. Comments on this article 
are welcome at caribbeanbusiness.pr. Go to the “Sign 
in” link on the homepage to participate. Emails also 
may be sent to column@caribbeanbusiness.pr.

For whom the bell tolls

When the media hones in on 
a particular case, such as it 

has done with Pablo Casellas, 
steps must be taken to produce 
jurors free from the effects of 
the pretrial publicity that has 

preceded the case.  
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BY B.G. DOYLE

Whether you are looking for a conventional 
loan, construction loan, FHA (Federal 

Housing Administration), VA (Veterans Affairs) 
or fi nancing for rural development, you want 
to do business with a fi rm that offers the best 
interest rates and closing costs. Established in 
1999, Metro Island Mortgage Inc. has gained 
the reputation for providing attractive rates and 
quality service for more than 12 years. “Over the 
past years, we’ve tripled the number of people 
we’ve helped to achieve their goals in owning a 
home,” said Freddy Zamora Vargas, president 
of Metro Island Mortgage. “Not only have we 
expanded our services and options, but we also 
provide the tools our clients need for making 
the best decisions.” He added that ever since 
he founded the business, his goal has been to 
help others and strengthen the local mortgage 
market.

At Metro Island Mortgage, clients can choose 
from a number of options when it comes to 
conventional loans, such as refi nancing, second 
mortgages, jumbo mortgages, interest-fi rst loans, 
bi-weekly payment options, balloon payments, 
conforming and non-conforming loans, and pur-
chases. In the area of VA loans, 100% refi nanc-
ing and 100% home-purchase options are avail-
able. Those seeking construction loans may be 
eligible for fi nancing up to 100% of the value of 
the land and construction, loans by stages and 
those based on projected value. FHA fi nancing 
includes 96.5% home purchases, 85% refi nanc-
ing, direct endorsements and reverse mortgages 
for those 62 and older. Clients interested in de-
veloping and living in the countryside can apply 
for rural-housing loans, whereby up to 100% of 
home purchases in rural zones is fi nanced with 
no down payment. “This is an excellent time for 

the mortgage market, given that interest rates are 
very low,” Zamora Vargas said. “There are also 
lots of attractive incentives being offered by the 
government right now, and elderly people are 
beginning to take advantage of reverse mort-
gages.” He added that the more people come to 
understand the various mortgage and fi nancing 
options out there, the better equipped they will 
be to choose the right product for their needs.

He also said one of the things that sets his fi rm 
apart from others in the market is the sense of 
family and level of respect that exist not only in 
the workplace, but with the various clients Metro 
Island Mortgage has been serving for years. “Not 
only is there excellent communication among 
the staff, but the various departments work in a 

synchronized way that enables us to provide the 
best service to our clients,” he said. “When clients 
come to our offi ce, we make them feel at home, 
and the level of personalized service we provide 
encourages them to return year after year. You 
don’t fi nd that in the larger institutions.” This 
unique combination of individualized attention 
has also motivated customers to refer friends and 
family to Metro Island Mortgage as well. “When 
clients are satisfi ed and tell others about us, it 
means we’ve done our job,” he said. “And that 
is the best reference and letter of introduction 
anyone could ask for.” He added that he is look-
ing forward to expanding the fi rm’s portfolio of 
clients through referrals and continue being at 
the market forefront. � 

Metro Island Mortgage has the rates and options clients are looking for

“Over the past years, we’ve tripled the number of people we’ve helped to achieve their
 goals in owning a home.” 

—Freddy Zamora Vargas, president of Metro Island Mortgage Inc.


