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The total number of con-
struction permits issued 

in Puerto Rico peaked in fi s-
cal year 2004, at 10,037, and 
have steadily been declining 
since then, reaching 5,311 in 2010.

The year began with a shocker, as the govern-
ment reported that the issuance of construction 
permits dropped 46.7% in February, the most re-
cent month for which data is available, to 236, 
down from 443 in February 2010 and down from 
279 in the previous month. The reduction in per-
mits issued for private projects was 23.8%, for 
public projects, 46.7%.

In February, only 198 residential housing con-
struction permits were issued—186 private and 
12 public. If these fi gures were extrapolated to an 
annual rate, there would be only 2,376 residential 
housing construction permits issued for the year. 
That would be more than 11,500 fewer than in 
2004, when residential construction peaked and 

13,969 permits were issued.
It follows, then, that employ-

ment in construction has like-
wise been in steady decline over 
the past decade. In 2001, 75,800 
people were employed in the in-
dustry. That number has fallen 
rapidly to only 33,600 in 2010 
and fewer still in 2011.

Meanwhile, the Government 
Development Bank Economic 
Activity Index (GDB-EAI) 
reached 127.7 in October, com-
pared with 126.7 registered in 
September and marking the highest level since 
November 2010, offi cials announced Dec. 12.

According to the GDB-EAI fi gures, three out of 
four economic indicators refl ected month-over-
month improvements, and in the case of cement 
sales, there was substantial year-over-year (YOY) 
growth. 

Cement sales refl ected an 18% upsurge when 
compared with September and a 20% increase 
from the year-ago period. October cement sales 

reached 1.845 million bags. On a 
YOY basis, year-to-date cement sales 
increased by 4.1%. 

GDB President Juan Carlos Batlle 
sees cause for reserved optimism re-
garding the general economic outlook 
and especially in the cement sales in-
dicator, which could signal the long 
decline in local construction activity 
has already bottomed out, even if it 
is too soon to see anything in those 
numbers indicating that a return to 
growth is imminent.

A signifi cant share of local con-
struction activity in 2011 was owing to the Public 
School Modernization Project for the 21st Cen-
tury, an initiative of the Public-Private Partner-
ship Authority (PPPA) by which the agency plans 
to improve the infrastructure of public schools 
throughout the island through an investment of 
more than $750 million. This includes every-
thing from painting schools every two years and 
sealing roofs to cutting lawns and repairing 
bathrooms. �

2011: Last of 7-year slide in construction activity
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BY RAFAEL HERNÁNDEZ COLÓN

“We shall not cease from 
exploration. 

And the end of all our 
exploring will be to arrive 
where we started and know 
the place for the fi rst time” 
—T.S. Eliot

Christmas is time to re-
fl ect on the meaning of 

human experience. The span of the seven millen-
nia of recorded history provides a framework to the 
happening of Dec. 25, which allows us to under-
stand the transcendent signifi cance of the Nativity.

As far back as the fi fth millennium before 
Christ, when the Egyptians drafted their calendar 
regulated by the sun and the moon, dividing time 
into 360 days, 12 months, and 30 days each, and 
the earliest cities in Mesopotamia were built, the 
human race has felt a need to unveil the mystery 
of its existence. Where do we come from? What 
is the meaning of life? Is there life after death?

By the third millennium B.C., the Sumerians, 
Egyptians, Phoenicians and Scandinavians re-
sponded to the mystery by worshiping the Mother 
Goddess Innin and her son Tammuz and similar 
divinities. The gods Isis and Osiris responded to 
the question of resurrection from death in Egypt, 
and the snake and the bull were religious symbols 
in early Minoan culture on Crete.

Arriving at the second millennium B.C., the 
Vedic religion in India assigned different powers 
to the separate deities of the heavens, the air and 
the earth. It is probably around this time that in 
what is now known as Israel, Abraham, the fi rst 
of the Patriarchs in the Bible, is made aware of 
the existence of the one God and, believing in 
Him, lays down the foundation for the Jewish 
religion. Centuries later, but still during the sec-
ond millennium B.C., Moses receives the Ten 
Commandments at Mount Sinai.

The faith stemming from Abraham and Moses 
was different from the beliefs in gods so far held 
by the human race. It came from God to them; 
not from them to the gods. It was, however, dark, 
revelation. It was an answer to the mystery itself 
coming from inside the mystery. Nevertheless, 
the Jewish people didn’t embrace the faith of 
Abraham and Moses in a steadfast way. They 
reverted many times to the worship of idols, such 
as the golden calf, after Moses revealed to them 
the Ten Commandments.

The fi rst millennium before Christ witnessed 
classic paganism in full bloom in Greece, with 
Zeus, Apollo, Aphrodite, Athena and other dei-
ties entering the scene of worship. By the sixth 
century B.C., with Confucius and Lao-Tse in 
China, Buddha in India, Zoroaster in Persia, the 

Jewish prophets, the Greek poets, artists, phi-
losophers such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, 
human wisdom had reached a zenith of ethical 
and ontological speculation on the question of 
human behavior and existence.

However, paganism was still rampant and men 
and women worshipped material objects made of 
marble, gold, iron and wood. The bull, the bull’s 
horns, other animals often shown with wings, and 
a winged sun were worshipped in most countries 
in the Mediterranean.

Looking to the fi rst millennium before Christ, 
we see that by that time only a few individuals in 
recorded history, such as Socrates in Greece, rose 
above belief in many gods and idols to belief in 
one God like the Jews. Only the Jews believed in 
a God who created the universe out of nothing, 
and was the giver of the moral law, demanding 
moral goodness from all men and women.

Many peoples tried to unravel the mystery 
through their imagination (myths) or their rea-
son (philosophy). They found glimpses of Him. 
The history of the Jews as told in the Bible, on 
the other hand, speaks to God’s search for man. 
It tells God’s deeds in history. His revelation to 
the human race, through the people he chose to 
do this: the Jews.

The Jewish prophets raved against the Israel-
ites for turning away from God. But they did 
more than that, revealing the thoughts of God 
through words that were divinely, not just hu-
manly, inspired.

There were and still are false prophets, who 
claim divine inspiration, but really speak words 
of human coinage. How do we tell one from the 
other? Moses was asked this question when he 
was dying and the Jews were about to enter the 
Promised Land. His answer was to “wait,” which 
is the title to this column. Wait, because time 
will reveal the truth and will separate the false 
prophets from the true prophets.

The Bible contains the prophets that withstood 
the test of time.

Throughout the writing of the prophets, there 
were frequent mentions of a messiah, who would 
come to liberate the Jews and bring salvation 
unto them. Isaiah’s mentions of him are the most 
prolifi c. Written about 700 years before Christ 
was born, it is amazing the many prophecies on 
the life of Christ—17 of them—that are borne out 
in the Gospels and letters of the Apostles.

Christ wasn’t to be the type of liberator who 
most Jews expected. He wouldn’t free them from 
the Roman domination that existed at the time 
of his birth. He was born in Bethlehem to reveal 
the mystery that had puzzled humanity since the 
beginning of recorded—and probably all of his-
tory. He came to bear witness to the truth about 
the origin and destiny of all men and women 
from all ages.

He put it this way: “You shall know the truth 
and the truth shall set you free.” Free from the 
bondage of darkness to the everlasting light of 
creation and the destiny of man. So, in that mo-
ment, in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago, we had the 
impossible union of the two spheres of existence: 
Christ.

He said he came on a mission from God. He 
didn’t seek money, honors or power. He spoke 
from authority, his ethical teachings were sub-
lime, he worked miracles. The blind saw, the 
lame walked, the sick were healed.

He bore his passion and crucifi xion with dignity 
and compassion for his tormentors. He volun-
tarily gave up his life so we may join the Father at 
the end of our own lives. Through him, the Father 
showed his unbounded love for us. Through him, 
God revealed himself to all men and women. “He 
who has seen me has seen the Father.”

His birth, which we commemorate during 
Christmas, brought a profound change in our 
understanding of the mystery of human life and 
existence. It is no longer solely a question of logi-
cal inquiry by employing our reasoning. Does 
God exist? Nor of our imagination. The incarna-
tion has occurred. The wait has ended.

God has revealed himself through Jesus, who 
is a historical person. His life was a historical 
fact. So, after that moment in Bethlehem, we 
must approach the question of the meaning of our 
lives by believing or not believing in Jesus. We 
are free to decide either way. Whatever choice 
we make is the most important decision in our 
lives.

Then came at a predetermined moment,
a moment in time and of time,
A moment not out of time, but in time, in what 

we call history:
transecting, bisecting the world of time,
a moment in time, but not like a moment of 

time,
A moment in time but time was made through 

that moment:
for without the meaning there is no time,
and that moment in time gave the meaning.
Then it seemed as if men must proceed from 

light to light, in the light of the Word,
Through the Passion and Sacrifi ce saved in 

spite of their negative being. —T.S. Eliot �
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