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In my last column, I 
pointed out that the 

resolution of the status is-
sue devolves through a fatal 
political quicksand that re-
quires more than a one-shot 
deal plebiscite expression to 
bring the matter to fruition. 
It also requires getting a bill 
through Congress accepting 

our determination. Given the efforts of the New 
Progressive Party (NPP) to push a non-binding 
status bill though Congress and their intent to 
hold a plebiscite next year on 
status if they do not get their 
bill approved by Congress, it is 
important to review our histori-
cal experiences regarding get-
ting the results of a plebiscite 
approved by Congress. Our 
experiences with Congress 
over the second half of the 
20th century prove that what 
the NPP leadership intends to 
do is an exercise in futility at 
the expense of $3.5 million to 
the taxpayers of Puerto Rico.

We have had two such 
experiences; the fi rst in 1976 
when we tried to get the New 
Compact through Congress and 
another in 1993 when the Rosselló administration 
held a plebiscite. In both instances commonwealth 
won. But in the second one, it won by a plurality 
and, with a statehood government in power in 
Puerto Rico, Congress simply took no action 
to implement the winning option in the second 
case.

The fi rst one—HR 11200 121st Cong—
however, is widely instructive as to what we can 
expect will happen in Congress with the results of 
a non-binding plebiscite approved by Congress 
or with a “criollo” plebiscite approved by our 
legislature. HR 11200 pretended to implement the 
results of the 1967 plebiscite that commonwealth 
won with 60% of the vote. It contained “The New 
Compact” which had been drafted in 1975 by a 
blue ribbon, U.S. Puerto Rico Ad Hoc Committee 
working under congressional legislation dating 
back to 1964.

The New Compact laid to rest all the legal—
constitutional—arguments that are leveled 
against commonwealth. With the express 
approval from a legal perspective from the U.S. 
Justice Department, the New Compact stated the 
bilateral obligatory nature of the Compact and 
required that amendments to the same had to be 
authorized both by Congress and by the people 
of Puerto Rico. In addition to that, it enhanced 

our autonomy with regard to minimum wages, 
the environment, certain aspects of immigration 
and international relations.

The bill had the support and was managed 
by Phillip Burton, the powerful chairman of 
the House Subcommittee on Insular Affairs, 
and chairman of the Democratic Caucus. In the 
Senate it had the support of Majority Leader 
Mike Mansfi eld and Senators Hubert Humphrey, 
Edward Kennedy and Henry “Scoop” Jackson, 
the chairman of the committee with jurisdiction 
over the bill. All of them had the intent of getting 
the bill out that year, 1976, which was an election 
year here and in the states. It did not happen.

Given the fact that status is a life or death issue 

for our political parties and a profound emotional 
commitment of many Puerto Ricans, status 
politics do not go by the rules of democracy 
where the losers respect the winners. In status 
politics anything goes.

As soon as the bill was introduced, Carlos 
Romero opened fi re, attacking Burton as trying 
to railroad the bill through Congress.

In the fi rst hearing in the House, Córdova Díaz, the 
Republican NPP former resident commissioner, 
and Carlos Gallisá, the leader of the far left Puerto 
Rico Socialist Party (PSP), lambasted the New 
Compact while the congressional building where 
the hearing was held was surrounded by vociferous 
pickets from Solidarity, an organization with links 
to the PSP.

Meanwhile, Córdova, Romero and Ferré had 
gotten President Ford’s republican White House 
to hold back its report on the New Compact in 
order to delay congressional action on the bill. 
Their strategy was to block the bill from getting 
through Congress until November that year, when 
they expected to win the election in as much as 
Puerto Rico was in the midst of a worldwide 
recession due to an oil embargo on the West 
brought about by the Arab countries.

After these hearings, Congress was bombarded 
with letters of opposition to the New Compact 

from numerous entities of Puerto Rican civil 
society such as: Mission Industrial, opposing 
environmental autonomy; the unions, opposing 
power over minimum wages; the Bar Association, 
with constitutional objections; and even the 
federal employers who believed mendacious NPP 
rumors to the effect that they were going to lose 
their jobs if the New Compact was enacted.

The intensity of feeling regarding the status issue 
was further projected upon Burton’s committee 
when he brought them down to San Juan for an 
additional hearing. Extreme security measures had 
to be taken when the PSP and the Puerto Rico 
Independence Party laid siege to the Capitol dur-
ing the hearings, surrounding it with massive and 

vociferous picketing. The com-
mittee was ill at ease because in 
Washington, Gallisá, the PSP 
leader, had spoken in terms of the 
“patriots” that had shot several 
congressmen back in 1954.

In spite of the ferocious op-
position coming from all sides, 
Burton was determined to get 
the bill through in the House.  
His subcommittee approved it. 
But the NPP’s delaying tactics 
were well-planned. They got a 
Republican congressman named 
Quie to present a request for a se-
quential referral of the bill to fi ve 
committees, each with jurisdic-
tion over certain parts of the bill. 

When the chairman of the Committee on Ways 
and Means accepted the referral to his committee 
and announced he would hold hearings, I knew 
that we would not be able to get the bill through 
the House in time to get it to the Senate for it to 
act before November.

Romero won the 1976 election in Puerto Rico 
and the New Compact, which was the product of 
11 years of efforts by the Congress, the president 
of the United States, the governor, the Legislature 
of the commonwealth and the people of Puerto 
Rico, was doomed beyond redemption.

Status politics make it extremely diffi cult to get 
a change in status approved by Congress.  History 
proves that in order to get such a bill through, 
a one-shot plebiscite is not the way. We need a 
mechanism such as a constitutional convention to 
petition Congress and sustain the petition beyond 
the electoral cycle. �

COLUMN CARIBBEAN BUSINESS   THURSDAY, JULY 8, 201023

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 caribbeanbusinesspr.com. 
Go to Sign in link on the homepage. Emails also may be 
sent to column@caribbeanbusinesspr.com.

The quicksand of status resolution (II)

   CARIBBEAN BUSINESS THURSDAY, JULY 8, 201026 CONSTRUCTION

BY JOSÉ L. CARMONA
josec@caribbeanbusinesspr.com

The 5.8 earthquake that shook is-
landers awake on May 15 and 

Hurricane Alex’s landfall in North-
ern Mexico this past week should 
serve as reminders to individuals and 
companies alike of the need to be 
prepared for natural disasters.

“We always stress that while the 
federal, state and local govern-
ments are ready to work in sync, 
it is not enough,” Alejandro De La 
Campa, Caribbean area division 
director of the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), told 
CARIBBEAN BUSINESS. “We 
must continue to develop a culture 
of readiness in which families, in-
dividuals and companies take re-
sponsibility regarding emergency 
preparedness.” 

De La Campa said the federal 
agency advises local residents and 
businesses to be prepared by hav-
ing a family emergency plan and a 
business continuity and disaster pre-
paredness plan, respectively.

“In a catastrophic disaster, resi-
dents should be prepared with a 
survival kit with nonperishable 
food and water, a supply 
of prescription medica-
tions and pet supplies to 
sustain yourself and your 
family for up to 72 hours 
or longer,” he said. First 
responders from federal 
and local state emergen-
cy management agencies 
are going to be focused 
on saving lives. Access 
to certain areas may be 
affected due to debris 
or collapse of roads and 
bridges, so we need to 
learn how to defend our-
selves and rely less on 
the government during 
the fi rst few days.” 

The FEMA offi cial 
noted the importance of 
creating a family emer-
gency plan so that every 
member of the family 
knows what to do in case 
of an evacuation, wheth-
er it is due to fl ooding, an 

earthquake or a major hurricane. 
“It must be agreed beforehand who 

is picking up the kids at school and 
how family members plan to com-
municate with each other and where 
to meet. These simple things can help 
a lot when there’s an emergency to 
prevent chaos,” De La Campa said.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM 
KATRINA

De La Campa said there are two 
additional components in addition 
to the federal, state and local emer-
gency management agencies that 
proved invaluable during the dev-
astation following Hurricane Katrina 
in New Orleans fi ve years ago.

The fourth component is com-
prised of the various volunteer 
groups such as the American Red 
Cross, the Salvation Army and reli-
gious organizations that already have 
ample resources at their disposal and 
have become an integral part of the 
disaster response and recovery pro-
cess, he said.

“The fi fth component is the pri-
vate sector. What a better and fast-
er way to recover from a disaster 
and re-establish operations if the 

private sector is able to provide all 
the needed resources locally rather 
than having to wait to bring these 
from the mainland U.S.,” said De 
La Campa. “For Hurricane Georges, 
for example, we brought 14 million 
liters of bottled water and over 10 
million pounds of ice to the island in 
military aircraft because there were 
no local resources available.”

That is why, he said, FEMA is 

incorporating the private sector into 
disaster preparedness plans. De La 
Campa pointed out that large ware-
house discount chains house sev-
eral weeks’ worth of essential items 
like canned food and bottled water, 
which can be of great assistance dur-
ing a major catastrophe.

“That’s a new component for 
FEMA and the federal government—
helping some of these private entities 
re-establish their operations and get 
back to normal as soon as possible,” 
De La Campa said. “Based on my 21 
years of experience with FEMA, if 
you have water and food and roads 
are accessible, the emergency sud-
denly doesn’t look as bad.”

FEMA ALWAYS READY
The local FEMA offi ce has 50 full-

time employees and two large ware-
houses (soon to be integrated into 
one large facility) where the agency 
keeps 90 850-kilowatt emergency 
power generators already pre-as-
signed to critical facilities such as 
hospitals, water pumping stations 
and police headquarters, to name a 
few.

“In addition, FEMA keeps thou-
sands of tarps, 500,000 
ready-to-eat civilian 
meals (MREs), 300,000 
gallons of bottled water 
and satellite communica-
tions capability to hook 
up 100 phone lines and 
50 computers via satel-
lite in case the island’s 
communications systems 
fail,” said De La Campa. 
“For declared disasters, 
there are no budget-
ary limitations, as funds 
are available through a 
presidential order. All 
the needed funds to tend 
to an emergency will be 
available.”

Since Hurricane Georg-
es in 1989, FEMA has 
granted $3.4 billion in 
aid grants to Puerto Rico, 
for individual assistance, 
public assistance, mitiga-
tion programs and mis-
sion assignments, De La 
Campa said. � 

FEMA ready for hurricane season 
FEMA regional director: Private sector can play key role in restoring normalcy after disaster

Alejandro De La Campa, FEMA 
Caribbean area division director

FEMA Aid Granted in the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico (as of 6-17-10)

Hurricane Hugo - 1989  444,594,147    65,000,317      5,656,728      4,234,297    519,485,489
Three Kings Floods - 1992   51,739,195      9,761,528           0          194,181      61,694,904
Hurricane Marilyn - 1995   21,338,887      2,888,971         644,106      2,476,490      27,348,454
Hurricane Hortense - 1996 216,277,112    39,837,203    24,589,978         532,640    281,236,933
Gas Leak Explosion - 1996          0            0            0            60,658             60,658

Hurricane Georges - 1998 980,166,340  419,661,605  219,339,230  217,548,936  1,836,716,111

Flooding - 2001        9,062,211      5,033,452         310,643           0        14,406,306

Flooding - 2001   Not Declared      4,920,561           93,818           0         5,014,379

Flooding/Landslides - 2003   58,649,660      7,198,540      4,175,549           0       70,023,749

Storm Jeanne - 2004  419,303,353    44,455,615    29,150,792      9,373,393    502,283,153

Flooding/Landslides - 2005 Not Declared    13,451,272         622,180           0       14,073,452

Flooding - 2008     29,999,815    23,447,167           0       1,150,000      54,596,982
Explosion - 2009          2,443,253           0              2,443,253

Total per Program      $2,231,130,720         $638,099,484         $284,583,024          $235,570,595         $3,389,383,823
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