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I am among the very many that worry about
the future of our little island. And lately, the
list of disappointments that produce
disenchantment become harder to bear,
as the tanking economy, chronically high levels
of unemployment, unimaginative government,
police brutality, and inane politics. The last
dose of unwelcome news was the government
employee pension debacle that threatens the
island’s hope of solvency. A report
Government Development Bank of Puerto Rico
(Fomento), The Numbers Speak for Themselves
(2013), admonishes that the public employee
retirement fund had only six cents for every
dollar needed to meet pension obligations
Taxpayers would have to dole out $2.8 billion
over a 26 year period to ensure retiring public
servants get the little pension they earned
Come June 30, 2014 the pension system will
have $0 in actuarial coverage, i.e. the system
will be broke. Without some kind of
reform, by 2030, 41% of the Puerto Rico’s
budget would have to go toward pay
employee pensions. That is not the fault of
workers or their union that gained the benefi
through collective bargaining. Guilty are the
elected officials and bureaucrats that
what they cannot deliver.1 The consequences
can be economically devastating for the island
with the portent of market degrading of
government bonds to junk status. Picture a
worse scenario than Detroit’s disgra
forced bankruptcy.

So what’s the good news?
despite all the sensationalized and misleading
press, is actually going down in Puerto Rico
(Fig. 1). During the five-year period of 2008
through 2012, major crime numbers dropped
more than 10%, from 68,738 in 2008 to 61,720
in 2012. The overall crime rate, at
1,656.6/100,000, is significantly lower than
the U.S. rate of 3,246.1/100,000 for the same

1
A bizarre revelation in the government report is the

of allowing public employees to take out loans from their
pension plan to go on vacation! No wonder the
emptied out!
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Fig. 1: Crime in Puerto Rico
2008 - 2012
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that crime on the island is driven by the drug
trade and the corollaries of property crimes
concentrated in major urban centers and the
eastern half of the island, mostly
San Juan metropolitan area
Homicides and other violent crime
attention that creates more panic than clarity,
serving to distract us from the root causes
eating away at the island’s capacity for self
determination.

The Usual Suspects

An Australian PR-firm went thumbs down on
Puerto Rican radio station, ‘Noticias OK’
AM, for turning to an all-positive format,
writing that ‘feel good news’
succeed because bad news
good news. This apparent news business
truism explains why so much
narrative is written with a competitive rush
deliver the breaking events of
disaster. Most of Puerto Rico’s
news media shapes perceptions of the crime
problem with distorted reporting
This is followed by an exaggerated
a reality of lawlessness that incessant
through the air waves with
militarized police actions in
sites (caserios), conjuring
irrationality, and in the process
government criminalize poverty
great marketing for the prison industry.
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Fig. 2: Crime Comparison
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(US population total based on 2012 estimate, PR population total based on 2010 estimate)

U.S. Data, Source: http://www.fbi.gov/about
2012/tables/12tabledatadecpdf

Puerto Rico data: Instituto de Estadisticas
http://www.estadisticas.gobierno.pr/iepr/Estadisticas/InventariodeEstadisticas/tabid/186/ctl/view_detail/mid/775/report
_id/00975852-e14a-4339-a6c8-ab23fd36d2a1/Default.aspx?f=1.1,1.7,1.8

are the times when Puerto Rico’s
media makes any attempt to explore
causes of crime. In one-minute news clips
are given a mental picture of the “crime
problem” isolated from the societal forces that
create it, or conveniently attributing poverty to
crime.

The crimes that shape citizen perceptions
so-called Type I offenses: homicides, rape,
robbery, aggravated assault,
larceny/theft, and motor vehicle theft
the greatest distortion of reality is imposed
the singular attention given to homicides that,
in 2012, were indeed significantly higher, at
26.2 per 100,000 population compared to 4.
in the U.S., but were less than 2% of all Type 1
crimes. What is not reported is that Puerto
Rico’s overall Type I crime rate, at 1,65

©Anthony Vera December 2013

Fig. 2: Crime Comparison - U.S. and Puerto Rico 2012
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Puerto Rico and a paucity of mainland
vacationers ever venture into relatively low
crime areas outside the eastern part of the
island.

An important feature of the crime puzzle is at
the municipal level, revealed in areas receiving
the greatest burden of crime, reported as the
rate of crime per 100,000 population. Here the
picture changes radically. Ranking the top ten
municipalities by crime burden, one finds that
the impacts are more geographically dispersed
and disparate, albeit within municipios in the
eastern area. Within the totality of Type I
crimes (2012), Culebra with only 62 reported
crimes ranks number 1 with an equivalent rate
of 3,386 offenses per 100,000. Bayamón, with
5,853 offenses, and San Juan, with 11,215
offenses, rank 3rd and 4th respectively. It is
common knowledge that drugs and violence
have become the primary scapegoats on which
to load all the social ills of the island. They
become stand-ins for the failures of
government and social institutions. San Juan
has more crime and drugs in absolute numbers
because it is the most densely populated,
providing ample room for opportunistic and
predatory behavior to thrive. But, in terms of
relative burden, San Juan is not the most
vulnerable area. Fig. 4 lists the top ten
municipios reporting property crimes and
homicide. The least populated municipios,
Culebra and Ceiba, have the higest burden of
property crime and homicides relative to their
population size. They are not in the news
because the media does not consider the
relatively lower numbers of crimes in those
municipios as notorious as the higher absolute
numbers of San Juan. Indeed, Culebra and
Ceiba do not consider their town more
dangerous than San Juan. But it would appear
that the probability of getting killed is
statistically higher in Ceiba than in San Juan.

What should be the more disconcerting side of
criminality is the proportion attributable to
property crimes (burglary, larceny, and motor
vehicle theft), that account for 84% of all Type
1 crimes. In 2012, all the municipalities had a
share of property crimes that exceeded 75% of
all crimes, 8 out of 10 municipalities reporting
80% or greater. The proportion of property
crimes is generally higher than violent crimes
in all U.S. jurisdictions. But, for example, in
New York City, with the biggest urban police

force in the country, the proportion of
property crimes (75%) was 11% lower than
Puerto Rico’s, which has a police force second
in size to New York City’s. But do not be
deceived, Puerto Rico has more police per
capita than New York City.2 Puerto Rico’s
police force was also judged to be the most
“out of control” police department in the U.S.3

The homicide picture is hazy but telling. In
2012, less than 2% of all Type 1 crimes were
homicides. It is not clear what proportion of
crimes to person or property is implicated
with drug use or sales. Other than in the
category of homicides, the Puerto Rico Police
Department does not publish, or perhaps track,
drug-related crimes against property or
persons. The breakdown of homicides within
sub-categories of fights (pelea), passion,
violence, drugs, and robbery is limited to 23%
of all homicides because 77% is categorized as
“Other” or “Unknown.” However, drugs were
reported as 60% of the known causes of
homicides in 2012.4 It is also unknown what
proportion of other known causes of
homicides (fighting, passion, violence, or
robbery) may have been implicated with drug
sale or use; all of which suggests that the
known drug-related cause of homicides is
greatly understated.5

Ultimately we have to inquire into the societal
forces that shape the crime picture. For more
than three decades the sociological literature
has been replete with arguments that property

2
Using UCR law enforcement personnel data, Puerto Rico’s

crude rate of law enforcement personnel is 502.9/100,000
population compared to 416.9/100,000 in NYC. In absolute
numbers, NYC employed 34,555 and PR had 17,284; NYC’s
population is also more than two times the size of Puerto
Rico.
3

See the scathing reports from the U.S. Justice Department

(Investigation of the Puerto Rico Police Department, 2011);
and the ACLU (Island of Impunity: Puerto Rico’s Outlaw Police
Force, 2012).
4

Through November 2013, 75% of all homicides were drug

related. The Expanded Homicide data (Murder Circumstance)
in the 2012 Uniform Crime Reports indicated that in the U.S.
only 362 (3%) of the victim deaths (12,765) were related to
“Narcotic drug laws.”
5

It should not go unnoticed that Puerto Rico stands out (in a

positive sense) with an extremely low rate of forcible rape,
reported at less than 1/100,000 population, compared to
25.7/100,000 in the U.S. , Alaska reported 79.7/100,000 in
2012 – the opposite of the homicide picture. It is so low that
it begs further research.
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crime correlates with poverty cum illegal
drugs. The social critiques of crime and
poverty go back to the Victorian and
Dickensian eras. In the U.S., immigrant
populations laboring under oppressive and
brutal working conditions during the late 19th

and early 20th century were forced to live in
squalor; overcrowded in unsafe tenement
settings that created the critical mass for crime
and cruel poverty no less punishing than that
seen in Puerto Rico during the same period.
Those slum-dwelling masses of workers were
referred to as the “Dangerous Classes”6 whose
children, if not laboring under dangerous
conditions, were taken off the streets of New
York City by shipping them like cattle to
Midwestern farms to be raised as “good
citizens.” Squalor is relative within historical
time and, by 21st century standards, it is still
visible in Puerto Rico.

In three out of the island’s five regions the
poverty burden is felt by more than 50% of the
population, and on average 40% of
populations in municipios receive food stamp
benefits. Only one county in the U.S. reported
a poverty rate greater than 50%7. The
ubiquitous nature of poverty on the island is
evident in Fig. 4. And ‘most everyone agrees’
that the best antidote to that dehumanizing
dependency is honest work with a living wage.

It’s the Stupid Economy!

There are many points of view regarding the
etiology of crime to person and property.
Short (1997) has reviewed a host of theories,
including those based on Marxism, General
Strain Theory, conflict, opportunity and
routine activity theories, inequality,
institutional-anomie theory, control balance
theory, at seeming infinitum. Regardless of the
theoretical orientation, all admit that there is
no singular phenomenon that independently
explains crime and violence in society. It can

6
Charles Loring Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York

and My Twenty Years Among Them (1872)
7

U.S. poverty rates pale compared to Puerto Rico. Among

the 3,193 counties in the U.S. only 13 (00.4%) have poverty
rates exceeding 40% and the median rate of poverty among
all the counties is 15.9% (U.S. Census Bureau, Small Area
Estimates Branch). Ten percent (11.8 million) percent of U.S.
households (not including Puerto Rico) received food stamps
according to 2007-11 ACS 5-Yr. Estimates.

be said that the link between economic
conditions and crime has been well
established. Parker (2008) narrates how crime
drags behind the ups and downs of the urban
economy, particularly as it plays out among
African Americans that are disparately impacted
when compared with the white population in the
U.S. Deindustrialization in the U.S. spiked up
crime in the 1980s while the emerging new
economy in the late 1990s coincided with steady
declines in crime. Distinctions need to be made,
however, in how crime is implicated in the
economy of Puerto Rico, with a homogeneous
population presenting a set of suspected
correlations that, on a cultural and class level, are
clearly different from those observed, for
example, among U.S. African American
populations. In the case of Puerto Rico, forces
within the cultural, economic, and historic
micro/macro dynamic of individual, family,
community, and national elements of quotidian
life experiences challenge social scientists to
explain and offer remedies for the
dehumanizing impact of “the crime problem.”
Within the wide spectrum of views, Gonzalez
(2007) attributes crime to what he suggests
should be a new syndrome he has labeled the
Puerto Rican “colonized personality disorder.”
“Crime in Puerto Rico,” Dr. Gonzalez writes, “ . .
. is originated by this colonized personality. . . .
It is not hard to see that this problem is
multifaceted, but we should not discard,
however, the possible relation it has to the
colonized personality.” Of course, the idea that
a Puerto Rican psychiatrist would pathologize
crime as a personality disorder, appealing
though it may be to a neoliberal orientation,
comes down to blaming the victim. There are,
however, examples in the literature treating
the subject of imperialism and colonialism that
argue the connection between crime and
economic oppression. While Gonzalez seeks
explanations in characterological failings of
Puerto Ricans, López (1987, 81) more
convincingly captures the impact property and
violent crime exacts on the island as a brutal
economic externality that defies monetary
quantification:

Crime creates an atmosphere—a blanket of
fear and powerlessness, mistrust which
verges on paranoia—which progressively
destroys the social fabric by increasingly
locking people into their homes and their
normal routines. Because Puerto Rico is a
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car culture, its streets are usually empty
after dark; crime has exacerbated the
feelings of isolation and loneliness on those
streets. The feeling of frightened alienation is
symbolized by the average urban house in
Puerto Rico which is now equipped with a
metal grate on each door and window. . . .
It's logical that crime would grow in Puerto
Rico for modern colonialism has brought
with it the exaggerated inequalities of
industrial society—the gaps between those
who have and those who do not, linked with
the lifestyle expectations which define
poverty. To say that a Puerto Rican person is
poor today is to say he or she enjoys no
higher standard of living than that
considered privileged even forty years ago—
both in terms of real wages and of
technology formerly earmarked for only the
very wealthy. Still, there are those who have
more: the people with two new cars, the
people with superb clothes for every day of
the month, the people who live in beachfront
housing, those who can fly to New York four
times a year rather than once every two
years. This considerable population of haves
is ever present in the eyes of the much larger
population of have-nots, and the contrast in
their lifestyles puts the island's widespread
poverty in stark relief. . . .But poverty of this
type has always existed. What industrialism
has brought to Puerto Rico is
marginalization: the mountain of human
despair personified by the groups of people
who are not only poor—as were the land
workers of a century ago—but are poor with
absolutely nothing to do.

No individual is born a thief or a murderer, just as
not every poor person is a criminal – most are not,
and many rich people commit horrendous crimes
to person and humanity. But common sense tells
us that crime, anywhere, is strongly associated
with poverty and complex variants of conditions
that breed it: joblessness, academic deficiency,
community resource drain (human and
geological), and inequity. The demographic
depictions of crime and poverty tell us nothing
about its ecology in living communities and the
complex subtleties of class. Crime statistics are
mere abstract autopsies of class-structured
criminality incapable of revealing the
relationships they represent within a spectrum of
primary and secondary cause and effect

phenomena showing themselves as the end-game
evidence of societal failures. Economic dislocation
(e.g., the island’s abandonment of its agricultural
base8) produces class separation and alienation in
urban life. This was observed by Wilson (1987,
1996) to cause deterioration of “basic institutions
of socialization and social control.” In the Puerto
Rican context, we see a Boricua version of
ghettoization with the development of gated
communities thought to be safely distant from the
caserios that create stigmatized spatial separation
among income groups. This is an unintended
economic variant and sociological outgrowth of
anti-communitarian factors that, as Lopez points
out, add to the precursors of crime against the
‘haves’ by the ‘have-nots.’ There is, therefore, a
genuine, observable, truthfulness in the words of
Lopez when he writes that a “combination of
factors has brought to Puerto Rico a tension which
often erupts into internalized violence of the type
[Franz] Fanon described. Like a frustrated child
banging its head on the floor, Puerto Rican society
racks itself with inward anger, expressed each
day.”

Public demands for solutions, with the proverbial
blindness of confusing the elephant’s head with its
tail, move politicians to respond with the
palliative appeal of short-term symptomatic
treatment that create long-term social
catastrophes in the form of an expanding police
state, that for a host of other reasons is already
unfolding in the U.S.. Yet the public knows that
idle hands breed mischief and misfortune.
Poverty is a deficit of material and, in some cases,
moral resources necessary to sustain a life of
dignity. Without work there is no personal power
to sustain the love and play that make economic
life, community and nation possible. When the
societal essentials of love, work, and play are in
disequilibrium due to economic dysfunction,
righting it requires looking beyond individual
responsibility and toward societal obligations that
must support it: an honest, legal, job.

Say what you will about the decolonization
arguments made by Collado-Schwarz’ (2012), his
position, that a chronically weak colonial economy
cannot recover to compete in a neoliberalized
world of multinational dominance, is irrefutable.
Puerto Rico’s colonial subjugation will not permit
the strategies needed to resolve the incalculable

8
Arable land in Puerto Rico went down from 25% of the land

area in 1961 to 6.8% in 2011 (World Bank).
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and grotesque externalities (poverty, crime,
chronic unemployment, brain drain, collapsing
infrastructure, etc) created by an anachronistic
economic model highly dependent on subsidies
from the U.S. We forget, some callously ignore, the
fact that a country’s wealth does not come from a
corporation’s success but from the hands and
minds employed to create it. Collado-Schwarz
points out that “[t]he creation of jobs, whether
public or private, is the kind of medicine that has
an immediate effect on a scenario such as the one
in which Puerto Rico is living. In the past four
years, we have lost 157,000 jobs . . . . The outlook
is dreadful, given the imminent closing of
pharmaceutical companies as their patents expire
and given the multiplier effect of the closing of
three Puerto Rican banks.”(239) Building a green
economy that the island is predisposed for,
working toward food sovereignty, and energizing
the practically non-existent fishing industry, all of
which can be labor intensive, will create
thousands of meaningful earth-enhancing jobs;
public pressure and political will can make it
happen.

Through October 2013, Puerto Rico continued to
be the area within the U.S. reporting the highest
rate of unemployment, at 14.7%; Nevada was the
highest among the states, reporting 9.3%.9

According to the World Bank, in 2011, Puerto Rico
ranked 10th in the world among countries with the
highest rate of unemployment. Having the lowest
labor participation rate in the U.S., estimated at
37.5%10, the cause for alarm should not be about
official reports of unemployment, tragically high
though they may be. The level of joblessness
experienced by those in search of employment, or
that have given up searching, or those who simply
see no advantage in working for a minimum wage
that is a few dollars more than public assistance,
can be estimated between 38% to 40% of the
population between 16 and 64 years of age. 11

9
Bureau of Labor Statistics, News Release, 11/22/2013

10
U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 3-Year

Estimate 2010-12
11

Five-year (2007-2011) Census Bureau ACS estimates of

Puerto Ricans’ work status indicates that 48.5% of the 16-64
population did not work anytime during the 5 year average
period. (S2303: WORK STATUS IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS, . 2007-
2011 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates)

Jobs or Jails: Take Your Pick

It is understandable why some believe there is a
silent conspiracy between the government
(regardless of the party in power) and corporate
world with agreement to give emphasis to the
crime problem. Politicians have been responding
to public dissent and social ills with more police,
incarceration, and maintaining a prison
population with a corrections budget of more than
$416.6 million12 ($33,205 per inmate of a total of
12,547 incarcerated as of October 2013). 13 That
amount of money, most of us would agree, could
be better spent on schools, health care, housing, or
keeping a good number of those in prison
productively engaged in the community.14 It is
politically easier to put people in jail rather than
behind a shovel or in front of a classroom. Crime
talk is politically more productive than job talk.
And high unemployment keep wages down,
families more insecure, and the bewildered public
more easily pushed to pay for the higher cost of
everything. If the answer is to be found through
the ballot, who is the Puerto Rican public going to
vote for or against? A Popular? A Progresista?
They both have the same answer to the crime

12
See: PR Department of Correction and Rehabilitation

document in
http://www2.pr.gov/presupuestos/Budget_2012_2013/Apro
bado2013Ingles/137.htm
13

In this regard, as always, Puerto Rico is following the

U.S. lead, being the country with the greatest number of its
citizens in prison, some serving a sentence of life without
parole for petty larceny or a traces of marijuana on their

clothing. See the American Civil Liberties Union report, A
Living Death: Life without Parole for Nonviolent Offenses,
2013.
14

Sadly, as is true in many U.S. prisons, the best employment

answer the Puerto Rican government has for prisoners is to
farm them out to corporations paying an hourly wage of
$1.67 per hour – that’s according to their own press release
at http://ac.gobierno.pr/correccion/empleos-de-
manufactura-transforman-a-instituciones-penales/
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problem: jail, forget them, and remind the
citizenry how unsafe it is for them to walk the
streets at night. It is a 21st century style of soft
and persistent state terror.

The economic development strategy of packing
the jobless on planes to New York City, as Muñoz
Marín’s administration did in the 1950’s, is not
available. It would follow that the cost-benefit
analysis of any rational mind pushed to the brink
of despair will conclude that solutions are to be
found in the dismal informal economy. An option
that, for many, becomes the Darwinian abyss of
enterprise in narco-trafficking, prostitution, and
all the crimes that are proxy markers for a
perverse re-distribution of ‘wealth’ from the
struggling-tax squeezed-insecurely-employed
Puerto Rican to the human detritus that are
among the jobless in a failing economy. There is

where the real crime scene is found. ●
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Fig. 4: Poverty and Crime Indicators - Municipios by Region

Average Among Municipios (78)

Region

Below
Poverty

Rate Among
Municipios
(2007-11)

Percent of
Pop

Receiving
Food

Stamps
(2007-2011)

Rate
Property

Crimes per
100K Pop.

(2012)

Pct of All
Crimes that
are Property
Crime (2012)

Rate
Homicides
per 100K

Pop.
(2012)

Central 55% 47% 1,213 89% 10.7

East 43% 35% 1,372 81% 35.0

North 50% 39% 1,187 86% 19.0

South 52% 42% 1,024 84% 23.0

West 51% 38% 913 89% 11.1

All Municipios 49% 40% 1,188 85% 22.2

Top Ten Municipios - Property Crime (2012) Top Ten Municipios - Homicide (2012)

Rates per 100K/Pop. Rates per 100K/Pop.

Region Municipio

Property Crime

Region Municipio

Homicides

N Rate/100K N Rate/100K

East Culebra 52 2,840 East Ceiba 12 86

East Vieques 243 2,627 East Loiza 20 66

East Bayamón 4,971 2,433 East Fajardo 24 65

East San Juan 8,997 2,299 East Cayey 28 58

South Salinas 646 2,097 East Aguas Buenas 16 56

West Mayagüez 1,770 1,998 East Juncos 20 50

East Caguas 2,836 1,994 East San Juan 185 47

East Humacao 1,109 1,911 East Canóvanas 22 46

South Guayama 789 1,783 South Patillas 8 42

Central Barranquitas 520 1,726 South Santa Isabel 9 39

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2007-2011 Estimates (Population and Poverty Data); Policia de Puerto Rico, Division de
Estadisticas de la Criminalidad in Estadisticas de Puerto Rico (Crime Data)
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DEC 2008 DEC 2009 DEC 2010 DEC 2011 DEC 2012 SEP 2013

POB. 12,325 11,414 10,971 11,596 11,885 12,462
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DEC 2008 DEC 2009 DEC 2010 DEC 2011 DEC 2012 SEP 2013

East Region 6,061 5,863 5,668 5,716 5,911 6,204

West Region 6,264 5,551 5,303 5,880 5,974 6,258
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Source: Departamento de Correccion y Rehabilitacion, Informe Diario de la Población Correcional, Instituto de Estadisticas de
Puerto Rico at
http://www.estadisticas.gobierno.pr/iepr/Estadisticas/InventariodeEstadisticas/tabid/186/ctl/view_detail/mid/775/report_id
/fe3410ec-3d75-40fb-a9eb-c68830354ff9/Default.aspx


