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I’m not sure what Donald Trump thinks the job of president consists of. One task is to swing
into action when 3.4 million Americans are living without electricity, 40% of them without
potable water, and hundreds of thousands without shelter. When some 80% of its
agricultural crops were wiped out. This is an apocalyptic scenario. We can’t even know what
is going on very much because there is no wifi most places. Some entire towns haven’t been
heard from! A dam may fail, endangering 70,000 people. It will take decades to rebuild.

As Daniel Gross (@grossdm) wrote on Twitter,

“More US citizens live in Puerto Rico than live in the Dakotas, Vermont,
Wyoming, and Alaska combined. | don’t see Congress lifting a finger.”

Trump himself only had insults to offer, when he wasn’t turning his full presidential attention
to protesting athletes:

Pres. Trump's tweets on #PuertoRico in one place for you.
pic.twitter.com/yHrauNG719

— Jo Ling Kent (@jolingkent) September 26, 2017

The United States conquered Puerto Rico away from the Spanish Empire in 1898. Unlike
Cuba, which became a protectorate and gained independence in 1902, Puerto Rico became
a Commonwealth or territory of the United States. The Jones-Shaforth Act of 1917 granted
the island’s inhabitants US citizenship. In 1948, they were permitted to elect their own
governor, and in 1952 they adopted a constitution for their Commonwealth. Puerto Rico,
however, is not a state and so lacks Congressmen and the two senators that it should have.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the island was exploited by US sugar companies.
Then low wages allowed the grown of industry. In 1976 Congress enacted Section 936 of the
Internal Revenue Code, which exempted US companies from taxes on their operations in
Puerto Rico. Hundreds of companies rushed to the island and opened factories. People’s
incomes went up over the next twenty years as a middle class grew.

But then disaster struck. In the mid-1990s the catastrophic Newt Gingrich congress repealed
section 936. Then it enacted NAFTA, removing tariffs with Mexico.
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Remember, Puerto Rico is the United States. It uses the dollar. Federal minimum wage
legislation applies there. With no tax break from the US government and given the relatively
expensive cost of labor, Puerto Rico could not compete with the low wages in Mexico, now
that Mexico also paid no tariffs to export goods to the US. Companies fled the island.

The only way to avoid a sudden plunge into dire poverty was to borrow money, and the
Commonwealth’s debt ballooned to $70 bn. Beginning around 2000, families who could
afford to began emigrating to the mainland. Hundreds of thousands of people left, which
means that the remaining population is older and poorer and even less likely to be able to
restore prosperity.

The decisions that plunged Puerto Ricans into misery were taken over their heads, and they
were powerless even to enter the debate, inasmuch as they lack statehood and so lack
representation in Congress. The mainland has casually ruined their lives with arbitrary
legislation.

So you want to help Puerto Ricans, who are, remember, American citizens? Act like a
president. Be decisive.

Here's how.

1. Offer them serious debt relief. If you have $50 bn. to give the Pentagon,
which it doesn’t even want it, you have $50 bn for reducing PR debt.

2. Put back effing Section 936 into the Federal tax code to encourage
businesses to go to Puerto Rico and put its people to work.

3. Rebuild its electricity grid underground to protect it from hurricanes. Give
special grants and tax breaks for installation of solar and wind energy and
purchase of Tesla power walls. The global heating caused by the mainland’s
carbon dioxide emissions ensures that the hurricanes will get worse and worse,
and the island needs to be rebuilt to withstand high winds.

4. Give grants for people to rebuild their destroyed and damaged homes and
businesses.

The US kidnapped Puerto Rico in the imperialist war of 1898, which was fought on trumped
up pretexts. Washington exploited its sugar cane fields and then its cheap industrial
workers, and the US navy benefited from its strategic position in the eastern Caribbean. The
Puerto Ricans never asked for all this to happen to them, and never passed the laws that
ruined their economy.

The least we can do is get the island back on its feet and put into place policies that will
bring prosperity back.

The original source of this article is Informed Comment
Copyright © Prof. Juan Cole, Informed Comment, 2017

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page


https://www.juancole.com/2017/09/really-president-forgive.html
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/juan-cole
https://www.juancole.com/2017/09/really-president-forgive.html
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: Prof. Juan Cole

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca

www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.

For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca



https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/juan-cole
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

