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After years of crisis and austerity that have resulted in a poverty rate of 45 percent, it’s hard to imagine 
that conditions could get much worse for the people of Puerto Rico. But if the island’s bondholders 
have their way, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.

Puerto Rico is facing a new round of draconian budget cuts that promise to intensify the hardships 
that the population is already facing. The measures are being demanded by the island’s Fiscal Control 
Board (FCB) that was empaneled in August 2016 and given near dictatorial power to restructure 
the Puerto Rican economy and budget. In particular, the panel has retirement funds, health care, 
education, and labor in its crosshairs.

If it moves forward with its current plan1, the FCB will seek at least $7.6 billion in cuts over the next 
two years. This total includes $1 billion cut from health care spending, $300 million from public 
universities, and $200 million from pensions. In its plan, the FCB assumes a 16.2% reduction in 
total gross national product, a contraction that leading economists say2 would plunge the island into a 
depression.

On March 13th, the FCB and Puerto Rican Governor Ricardo Rosselló came to an initial agreement3 
on a fiscal plan, though further cuts remain to be determined.

This is all part of longer term “shock doctrine” plan aimed at decimating Puerto Rico’s social safety 
net and unionized workforce, all in order to pay back the billionaire vulture funds who own a large 
slice of the island’s debt. 

HIGHER EDUCATION 

The FCB is demanding that the University of Puerto Rico (UPR) cut its operating budget by $300 
million over the next two years. The amount of this cut -- about 20% of the school’s total budget -- 
would devastate the country’s flagship university system, long a vehicle for social mobility among the 
island’s population.

The FCB outlined its proposed changes to UPR’s structure and recruitment in a preliminary report4 
it sent to Governor Rosselló. These include tuition hikes through raising per class credit prices (which 
the FCB calls “moving to means-based tuition”) and firing (or “rightsizing”) faculty and staff.

The FCB also called for bringing in more higher-paying international and mainland US students 
and expanding online and evening courses -- all of which are the kinds of cash cows that a growing 
number of institutions of higher education around the world are using as they move towards more 
transactional, corporate university models.

A draft of UPR’s own budget proposal revealed5 more details about the types6 of cuts its facing:

• $111.4 million in cuts to the central administration, employee medical 
plans, and bonuses, including $69.6 million in cuts to payroll and employer 
contributions, $18 million in cuts to employee healthcare and pharmacy plans, 
and $5.5 million in cuts to employee Christmas bonuses.
• A hiring freeze on vacant posts
• The spending of a reserve fund
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The UPR must submit a final plan for budget cuts to the FCB by March 31. Recent news reveals that 
it’s preparing7 for as much as $450 million in cuts of federal subsidies.

News of the proposed cuts has sparked large campus protests and the resignation8 of the interim 
president and 10 of 11 campus chancellors. It’s widely understood that the cumulative impact of all 
these cuts will be the degradation of higher education in Puerto Rico. “It is impossible to cut $300 
million without affecting the quality of higher education in Puerto Rico," said9 one professor.

K-12 EDUCATION

It’s not just higher education that’s facing big cuts. K-12 funding is also under attack.

The FCB is pushing to furlough10 teachers two days a month and other public sector workers 
(including, presumably, those who work in public schools) four days a month. Teachers have protested 
this measure11, saying it would effectively cut the school year by the equivalent of two months.

Teachers also face the 10% pension cuts that the FCB is calling for.

These new measures come on top of the already dire situation for K-12 education in Puerto Rico. As 
we wrote12 in March 2016: “Puerto Rico has said it may have to close 600 of the 1,460 public schools 
that once existed on the island in order to save money. That is equivalent to New York State closing 
1,861 of its 4,530 schools and Florida closing 1,726 of its 4,200 schools.”

LABOR 

Workers and unions in both the public and private sectors also stand to be hit hard by austerity 
measures and new labor laws. 

The January 2017 Labor Transformation and Flexibility Act makes broad changes to Puerto Rico’s 
labor laws and attacks a range of benefits that workers have long enjoyed. These include13 cuts to 
overtime pay, sick leave, vacation, Christmas bonuses, and breaks during the workday. 

Public sector workers in particular face even harsher assaults. The FCB has called for14 a 30% 
reduction in payroll costs by “by substantially eliminating positions and making other reductions to 
total public labor compensation.” It’s also pushing for cuts to K-12 education, which will likely mean 
firing teachers. The Board also is demanding a payroll freeze15 from 2018 to 2020.

Moreover, the Human Resources Administration & Transformation Act of January 2017 transforms16 
the government into the single, centralized employer of all public sector agencies with the power 
to move workers around at will. This increase in labor “flexibility” will lead to17 demotions and job 
elimination as well as to the shuffling of workers from the public sector into public-private partnerships 
where they could lose union membership.
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In addition to this strengthened control of the Puerto Rican state over workers, public sectors 
employees also face big cuts to their benefits, including vacation and sick leave. It’s important to note 
that these cuts will fall primarily on new hires, which will lead to a two-tier system among workers 
in terms of compensation. The creation of two-tier systems is a notorious employer tactic aimed at 
dividing workers and weakening their collective power.

On top of all this, public workers face major pension cuts. The FCB has called for a 10% cut18 to the 
public retirement system, which amounts to $200 million (the final extent of the cuts are still being 
discussed19 between the FCB and Rosselló). The cuts will primarily hit those pensioners who take 
in more $2,000 a month or more, which will undermine solidarity among Puerto Rican workers. 
Moreover, it appears that Rosselló also hopes to move towards more individualized, privatized, and less 
defined retirement plans.

If it’s up to the FCB, workers could face even harsher attacks than these. In a recent letter20 to 
Rosselló, the board recommended he go further with austerity measures by – as mentioned above – 
furloughing teachers two days a month and other government and public sector employees for four 
days a month. And though the FCB recently approved of Rosselló’s fiscal plan21, it did so on the 
condition22 that he cut pensions even further (the fate of the FCB proposal for furloughs remains to be 
determined23).

HEALTHCARE

If all this wasn’t enough, Puerto Ricans also face major attacks on their health care. 

Governor Rosselló is calling for $2.5 billion in healthcare cuts over the next decade. This includes 
major changes to Mi Salud, the island’s Medicaid program. Services will be capped or altogether 
eliminated, including24 prescription drugs, dental, private nursing, prosthetics devices, physical and 
occupational therapy, optometry, hospice services, speech, hearing, and language disorder services.

But the governor's proposed health care rollbacks may not go far enough25 for the FCB, who has called 
for $1 billion per year in cuts. While it appears the board has agreed26 to Rosselló’s plan for now, it 
retains the power going forward to impose further cuts. At a time when the island’s medical system 
is already in crisis27, with thousands of doctors having fled, there seems to be no relief in sight for 
millions of Puerto Ricans. 

NICKEL AND DIMED

The final blow in this all-out drive towards austerity is how the government plans to nickel and dime 
the Puerto Rican people by levying an array of additional charges.

Governor Rosselló is raising fees28 and fines on various aspects of daily life for millions of Puerto 
Ricans. These include:

• Increasing motor vehicle license fees by 10%
• Increasing insurance fees by 5%
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• Increasing traffic fines fees by 10%
• Increasing other miscellaneous permits, charges and royalties by 10%
• Increasing property taxes

These flat tax rate increases ensure, again, that it will be the bulk of the island’s people who will bear 
the primary burden of sending debt repayments back to the coffers of billionaire hedge funds, banks, 
and consulting firms.

The Faces of Those Effected:

IRIS COLÓN YERA, SCHOOL JANITOR

I have two girls, one is a diabetic. Even with health insurance, we don’t have enough to guarantee 
her health. Sales tax is up, prices are up -- gas, transportation, and of course medicine. Even with my 
husband working, what we earn isn’t enough for a decent life. We’re leaving in December for Florida, 
where my eldest son lives. The decision’s been made!
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ELBA L. APONTE SANTOS, BACHELOR'S DEGREE IN 

GENERAL EDUCATION, MASTER'S IN SPECIAL EDUCATION, 

46 CREDITS APPROVED, AT DOCTORAL LEVEL. 

12 YEARS OF SERVICE

Uncertainty and multiple jobs for full time teachers to save up for retirement.“Like many educators 
today we are living with uncertainty about what will happen to our retirement. I had to take preventive 
measures looking for another night job where I contribute to social security insurance.” Salaries on 
the Island are frozen while austerity raises prices on ordinary Puerto Ricans. “The cost of living has 
gone up in an excessive way, in all aspects (light, water, food, taxes), however, our salaries have been 
paralyzed.” Meanwhile, Teachers have to pitch in to buy materials for their students, “As if it were 
not enough in schools every day are less resources especially to be able to photocopy material and as 
a special education teacher with commitment to my students I often incur expenses by reproducing 
material to be able to adapt and make modifications for the purpose of providing an education “

The impact to Students has been deep, as Elba notes, “Because the cuts are already happening, they 
have taken away resources from teachers with the 60-minute school organization (limiting them to 
such essential services as physical education or fine arts), in schools there are few textbooks, and 
resources for Reproduce material. Special education students have often been left without the therapies 
because the therapists resign due to lack of payment and these also have families to support. We have 
many families whose parents have been left jobless by the closure of industries in Cidra and have 
suffered the impact on the family environment since many have had to leave their homes and start 
living with other relatives who have humbly given shelter.”

“All these changes due to the fiscal crisis have affected the academic achievement of our students.”
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MARICELIS GONZÁLEZ, SPECIAL STUDENT 
SERVICES ASSISTANT, DEPT OF EDUCATION

We no longer have the materials or the resources to serve kids with multiple disabilities. They are such 
a vulnerable population. This is criminal!
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MIGDALIA FLORES GARCIA
25 YEARS OF SERVICE

Families are affected and being torn up because of austerity. As Migdalia Garcia said, "My family 
has been affected since my son resident in Gurabo has had to go to work to Barceloneta and they 
are planning to leave Puerto Rico." She argued that student enrollment has been down and that the 
reduction of school learning days will affect the parents who are studying and working. The cuts to 
educators retirement for a 25 year educator is affecting their emotional state. “If my retirement is 
reduced I will not be able to fulfill my economic commitments and Especially my house”
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ILANIS HERNANDEZ, 18 

Born in Puerto Rico, Ilanis moved to Bridgeport CT 3 years ago after her family was threatened with 
eviction from their home in Barceloneta. Ilanis tells us that for many years her stepdad worked as a 
landscaper in Puerto Rico but things got so bad that he had to leave to Bridgeport CT before them to 
find a job. 

Ilanis explains that months before she moved things got really bad; her mom struggled to put food on 
the table and they went to bed many times hungry. She says that it was only thanks to her neighbors 
that they were able to get by, asking for bits of food here and there to survive.

Now in Bridgeport, things are not great but better. Her stepdad has a job and they have a house in a 
rough but cheap part of town. Ilanis wants to go to college and study art and she is about to be the first 
person in her family to graduate high school.
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HEDGE CLIPPERS: WHISTLEBLOWERS FOR WORKING PEOPLE 
Instead of draining the swamp, Donald Trump brought it into the White House. Members of Trump’s 
inner circle include Wall Street billionaires with a history of destroying jobs, harming working people, 
and protecting the wealthiest Americans at everyone else's expense.

Hedge Clippers unites organizations and movements to cut through Trump’s swamp, and blow the 
whistle on Trump’s advisors and appointees who put their own financial gain before the public good.

We see whistle blowing for working people as crucial for strengthening and sustaining the national 
resistance to Trump.

Our goal is to give working people of all backgrounds the tools and infrastructure to fight, and win, 
a multi-year battle against Trump’s agenda in Washington, and in states, cities, and towns all across 
America.

The Hedge Clippers campaign includes leadership and collaborative contributions from labor unions, 
community groups, coalitions, digital activists and organizing networks around the country, including 
the Strong Economy for All Coalition, New York Communities for Change, Alliance for Quality 
Education, VOCAL-NY and Citizen Action of New York; Make the Road New York and Make the 
Road Connecticut; New Jersey Communities United; the Alliance of Californians for Community 
Empowerment (ACCE) and Courage Campaign; the Grassroots Collaborative in Illinois; the Ohio 
Organizing Collaborative; ISAIAH in Minnesota; Organize Now in Florida; Rootstrikers, Every 
Voice, Color of Change, 350.org, Greenpeace, the ReFund America Project and United Students 
Against Sweatshops; the Center for Popular Democracy and the Working Families Party; the United 
Federation of Teachers and New York State United Teachers; the American Federation of Teachers, 
the National Education Association, and the Communication Workers of America.
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CONNECTICUT

MARY ROSARIO, COMMERCIAL CLEANER

Last year, my brother and I had to move my mother up here because she has many health conditions 
and we fear that if she doesn’t get consistent care something terrible could happen to her. But I am also 
worried about my two grandkids who live on the island. Their mother does the best she can, but I fear 
whether their school will close down.

FLORIDA

JAYMARIE RAMOS, HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT

With all the schools closing, I worried about whether I would be able to complete my education. With 
the approval of my parents, I moved to Orlando to live my aunt so I could have better access to an 
education in high school and college.

ALEJANDRA VELEZ, HEALTH INSURANCE ADMINISTRATOR

I’m alive today because of being able to get health insurance in Puerto Rico when I was seriously 
ill and doctors couldn’t give me a diagnosis. There, I was able to qualify for Medicaid and was able 
to get proper treatment. After that, I returned to work, and even gave birth to my daughter. If that 
had happened now, with all the cuts to health insurance, who knows whether I would have made it 
through, and I worry about others there.
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