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Menendez, don't overplay your hand on Puerto Rico when relief is so close 

June 29, 2016 

Puerto Rico is on the verge of bankruptcy, and its fate may now lie in the hands of our own Sen. Robert 
Menendez (D-NJ). 

An emergency bill, known as PROMESA, faces a key vote Wednesday. It is not a bailout, and will cost 
taxpayers nothing. It only gives Puerto Rico time to put its house in order by granting it temporary 
immunity against lawsuits from creditors, as a $2 billion debt payment comes due on July 1. 

Here's the problem: A single senator could throw up hurdles to slow the bill's progress. And Menendez is 
gearing up to be that senator. 

He's called the bipartisan bill "blatant neocolonialism," because he says it would set up an unelected 
board that could trample on the autonomy of the Puerto Rican government. 

His concerns are reasonable, but he and other critics, including Sen. Bernie Sanders, are playing with fire. 
The bill passed the House only after intense wrangling, and a deal between the Obama administration and 
Speaker Paul Ryan. 

The Senate majority then sat on it, pushing the vote until just days before the deadline. Was that a tactic to 
run out the clock? Sure. But it doesn't change the political reality now: The House is on recess, and this 
rescue needs to go through by Friday. Otherwise, an island already suffering savage government cuts 
could see even more. 

Without the stay on litigation that the bill puts into effect, a judge could immediately order Puerto Rico to 
pay some of its creditors rather than fund essential government services. 

The island may have to pull back on efforts to fight the Zika virus, as its governor has warned. The 
government could have trouble buying fuel for police cars and fire trucks. The power authority has 
already cut off electricity to a hospital behind on its bill, and doctors are fleeing at a pace of at least one a 
day. 

So delaying this rescue seems like a big gamble to take. 

While destructive U.S. policies played a role in the crisis — like awarding big tax breaks to businesses 
that moved to Puerto Rico, then phasing them out, killing half the manufacturing jobs — it was Puerto 
Rico's government that started issuing tons of bonds to pay its bills, got hooked on the easy money and 
didn't make hard choices. It even wrote into its constitution that certain bondholders would be paid first, 
before funding basic services. 

Now it's clearly in need of oversight, just as Atlantic City is here in New Jersey. Menendez doesn't 
disagree, but wants to add two seats to a federally-appointed oversight board that would be chosen by 
Puerto Rico's Senate and governor. That's a good wish list item, as is his call to ensure the board can't 
privatize services without the approval of Puerto Rico's government. 



 
 

But his changes are unlikely to be approved before the July 1 deadline. And since Puerto Rico's 
appointees would tip the partisan balance of this oversight board in favor of Democrats, it's unlikely the 
GOP House would agree in any case. 

Our hope is that Menendez swallows his objections, at least for now. We can't compare this to a perfect 
bill; we have to compare it to the likely alternative, which is inaction -- and consider how that could 
impact 3.5 million Americans in Puerto Rico. 

As its governor has said, what's most important now is making sure we stave off default, and get the best 
qualified people possible on the board to help Puerto Rico out of this mess. 

Menendez needs to climb aboard. There is no more time to waste. 


