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Executive Summary
During the 1990s, remittances—the money sent by migrants to their countries of origin—became
the second largest source of foreign currency in many Latin American and Caribbean nations.
Policymakers have hailed remittances as the most stable form of ﬁnancial insurance for developing
countries, practically immune to the boom and bust cycles of emerging markets, as well as economic
and political crises. At the same time, scholars have deemed remittances as one of the strongest
transnational economic links between migrant-sending and receiving communities. These issues are
particularly relevant for Puerto Rico, a primary source of emigrants to the U.S. mainland since World
War II; a destination for a growing number of return migrants and their descendants; and, more
recently, a recipient of immigrants from other countries. In 2005, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated
that 49.4 percent of all persons of Puerto Rican origin was living in the continental United States.
At the same time, 9.1 percent of the Island’s population was born abroad, especially in the United
States and the Dominican Republic. One result of this ﬂuid demographic situation is the massive
circulation of people and money to and from the Island. Yet the cumulative effects of remittances
on the Puerto Rican economy over the last half century, and the Island’s current role as the second
largest money sender to the Dominican Republic, have been neglected.
This report presents the results of the ﬁrst ﬁeld study of remittance sending and receiving in Puerto
Rico. The research summarized herein is based on a survey of 403 randomly selected households
and 1,658 persons in four neighborhoods, two located in an urban center, one in a nearby suburban
area, and another in a small town. A questionnaire documented the socioeconomic proﬁle of
remittance senders and receivers, their economic practices, kinship networks, and migration histories.
In addition, 18 key informants, bank executives, and representatives of remittance agencies were
interviewed for this project.
The main ﬁndings of the study are that:
•

Only 5 percent of the sample regularly received money from relatives or friends who live
outside Puerto Rico.

•

Only one of the households surveyed relied on remittances as its primary source of
income.

•

Four out of ﬁve Dominicans interviewed sent money to their relatives in the Dominican
Republic, compared to less than one out of ten Puerto Ricans who sent remittances to the
United States.

•

On average, Dominicans remitted $189 per month, compared to $113 for Puerto Ricans.

•

Remittances are used primarily to meet subsistence needs, such as food, shelter, and health
care. None of the interviewees sent or received money for investment or savings.

9

A T R A N S N AT I O N A L M I G R A N T C R O S S R O A D

•

Only 3.9 percent of the household heads started a business with money earned by migrants,
while 3.2 percent acquired property with such funds.

•

12.2 percent of the respondents were business owners and 6.2 percent owned property
other than their residences.

•

The typical proﬁle of a remittance sender in Puerto Rico is a middle-aged, married Dominican
immigrant with nine years of formal education. Most often, he or she is employed as a
service or unskilled worker, especially in domestic service or the construction industry, and
moved to Puerto Rico in the late 1990s.

•

Remittance senders have more relatives outside Puerto Rico, and call and visit them more
frequently, than nonsenders.

•

More than 60 percent of the Dominicans sampled traveled to the Dominican Republic at
least once a year, while less than 12 percent of the Puerto Ricans visited their relatives in
the United States as frequently.

•

On average, Puerto Ricans moved to the United States much earlier (in 1963) than
Dominicans moved to Puerto Rico (in 1991).

•

Puerto Rican and Dominican household heads received similar shares of public assistance
(21.5 percent and 24.3 percent, respectively) during their last trip outside their country of
origin, as well as at the time of the survey (12.6 percent and 13.9 percent, respectively).

•

Fifty-three percent of the Dominicans had a bank account in Puerto Rico, compared to only
9.3 percent of the Puerto Ricans during their last trip to the United States.

•

During their last move to the United States, only 9.7 percent of the Puerto Ricans had a
credit card, whereas 25.2 percent of the Dominicans in Puerto Rico did so.

•

Fifty-nine percent of the Dominicans paid taxes in Puerto Rico, compared to 43 percent of
the Puerto Ricans during their last trip to the United States.

•

Twenty percent of Dominican household heads were business owners, compared to less
than 9 percent of the Puerto Ricans.

•

Dominicans were four times more likely (12.2 percent) to own property, aside from their
residences, than Puerto Ricans (3.3 percent).

•

Puerto Ricans were more than twice as likely (65.8 percent) as Dominicans (27 percent) to
own their houses.

•

A larger proportion of Puerto Ricans (51.6 percent) than Dominicans (40 percent) had
health insurance during their last trip outside their country of origin.

10

DUANY

•

Even though 23.6 percent of the sample were return migrants from the United States, only
13.7 percent of the households headed by Puerto Ricans received or sent money outside
Puerto Rico.

•

According to the results of this study, Dominicans are more intensely and frequently involved
in transnational networks than Puerto Ricans. In particular, Dominicans had more social
contacts living in the Dominican Republic—including close relatives as well as cousins, inlaws, and friends—than their Puerto Rican counterparts had in the United States.
The results suggest eleven recommendations for public policies to harness remittances as
assets for economic development:

•

Encourage the use of bank accounts and other ﬁnancial products by Dominican immigrants
in Puerto Rico.

•

Provide a wider variety of ﬁnancial incentives to remittance senders and receivers.

•

Educate the public regarding the beneﬁts of bank accounts that offer affordable ﬁnancial
services.

•

Promote the transfer of collective funds to the Dominican Republic, especially through
hometown associations in Puerto Rico.

•

Do not tax transfers of money between Puerto Rico and other countries.

•

Stimulate competition among remittance agencies, banks, and other ﬁnancial institutions
to lower the cost of transferring money abroad.

•

Monitor how remittance agencies establish rates as well as the legal requirements to send
large amounts of money.

•

Improve alternative methods of transferring money to and from Puerto Rico.

•

Develop better ways to measure the amount of remittances received in Puerto Rico.

•

Assess the broader impacts of remittances on the Puerto Rican economy.

•

Evaluate the sociocultural effects of remittances in Puerto Rico and the Dominican
Republic.
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