
  

ADDRESSING PUERTO RICO’S ECONOMIC AND FISCAL CRISIS: 
THE CASE FOR COMPREHENSIVE CONGRESSIONAL ACTION 

 
 

In 2016 Congress enacted the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Support Act, known as 
PROMESA.  While the very name of the law alludes to economic stability, Congress failed to address 
limitations and restrictions in federal programs that adversely affect Puerto Rico’s fiscal and economic 
situation.  Without federal economic and fiscal support, little will change, and Puerto Rico’s economic 
future will remain clouded with uncertainty. 

• The Economic Growth Dimension of PROMESA has Been Ignored – The original legislative 
strategy underlying PROMESA consisted of the following elements (1) providing a comprehensive 
debt restructuring mechanism for Puerto Rico; (2) establishing a robust independent fiscal oversight 
board; (3) treating Puerto Rico equitably with respect to Medicaid funding; and (4) legislating 
individual tax and economic development incentives, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(“EITC”), to support economic growth in the island.  Congress, however, failed to include these 
last two elements in PROMESA (equitable funding for Medicaid and the EITC), which are crucial 
to providing fiscal stability, expanding the island’s fiscal space, and promoting economic growth 
in Puerto Rico.  Instead, to address fiscal stability and economic growth, section 409 of PROMESA 
created an eight member bi-partisan, bi-cameral Congressional Task Force on Economic Growth 
to recommend changes in federal policy.  Unfortunately, the Task Force report and its 
recommendations, issued in December 2016, have been mostly overlooked to this day. 

• It Is Time to Implement the Congressional Task Force Recommendations – Two and a half 
years after the enactment of PROMESA, the fiscal oversight board has certified fiscal plans for the 
Commonwealth and several of its agencies and instrumentalities.  At the same time Puerto Rico’s 
debt has been slowly restructured through both consensual agreements and court cases brought 
pursuant to Title III of PROMESA.  However, the recommendations of the Congressional Task 
Force have withered on the vine and Puerto Rico’s economic growth continues to languish.  The 
time has come for Congress to retake this part of the agenda. 

• There is Precedent at the Federal Level – In 1997 Congress enacted the National Capital 
Revitalization and Self-Government Improvement Act to provide economic and fiscal support to 
the District of Columbia, which had been under the direction of a control board since 1995.  The 
support came in the form of the federalization of Washington DC’s unfunded pension liabilities, 
transferring responsibility over the court and prison systems to the federal government, and an 
increased rate for Medicaid reimbursements.  Most analysts agree that this federal support was key 
to the District’s recovery. 

• A Comprehensive Approach is Needed – Congress traditionally has addressed issues affecting 
Puerto Rico on an ad hoc basis.  However, Puerto Rico is currently undergoing an economic and 
fiscal crisis at the same time it is recovering from one of the most damaging natural disasters in 
recent history.  Therefore, the times call for a different, comprehensive approach from Congress. 



  

• Congressional Action on Puerto Rico – Congress should consider broad support for the island 
based on the 2016 bi-partisan, bi-cameral Congressional Task Force Report which included, among 
others: increasing the federal medical assistance percentage applicable to Puerto Rico under 
Medicaid; providing equal treatment for Puerto Rico under Medicare; enacting a temporary cut in 
payroll taxes; amending Section 199 of the US Internal Revenue Code so that it applies to Puerto 
Rico on a permanent basis; extending the federal EITC to Puerto Rico; and incorporating Puerto 
Rico into all statistical and data gathering programs administered by federal agencies. 

As the 116th Congress takes shape, it is time to move past political controversies and look to the future.  
Lawmakers should recognize that the most effective way to help Puerto Rico right now is to discard 
insufficient, piecemeal solutions and propose a comprehensive agenda to provide fiscal stability and support 
future economic growth in Puerto Rico.  The island’s 3.2 million US citizens deserve no less. 

 


