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Foreword

A Transnational Migrant Crossroads is the first ever field study on remittance sending and receiving
in Puerto Rico. As such, it is an important contribution to the worldwide literature on economic
development and remittances. As its readers will note, the data and policy recommendations set
forth will be of use to researchers and policymakers alike. We hope that the ideas presented will
spur much-needed changes.

This paper is also the first installment for a research series we have titled Restoring Growth. The
papers to be included in this collection will follow in the footsteps of The Economy of Puerto
Rico: Restoring Growth, a volume published by the Center of the New Economy and Brookings
Institution in 2006 that provided a diagnostic of the island's economy and offered numerous policy

solutions to jumpstart economic growth.

Although various aspects of Puerto Rico’s economic performance were analyzed through 10 chapters,
there were some issues that, although related and certainly no less important, were beyond the
scope of the original project. The Restoring Growth Series was designed to provide a space for
relevant research projects that provide further insights and compliment the previously published

works.

We are honored to include Jorge Duany as part of our faculty and include his research in our list of
publications. His earlier work on Caribbean migration, race, nationalism and transnationalism has
been featured in prominent academic journals and has been highly recognized by academics and

policy makers.

It was always our intention to treat the publication of the CNE/Brookings Report as the beginning,
and not the end, of our project. This research and policy series is an integral part of the follow-up
work we have undertaken to fulfill that obligation. | believe it is an important step in restoring
economic growth, and hope, to Puerto Rico.

Miguel A. Soto Class
Executive Director

Center for the New Economy
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The Center for the New Economy is a non-partisan, non-profit, research and policy development
organization dedicated to creating innovative economic development strategies. www.grupocne.org
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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 11; 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:

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

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

income.

e 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.
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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.
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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, in-
laws, 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.

11
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Statement of the Problem

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, including
Mexico, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba. Today, all of the main Latino groups in
the United States transfer millions of dollars each year to their nations of origin (figure 1). Most
adult Hispanic immigrants regularly send “migradollars” (as they are often dubbed in Mexico) to
their families back home (Bendixen and Associates 2001; DeSipio 2002; Orozco et al. 2005). In
countries such as Colombia and Ecuador, remittances represent one of the single largest shares of
the Gross Domestic Product, rivaling and even displacing major exports such as oil and revenues
from agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism. In most cases, private transfers of money exceed
direct foreign investment and development aid from wealthier to poorer countries. Everywhere,
remittances help sustain local economies, particularly poor households with little access to other
sources of income, such as land, capital, and technology.

As a result of the growing significance of remittances, several policy-oriented institutions have
sponsored research projects to assess their impact on economic development, especially on small
business creation and poverty alleviation. These institutions include the Inter-American Development
Bank (2004), the Inter-American Dialogue, the International Organization for Migration, the Latin
American Economic System (SELA 2004), the Pew Hispanic Center (2002), the Tomas Rivera Policy
Institute, the United Nations Population Fund (2006), and the World Bank (2006) (see also de la
Garza and Lowell 2002; Serensen 2004). 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. Remittances have also been touted as
“a direct benefit to those who may need it the most” (Meyers 2002: 63). In many influential circles,
remittances have become the “new development mantra” (Kapur 2003). Nonetheless, they may
have harmful effects on receiving economies, such as price inflation, unequal income distribution,
labor shortages, and increased demand for expensive imported goods (Guarnizo 2003; Itzigsohn
1995). As a World Bank report (2006: 104) acknowledged, “the evidence on the effect of remittances

on long-term [economic] growth is inconclusive.”

12
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Figure 1
Top 15 Recipients of Remittances in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2005 (US$ Millions)
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Sources: Inter-American Development Bank (2006); Junta de Planificacion de Puerto Rico (2006).

At the same time, scholars have deemed remittances as one of the strongest transnational economic
links between migrant-sending and receiving communities (Basch et al. 1994; Goldring 2003; Levitt
and Glick Schiller 2004; Levitt and Nyberg-Serensen 2004; Vertovec 2004). Such massive transfers of
resources are embedded in far-flung webs of solidarity and reciprocity between relatives and friends
across national borders. Contrary to other monetary transfers, the bulk of remittances reaches the
poorer sectors of the population, especially women, children, and the elderly, often by informal
channels. They help meet subsistence needs, such as food, shelter, clothing, and health care, and
sometimes generate employment and income. Remittances are also used to settle debts, finance
education, save, purchase property, obtain consumer goods, cover the costs of emergencies, and
pay for professional services (Durand et al. 1996). Thus, remittances can be considered a classic
form of transnationalism “from below” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Portes et al. 2003), insofar as
they represent grassroots initiatives by the poor. In contrast, transnationalism “from above” refers
to the expansionist strategies pursued by powerful transnational corporations, multilateral financial
institutions, interstate entities, and some nongovernmental organizations. As Alejandro Portes
(1996: 1) has quipped, transnational migrant communities are “labor’s analog to the multinational

corporation.”

One of the central questions in the study of contemporary migration is how frequently migrants
participate in transnational activities such as sending money home, especially beyond the first
generation (see Levitt and Waters 2002). Researchers have confirmed that foreign-born persons
tend to send more remittances than their descendants born in the United States (de la Garza and

Lowell 2002; Itzigsohn 2006). However, even second- and third-generation immigrants may retain

13
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strong transnational attachments and engage actively in economic, social, and political practices
oriented toward their ancestral homelands (see Fouron and Schiller 2001; Smith 2006; Toro-Morn
and Alicea 2003). For instance, stateside Puerto Ricans and Dominicans frequently visit their places
of origin, plan to return to live there, and attend cultural events related to their home countries
(DeSipio and Pantoja 2004). The problem of the dual allegiances of transnational communities is
not merely academic, but has broader practical implications. How immigrants shed or cling to their
national and ethnic identities, while becoming full-fledged citizens in the receiving society, has long
concerned scholars and policymakers. During the first half of 2006, the U.S. Congress intensely
debated what kind of immigration reform might best incorporate an estimated undocumented
population of 12 million.

These issues are particularly relevant for Puerto Rico, a primary source of (legal) emigrants to the
U.S. mainland since World War Il; a destination for a growing number of return migrants and their
descendants; and, more recently, a recipient of immigrants from other countries (see figure 2 and
table 1). 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. As Samuel
Martinez (2003: 47) has argued, Puerto Rico has become a transnational migrant crossroads, “the
scene of multiple, cross-cutting, back-and-forth geographic displacements of people of different
national origins.” 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 migradollars 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 after the continental U.S., have been neglected. This is the first field study
to systematically address both topics.

Simply put, the Puerto Rican economy cannot be fully understood without taking into account the
millions of dollars sent annually by stateside migrants, along with the larger amounts of transfer
payments from the federal government. For example, remittances represented about half of the net
income generated by the tourist industry in Puerto Rico in 1997 (Junta de Planificacion de Puerto
Rico 1998). The magnitude of migradollars is probably much greater than can be gauged from
official statistics, because of the largely unreported nature of such cash flows. Yet most studies fail
to recognize that poor Puerto Ricans may pool resources from remittances, together with wages,
government benefits, and odd jobs, to make ends meet. Furthermore, migration to the mainland
may help to accumulate capital, skills, and other assets that may eventually be invested back on
the Island.

14
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Figure 2
Population of Puerto Rico and Population of Puerto Rican Origin in the Continental United States,
1950-2005 (in Thousands)

4,000

u Puerto Rico
u United States
3,000
2,000
1,000 -
0 T T T T

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2005

Table 1
Foreign-Born and U.S.-Born Population of Puerto Rico, 1950-2005

Year Foreign-born p (I;\;uolloat‘i’(f)n U.S.- born p (I)‘;lflloat(i)tf)n
1950 8,453 0.4 14,225 0.6
1960 10,224 0.4 52,116 2.2
1970 80,627 3.0 106,602 4.0
1980 70,768 2.2 199,524 6.2
1990 79,804 2.3 230,384 6.9
2000 109,581 29 245,589 6.4
20052 115,683 3.0 236,461 6.1

2The figures for 2005 are estimates.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1953-1993, 20063, 2006b).
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Moreover, the Dominican economy relies heavily on the continued transfer of funds by Dominicans
living in Puerto Rico, as well as in the United States, Europe, and other Latin American and Caribbean
countries. The 2002 census of the Dominican Republic found that 10.2 percent of all households
regularly received money from abroad (Oficina Nacional de Estadistica 2006). Other studies have
estimated even higher proportions of remittance receivers, ranging between 29 and 38 percent of
Dominican households (Bendixen and Associates 2006; Sana and Massey 2005). Previous research
has confirmed that Dominicans in Puerto Rico send a large share of their earnings—averaging about
$150 per month—to their families in the Dominican Republic (Bendixen and Associates 2004;
Duany 1990; Pascual Moran and Figueroa 2000; Sana 2003). This practice has created a growing
demand for remesadores, businesses specializing in the sending of valuables (envio de valores),
including money, packages, and gifts, to the Dominican Republic (see figure 3). In addition, check
cashing agencies (dubbed cashitos by local bankers) have mushroomed in neighborhoods with
large numbers of Dominican residents in San Juan.

Figure 3
Two Dominican-Owned Remittance Agencies in Santurce, Puerto Rico
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NACIONA é;::,

Donde su Dinero no da Vueltas
PASAJES AEREO Y FERRY (787] 1284044
SERVICIO DE COPIAS Y FAX

Photos courtesy of Karin Weyland.

Seven major Dominican-owned firms compete for the remittance market on the Island: La Nacional,
BHD, Ria Envia, Remesas Quisqueyanas, Pronto Envio, Fernandez Ventura y Asociado, and Consorcio
Oriental (Avilés Inostroza 2006a). One enterprising Dominican photographer, Vinicio Peiia, established
40 remittance agencies throughout Puerto Rico (Iturrondo 2000: 392), but apparently sold them to
La Nacional. Most remittance agencies are located near the main Dominican settlements in Santurce
and Rio Piedras, particularly in Barrio Obrero and Barrio Capetillo. Many of them offer multiple
services, such as prepaid phone cards, calling booths, money orders, photocopying, fax transmittal,
airplane and ferry tickets. Financial conglomerates such as MoneyGram, Western Union, Visa, and
Banco Popular de Puerto Rico have recently tapped into the vast money-sending business to the
Dominican Republic. In 2004, MoneyGram announced that it would provide money transfer services

16
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at 350 locations in Puerto Rico, including 12 WalMart stores (MoneyGram International 2004). In
2006, Western Union began to offer door-to-door delivery service in the Dominican Republic at a
cost of $4.99 per transaction, plus a transfer fee (Avilés Inostroza 2006b). This type of transnational

linkage between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic deserves further study.

Significance

As previously noted, remittances are the largest source of external finance for many
countries (Kapur 2003; Orozco 2004). In 2005, according to the Inter-American Development Bank
(2006), the Dominican Republic was the sixth largest recipient of remittances in the Americas, after
Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, and El Salvador (figure 1). The balance of payments accounts
compiled by the Junta de Planificacion de Puerto Rico (2006) would place the Island at number
15 in the hemisphere, after Argentina and Paraguay. Even though these are conservative estimates,
they show a steady increase over the last three decades, especially since the 1990s (figure 4). Still,
according to official figures, Dominicans currently transfer over five times more money than Puerto

Ricans to their country of origin.

Figure 4
Remittances to the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, 1970-2005 (US$ Millions)
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Migration News (2006).
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Another way to assess the significance of remittances is to calculate the funds received relative to
a country’s total population (figure 5). Accordingly, the Dominican Republic is the fourth highest
remittance receiver per capita in Latin America and the Caribbean, whereas Puerto Rico ranks
eleventh. Note that several Caribbean and Central American countries are among the top receivers
of migradollars in the region. In particular, remittances have become the primary source of foreign
currency in Jamaica, El Salvador, and Haiti (World Bank 2006).

Figure 5
Top 15 Countries with the Highest Remittances Per Capita
in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2005 (US$)
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A third approach to compare remittances is to focus on the average amounts sent home by various
immigrant groups. In his doctoral dissertation, Mariano Sana (2003) found that Puerto Ricans sent a
monthly average of only $118, compared to $148 for the Dominican Republic and $268 for western
Mexico. Similarly, Elizabeth Fussell (2005) estimated that annual remittances from U.S. Puerto Ricans
were the lowest ($1,140 per household) of the five groups she studied (including Costa Ricans,
Dominicans, Mexicans, and Nicaraguans). The reasons for the relatively low level of remittances to
Puerto Rico are worthy of further investigation.

It is important to study remittances to and from Puerto Rico because of the lack of adequate data,
analysis, and policies on either of the two flows. Even gross estimates of the monetary transfers
vary widely from one source to another. Angelo Falcon (2004) has speculated that stateside Puerto
Ricans might send as much as $1 billion a year to the Island, based on an unpublished survey of
Island-born immigrants in the United States. The lower estimates provided by the local Planning
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Board—$489.4 million in 2005—pale before the massive transfers from the U.S. government ($8.6
billion) (Junta de Planificacion de Puerto Rico 2006). (See figure 6.) Federal disbursements,
especially for nutritional assistance, housing subsidies, and educational grants, may well play the
safety net role in Puerto Rico that remittances do in other countries. In addition, most Puerto Ricans
are covered by Medicare, unemployment and disability insurance, and many have earned benefits
such as Social Security and veterans’ pensions. The latter benefits have displaced the former as the
primary form of government subsidies for the Island’s low-income population (Duany and Pantojas-
Garcia 2005). Contrary to federal transfer payments, remittances are one of the most overlooked
variables in academic and public discussions about the Puerto Rican economy (see, for instance,
Collins et al. 2006; Irizarry Mora 2001).

Recent estimates of the money sent by Dominican immigrants in Puerto Rico hover around $240
million, approximately 9 percent of all remittances to the Dominican Republic (Bendixen and
Associates 2004; Suki 2004). This figure represents almost half the private transfers of money received
in Puerto Rico, according to the Junta de Planificacién de Puerto Rico (2006). Clearly, the Island has
become a major exporter of migradollars to the Dominican Republic as well as an importer from
the United States. To my knowledge, the simultaneous inflow and outflow of remittances has not
been scrutinized in a single location such as Puerto Rico. Yet other countries such as the Dominican
Republic, El Salvador, Ecuador, Brazil, and Argentina are currently experiencing inflows and outflows
of migrants as well as remittances. The large-scale exchange of funds has important repercussions
for an open and stagnant economy such as the Island’s. Among other reasons, it may help explain
increasing expenses in consumer goods even as the local economy contracts as a result of growing
public debt and unemployment. It may also attract further migration from the Dominican Republic,
as the next section will elaborate.

Figure 6
Federal Transfer Payments and Private Remittances to Puerto Rico, 1996-2005 (US$ Millions)
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Related Studies

To date, research on remittances has concentrated on measuring their increasing volume and
contribution to the balance of payments in the receiving countries. Studies have documented well
who sends and receives the funds; how often, how much, and by what means they are transferred;
and, to a lesser extent, how recipients use them (see, for example, Inter-American Development
Bank 2004; World Bank 2006). The pioneering work of Manuel Orozco (2002, 2004, 2005) at the
Inter-American Dialogue has monitored the spectacular growth of remittances to Latin America
and the Caribbean over the last two decades. Furthermore, Orozco and his colleagues (2005) have
assessed the impact of migradollars on income redistribution, their multiplying effects, and the role
of banks, credit unions, and other financial institutions. They have also explored the linkages between
remittances and other economic activities, such as tourism, air transportation, telecommunications,
and what the authors call “nostalgic trade”—purchasing products imported from the home countries.
Several studies have recommended public policies to maximize the benefits of remittances,
such as reducing the cost of financial transactions; increasing market competition; banking the
unbanked sectors of the population; providing better access to credit institutions; and improving the
technologies of remittance sending, especially through electronic transfers (de la Garza and Lowell
2002; Kapur 2003; Orozco 2005; Suki 2004; World Bank 2006).

However, basic questions regarding the economic and social dimensions of remittances remain
unanswered. Some authors have underlined their use as startup capital for small businesses in
countries such as the Dominican Republic and Mexico. In Santo Domingo, thousands of grocery
stores (colmados and pulperias), cafeterias, beauty parlors, car wash outlets, and auto parts dealers
have been established with money from abroad. Many Dominican entrepreneurs are themselves
returned migrants who accumulated human capital while living abroad (Garcia and Paieownsky
2006; Portes and Guarnizo 1991; Ortiz 1997). Still, at least one study (Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo
2004) has questioned whether remittances promote business ownership in the Dominican Republic.
A recent study found that a very small proportion of remittances from Spain to the town of Vicente
Noble was invested in buying a vehicle to transport merchandise or passengers. More typically, the
funds were used to build or improve local housing structures (Garcia and Paiewonsky 2006). An
analysis of Dominican remittances from Switzerland found that only 4 percent was used for savings
(Petree and Vargas 2005).

For urban Mexico, researchers have estimated that migradollars finance almost 20 percent
of small enterprises. In states with high emigration rates, nearly a third of the capital invested
in microenterprises comes from remittances. Most of these businesses specialize in retail trade
(particularly restaurants), repair services, manufacturing, and construction (Woodruff and Zenteno
2001). But just how effective and reliable are such forms of “microfinancing” remains unclear. For
instance, they are highly vulnerable to external shocks such as the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, or the passage of a new immigration law in the United States.
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In Mexico, hometown associations from the United States often channel collective funds to their
communities of origin, such as Zacatecas, Michoacan, and Puebla (de la Garza and Lowell 2002;
Delgado Wise and Favela 2004). Luin Goldring (2003) and Robert Smith (2006) have shown that
sports clubs, religious organizations, and regional committees (comités de pueblos) have built roads,
bridges, and dams; purchased computers for schools and ambulances for hospitals; reconstructed
soccer fields and churches; and paved streets and town plazas. Most would concur that such public
works are beneficial to the receiving communities, even though they allow the Mexican state to
evade part of its responsibility to provide for the basic needs of its citizens. Less studied is the role of
Dominican voluntary associations in funneling collective resources to their places of origin (but see
Levitt 2001; Orozco 2003; Portes et al. 2005).

Scholars disagree as to whether remittances increase or decrease the long-term potential for
migration. In principle, receiving funds from other countries might reduce people’s need to move
in search of better employment and other economic opportunities. However, some authors have
argued that having relatives abroad who send money home enhances the likelihood that others
will follow their path. In her comparison of five countries surveyed by the Latin American Migration
Project (LAMP), Elizabeth Fussell (2005: 6) found that “in all communities except those in Puerto
Rico, larger amounts of remittances sent to households in a given year were associated with higher
migration prevalence ratios in the following year” Another author has dubbed remittances “the
perpetual migration machine” because they often reinforce mobility across borders (Wucker 2004).
According to Peggy Levitt (2001), the continuous circulation of people, money, goods, news, and
information encourages further transnational migration from the Dominican Republic. In any case,
most scholars agree that remittances improve the living conditions of a growing number of people
worldwide. Research has consistently shown that the main purpose of remittances is to cover basic
household expenses, especially housing, medicine, and housing (DeSipio 2002; Meyer 2002; Orozco
et al. 2005). In the absence or reduction of remittances, poverty would be even more widespread
throughout Latin America and the Caribbean than it is now. Whether remittances contribute to
the sustained development of migrant-sending communities or to the persistent inequality with

migrant-receiving communities is still disputable.

A more recent line of research has turned to social and cultural remittances. As Levitt (1998: 926)
defined them, social remittances are “the ideas, behaviors, identities, and social capital that flow from
receiving- to sending-country communities.” Levitt has elaborated the concept to include several types
of norms, values, practices, and ideologies, such as those about democracy, equality, human rights,
and community organizing (see also Goldring 2003; Levitt 2001; Levitt and Nyberg-Serensen 2004;
Serensen 2004). Social remittances are usually transferred through return and circular migration;
two-way visits to places of origin and resettlement; and communication by phone, letters, fax, e-
mail, videos, and audio cassettes. More recently, Juan Flores (2005) has proposed the term “cultural
remittances” to refer to popular discourses, styles, and preferences, including language, music, and
literature, that may reflect changes in migrants’ class, racial, gender, and sexual identities. Whether
one calls them social or cultural remittances, more fieldwork is needed to better understand the
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connection between various forms of economic and non-economic resources that move back and
forth between the United States and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Unfortunately, few studies have analyzed the relationship between gender and remittances.
As a result, very little is known about how men and women differ in their sending patterns and uses
of remittances, and their contribution to development in the countries of origin (Ramirez et al. 2005;
Vargas-Lundius 2004). Nevertheless, women represent a growing proportion of transnational migrant
flows, including those from the Dominican Republic, and often become the primary breadwinners
of their households at home and abroad (Garcia and Paiewonsky 2006; Mahler and Pessar 2003;
Pessar and Mahler 2006; Petree and Vargas 2005). Recent studies have found that migrant men are
more prone to remit for investment and consumption, while women do so primarily to ensure the
welfare of their children, parents, and siblings, raising their families out of extreme poverty (de la
Briere et al. 2002; United Nations Population Fund 2006). To the extent that women tend to nurture
more intense and enduring kinship networks than men, they may send home a larger share of their
earnings (Ortiz 1997; Serensen 2005). This is an empirical question, whose answer could vary from
one place to another. Be that as it may, gender affects the amount, frequency, channels, purpose,
and beneficiaries of remittances, and should be included in any research project such as the one
summarized here.

Research Questions and Objectives

My review of the literature has identified serious gaps in the scarce knowledge about
remittances in Puerto Rico. To begin, exactly how much money do Puerto Rican immigrants in
the United States and Dominican immigrants in Puerto Rico send to their countries of origin? In
particular, why do Dominicans remit more funds than Puerto Ricans? Second, how are such economic
resources transferred? Specifically, what role do financial institutions such as remittance agencies
and banks play in the transmittal of migradollars? Third, how do men and women use remittances?
How significant are they in supporting working-class households in Puerto Rico and the Dominican
Republic? Fourth, what are the social and cultural implications of the growing dependence on
migradollars by the Puerto Rican and Dominican populations? Finally, what are the larger impacts
of remittances on the Puerto Rican and Dominican economies? If they are largely favorable, what
public policies would channel migradollars into economic activities such as small and medium
businesses?

To answer the previous questions, | propose to:

*  Estimate the magnitude of the remittances sent by migrants from the United States to
Puerto Rico and from Puerto Rico to the Dominican Republic.

*  Determine to what extent remittances meet subsistence needs and finance investments in
income-generating activities.
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e Assess the significance of migradollars for the livelihoods of working-class households in

Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic.

+  Examine the role of key variables that may affect the likelihood of sending money home
(including gender, age, birthplace, marital status, occupation, and length of residence
abroad).

«  Explain why Puerto Ricans tend to remit less than Dominicans.

e Analyze the relationship between migradollars and the migrants’ social networks and
cultural practices.

«  Compare the nature, frequency, and forms of transnational engagement of Puerto Rican
immigrants in the United States and Dominican immigrants in Puerto Rico with their

countries of origin.

Research Methods

Sample

The survey sample consisted of two census tracts with high concentrations (more than 20 percent)
of Dominican-born residents of Puerto Rico and two census tracts with low proportions (less than 10
percent). One of the sites was a middle-income area (with a median household income of $20,808
in 1999), while the other three were lower-income areas (ranging between $9,946 and $12,431 in
median household income) (U.S. Census Bureau 2006b). Two of the neighborhoods were located
in an urban center, one in a nearby suburban area, and another in a small town. Approximately 100

households were chosen randomly in each site, for a total of 403 households and 1,658 persons.

Overall, the sample represents the basic socio-demographic characteristics of Puerto Rico’s
population, except that it purposely overrepresents Dominican immigrants (table 2). Also, the
sample was slightly older, less likely to be married or divorced, less educated, less skilled, and
more concentrated in personal services and the construction industry, than the entire population.
Finally, the sample had twice as many female-headed households as the Island at large. The latter
contrast may be related to the fact that survey respondents were allowed to choose the head of
the household, with or without the husband’s presence. The main differences between the sample
and the rest of the population are due to the study’s focus on lower-income residents, both Puerto
Rican- and Dominican-born.
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Table 2
Characteristics of the Survey Sample and of the Total Population of Puerto Rico,
2005 (in Percentages)

Sample Total
Population

Gender
Male 48.4 47.7
Female 51.6 52.3
Age groups
0-17 19.1 26.6
18-39 32.8 30.8
40-64 33.7 30.3
65 or more 14.4 12.4
Median age (years) 37.0 34.4
Marital status
Single 37.7 31.1
Married 41.4 47.3
Free union 74 N/A
Widowed 4.6 6.8
Divorced 6.3 11.1
Separated 2.7 3.7
Educational attainment (number of
years) °
0-4 8.7 10.2
5-8 12.9 12.3
9-12 41.7 35.3
13-16 32.4 36.9
17 or more 4.3 5.2
Household head
Male 49.9 76.5
Female 50.1 235
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Birthplace

Puerto Rico 69.9 90.9
Dominican Republic 24.0 1.7°
United States 5.2 6.1

Other countries 0.9 1.3

Occupation ©

Professionals and technicians 15.1 17.8
Managers and administrators 9.7 14.1
Administrative support 10.3 17.1
Sales 8.0 10.2
Skilled and repair 10.9 10.7
Operatives and laborers 16.7 13.2
Service 28.7 16.3
Agricultural 0.6 0.7
Industry ¢

Agriculture 0.6 1.5
Transportation 5.5 4.0
Communication 1.2 1.8
Construction 14.3 8.2
Manufacturing 6.4 11.4
Trade 18.8 16.0
Finance, insurance, and real estate 3.2 5.6
Professional services 19.1 29.0
Repair and business services 73 N/A
Personal services 14.9 4.8
Public administration 8.7 9.9

2 Persons 25 years and over.

b Refers to persons born in “other Caribbean” countries, aside from Cuba and Jamaica,
according to the 2005 American Community Survey.

¢Employed persons, 16 years and over.

Note: The total of sampled persons depends on the number of valid cases for each variable. Some columns

do not add up to 100 percent because of rounding.

Source for column 3: U.S. Census Bureau (2006a).
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A note of caution should be made on the sampling frame. Because the study was conducted in
Puerto Rico, most Dominicans are immigrants encountered at place of destination and who have
many family members still living in the Dominican Republic. They are very unlikely to receive money
from their relatives in their country of origin. In contrast, the Puerto Ricans include nonmigrants,
relatives of migrants currently in the mainland, returned migrants, and the children of migrants who
were born in the mainland and who have moved to the Island. | therefore expected remittance
flows among Puerto Ricans to be more diverse and less unidirectional than among Dominicans. For
example, some households might receive remittances from a family member living in the United
States while others send money to their relatives in the mainland. | should underscore that the two
populations are quite different, for Puerto Rico is “home” to the Puerto Ricans but “abroad” for the

Dominicans.

Instruments

A questionnaire documented the socioeconomic profile of remittance senders and receivers in Puerto
Rico, their economic practices, kinship networks, and migration histories. This was an abridged and
revised version of the instrument designed by Douglas S. Massey and his colleagues at the Latin
American Migration Project (LAMP, 2006), which has already been adapted to Puerto Rico (Duany
2002: chapter 9; Sana 2003). The questionnaire followed a semi-structured format to generate a
flexible, unobtrusive, and nonthreatening interview schedule. Although identical information was

obtained for each person, question wording and ordering were left to the interviewers' judgment.

The questionnaire contained 11 tables focusing on the informants’ experiences with migration and
remittances. The first table recorded the socio-demographic characteristics of household heads,
their spouses, children, and other household residents, including gender, age, birthplace, education,
occupation, and industry. Next, interviewers compiled each person’s migration history. For Puerto
Ricans, interviewers asked about all trips to the U.S. mainland and other countries; for Dominicans,
they referred to travel to Puerto Rico as well as other destinations outside the Dominican Republic.
For each trip outside the country of origin, interviewers recorded the year, destination, duration, and
occupation. In addition, the instrument documented the amount, origin, destination, frequency,
and use of remittances by each household. Other tables included the household heads’ business
and other assets, sources of income, relatives and friends living abroad, contacts with them, and
economic activities in other countries.

Furthermore, I interviewed three key informants who lived in the sampled areas. For this purpose,
| adapted the open-ended format developed by Rafael Alarcdn and his colleagues (1998) to study
Mexican remittance senders. Participants were asked about their socioeconomic background,
kinship networks, access to bank services, and methods of transmitting money. | also probed into
the ideas, practices, identities, and social capital transferred by migrants between the United States,
Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic.
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I also interviewed five bank executives with extensive knowledge of the remittance market in
Puerto Rico. | developed an unstructured interview guide, including questions about how banks
transfer money abroad, their institution’s interest in the remittance market, and their experiences
with Dominican and Puerto Rican clients. Moreover, participants were queried on the factors they
considered important in providing financial services to remittance senders and receivers.

Finally, I designed a short guide to interview employees of ten remittance agencies. They were asked
what services they offered; the cost of sending money abroad; the quantity, mode, and timing of
monetary transactions; the prevailing exchange rates; the countries served; and the legal restrictions
to send money abroad. The Appendix summarizes the characteristics of the remittance agencies.

Procedure

To begin, | identified the sample areas, according to the criteria outlined before. Then, | mapped
and enumerated all the streets in each area. A random sample of dwellings in these streets was
chosen for interview. Five local research assistants, including two Dominicans, administered a door-
to-door survey in Spanish to all sampled households. The household head served as the principal
respondent for all household members. The interview began by identifying the head (as defined by
respondents) and then enumerating the spouse and children, whether or not they currently lived at
home. Afterwards, other household members were identified and their relationship to the head was
noted. When necessary, households were revisited to complete or clarify information.

After the research assistants administered the questionnaire, key informants were recruited
among survey respondents. A research assistant invited them to meet in a public place near each
neighborhood, such as a community center. Following previous studies of remittances (e.g., Pew
Hispanic Center 2002), | attempted to create a casual and trusting environment to facilitate an
open dialogue with participants. With their authorization, | tape recorded and transcribed these

conversations.

Afterwards, | contacted a high-ranking executive of a local bank and asked for an informal meeting
in her office. In turn, the executive recruited several managers to discuss the bank’s experiences with
remittances, electronic transfers, and other financial transactions across borders.

Lastly, brief interviews were carried out with remittance agencies. For that purpose, | visited the
two sites with the highest proportions of Dominican immigrants. Then | canvassed the busiest
thoroughfares, containing many remittance agencies. While standing in the reception area, | asked
an employee in each agency several questions. Their responses were recorded verbatim on each

interview guide.

Informed consent was secured from all participants, ensuring their confidentiality and anonymity.
Participants were promised that no personal details—such as their names and addresses—would
be disclosed. Due to the sensitive nature of the information, no questions were asked about the
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legal status of Dominican immigrants. Moreover, | did not keep any records identifying particular
individuals and locations.

Results and Discussion

The Magnitude of Migradollars

The first objective of this research was to estimate how much money migrants send from the
United States to Puerto Rico and from Puerto Rico to the Dominican Republic. Contrary to previous
predictions (Falcon 2004), only 5 percent of the sample regularly received money from relatives or
friends who live outside Puerto Rico (table 3). This proportion is even lower than for Costa Rica,
which received the lowest share of remittances (5.4 percent) in a recent comparison of four countries
using LAMP data (Sana and Massey 2005). According to the present study, Puerto Ricans received
an average of $160 per month and Dominicans $175. (These figures include alimony payments as
well as other sources of income.) Sons and daughters residing in the United States sent nearly two-
thirds of the funds, typically to elderly persons in Puerto Rico. In most cases, remittances helped to
meet expenditures in food, medicine, and housing. The preferred mode of transmittal was by mail,
usually money orders.

Table 3
Remittances Received by Household Heads in Puerto Rico, by Birthplace (in Percentages) (N=20)

Puerto Rico Dommlc_an Entire sample®
Republic

Frequency

Once a month 2.2 0.9 2.0
Every three months 0.4 0.0 0.5
Every six months 1.5 1.7 1.5
Once a year 0.4 1.7 0.7
Never 95.1 95.7 95.0
Mean monthly amount (US$) 160 175 211
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Person who sends the money

Spouse 0.0 0.0 4.8
Parent 7.1 0.0 9.5
Son/daughter 64.3 80.0 61.9
Sibling 7.1 0.0 48
Other relative 21.4 0.0 14.3
Friend 0.0 20.0 4.8

Main use of remittances

Food 273 60.0 33.3
Clothes 0.0 20.0 5.6
Housing 18.2 20.0 27.8
Medicine 45,5 0.0 278
Education 9.1 0.0 5.6

Main mode of transmittal

Remittance agency 8.3 40.0 15.8
Bank 8.3 20.0 10.5
Mail or money order 83.3 20.0 68.4
Relatives and friends 0.0 20.0 5.3

?Includes persons born in the United States and other countries.

Note: Some columns do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Turning to the sending of money, more than 30 percent of the sample regularly engaged in this
practice (table 4). Four out of five Dominicans in Puerto Rico 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. The proportion for Dominicans is much higher than for other Latin American
immigrants, including Mexicans (45 percent) and Salvadorans (57 percent), according to a previous
study (Pew Hispanic Center 2002). Moreover, Dominicans in Puerto Rico remitted more frequently
than Puerto Ricans, usually every month. The average monthly amount for Dominicans was $189,
compared to $113 for Puerto Ricans. For both groups, the main recipients were sons and daughters,
but Dominicans sent a larger share to their parents, whereas Puerto Ricans were more prone to
transfer money to siblings and spouses. Dominican remittances were intended primarily to buy
food, while Puerto Ricans distributed the funds more evenly among medicine, housing, and clothes.
Finally, whereas Dominicans preferred Dominican-owned remittance agencies to transfer money,

most Puerto Ricans relied on the U.S. postal service.
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Table 4

Remittances Sent by Household Heads in Puerto Rico, by Birthplace (in Percentages) (N=121)

Puerto Rico Dlgmlmc_an Entire sample®
epublic
Frequency
Once a month 3.0 62.8 20.0
Every three months 1.5 14.2 5.5
Every six months 2.2 1.8 2.0
Once a year 2.2 0.9 2.1
Never 91.0 20.4 70.5
Mean monthly amount (US$) 113 189 175
Person who receives the money
Spouse 12.5 5.6 6.8
Parent 4.2 35.6 29.7
Son/daughter 54.2 40.0 42.4
Sibling 25.0 11.1 14.4
Grandparent 0.0 2.2 1.7
Other relative 4.2 4.4 4.2
Friend 0.0 1.1 0.8
Main use of remittances
Food 15.0 73.0 61.6
Clothes 20.0 1.1 5.4
Housing 25.0 4.5 8.0
Medicine 30.0 12.4 16.1
Education 10.0 9.0 8.9
Main mode of transmittal
Remittance agency 17.4 98.9 80.7
Bank 8.7 0.0 1.7
Money transfer company 4.3 1.1 25
Mail or money order 69.6 0.0 15.1

2Includes persons born in the United States and other countries.

Note: Some columns do not add up to 100 because of rounding.
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The Uses of Migradollars

The second goal of this project was to determine to what extent remittances meet subsistence
needs and finance investments in income-generating activities. As tables 3 and 4 show, none of the
interviewees sent or received money for investment or savings. The tabulations included all assets in
the country of destination: Puerto Rico and the United States for Puerto Ricans, and Puerto Rico and
the Dominican Republic for Dominicans. In addition, only 3.9 percent of the respondents started
a business with money earned by migrants, while 3.2 percent acquired property with such funds.
Hence, Dominican and Puerto Rican remittances serve almost exclusively to pay for daily household
expenses. This finding counters much of the scholarly literature, which portrays remittances as
potential input for small business development (e.g., Durand et al. 1996; Meyer 2002; Orozco 2004;
Ortiz 1997; Portes and Guarnizo 1991). In this case, they are largely used to purchase food and
medicine, and to subsidize the cost of education. Dominican remittances from Spain and Switzerland
play a similar role (Garcia and Paiewonsky 2006; Petree and Vargas 2005).

Only 12.2 percent of the respondents had any businesses and 6.2 percent owned property other than
their residences. In most cases, these businesses were small grocery stores, restaurants, cafeterias,
bars, beauty parlors, and other establishments offering services such as child care, gardening,
computer and electrical repair, installment of window bars and curtains, and waste collection (figure
7). Most (64.4 percent) of the businesses were started with the owner's savings, while some (13.3
percent) began with bank loans. Whether remittances help to accumulate savings is a topic for

further research. In any case, remittances were a minor source of financing for small enterprises.

Figure 7
Type of Business Established, by Birthplace of Household Head (in Percentages) (N=49)
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The Significance of Remittances

The third basic goal of this research was to assess how important are migradollars for working-class
families in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. To begin, only one of the (Dominican) households
surveyed in Puerto Rico relied on remittances as its primary source of income. In contrast, nearly 81
percent of the Dominican households sent money to the Dominican Republic. Clearly, migradollars
are more critical for poor families in the Dominican Republic than in Puerto Rico. A recent study
found that the Dominican Republic received the highest proportion of remittances among ten Latin
American countries. The share of recipients ranged from a low of 2 percent in Brazil to a high of
38 percent in the Dominican Republic (Bendixen and Associates 2006). Another survey, based on
LAMP data, found that a larger percentage (29.2) of Dominican households received remittances
than Nicaraguan, Mexican, or Costa Rican households (Sana and Massey 2005). The sheer amount
of money sent, as well as its widespread distribution, suggests that households in the Dominican

Republic depend on migradollars more than in Puerto Rico. Below | attempt to explain why.

Who Sends Money?

I examined how several demographic and socioeconomic variables shape remittance behavior.
According to the results of this study, the typical profile of a remittance sender in Puerto Rico is a
middle-aged, married Dominican immigrant with nine years of formal education (table 5). 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. A similar profile has been
observed among other Latin American and Caribbean immigrants (Bendixen et al. 2006; Orozco
2006; Orozco et al. 2005; Pew Hispanic Center 2002; Sistema Econdmico Latinoamericano 2004;
United Nations Population Fund 2006). The main difference is that remittance senders in Puerto
Rico are older, on average, than elsewhere. As in the United States, most remitters on the Island have
little education and are predominantly low-wage laborers. Given those characteristics, remittances
represent a sizeable economic contribution relative to the migrants’ earnings. Among Dominicans in
Spain, remittances averaged more than 25 percent of the senders’ wages (Garcia and Paiewonsky
2006). As elsewhere, most remitters frequently call and visit their relatives outside Puerto Rico.
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Selected Characteristics of Remittance Senders and Nonsenders in Puerto Rico

(in Percentages, Unless Otherwise Noted) (N=201)
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Senders Nonsenders
Gender
Male 49.6 50.2
Female 50.4 49.8
Median age (years) 46.0 57.0
Marital status
Single 13.2 20.6
Married 42.1 39.9
Free union 24.0 6.8
Widowed 5.8 18.1
Divorced 9.9 9.3
Separated 5.0 5.3
Birthplace
Puerto Rico 19.8 86.8
Dominican Republic 76.9 7.8
United States 1.6 43
Other countries 1.7 1.1
Median education (years) 9.0 12.0
Occupation
White-collar 14.1 41.1
Blue-collar 34.1 25.9
Service 51.8 33.0
Industry
Transportation 3.7 9.3
Construction 30.4 0.6
Manufacture 0.0 7.4
Trade 17.1 18.5
Personal services 28.0 15.7
Other services 24.4 60.2
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Mean number of trips outside the 1.03 0.58
country of origin
Median year of first trip outside 1999 1968

the country of origin

Primary source of income

Regular employment 64.5 35.8
Retirement/disability pension 174 473
Public assistance 33 9.0
Other sources 14.8 79

Calls relatives living outside
Puerto Rico

More than once a month 89.2 34.8
Less than once a month 9.2 31.1
Never 1.7 34.1

Visits relatives outside Puerto Rico

More than once a year 60.3 11.8
Less than once a year 26.4 239
Never 13.2 64.3

Note: Some columns do not add up to 100 percent because of rounding.

Table 6 compares the remittance practices of male and female heads of households. (The tabulations
include both Puerto Ricans receiving money from their relatives in the United States and Dominicans
sending money to the Dominican Republic.) Altogether, female heads were four times more likely
than male heads to receive migradollars, especially from children, siblings, and other relatives.
Second, women tended to spend the funds in food, medicine, and education more often than men.
A similar pattern was observed for remittance senders, except that men intended their remittances
for clothes, medicine, and education more often than women. Finally, women were more prone
than men to keep in touch with their relatives outside Puerto Rico. These findings corroborate my
expectations regarding gender differences in sending and receiving money, especially the higher
priority placed by migrant women on ensuring food and housing for their families. Still, men and

women had similar proportions of senders to nonsenders.

34



Table 6

Remittance Practices of Household Heads in Puerto Rico, by Gender

(in Percentages) (N=201)

Male Female
Receives remittances 2.0 8.0
Who sends the money
Spouse 0.0 5.9
Parent 25.0 5.9
Son/daughter 50.0 64.7
Sibling 0.0 5.9
Other relative 0.0 176
Friend 25.0 0.0
Main expense
Food 25.0 35.7
Housing 25.0 7.1
Medicine 25.0 28.6
Education 25.0 28.6
Sends remittances 29.9 30.3
Main expense
Food 56.4 66.7
Clothes 9.1 1.8
Housing 73 8.8
Medicine 18.2 14.0
Education 9.1 8.8
Who receives the money
Spouse 6.7 6.9
Parent 30.0 29.3
Son/daughter 41.7 431
Sibling 15.0 13.8
Grandparent 3.3 0.0
Other relative 1.7 6.9
Friend 1.7 0.0

DUANY
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Visits relatives outside 493 52.7
Puerto Rico

Calls relatives living outside 72.1 79.4
Puerto Rico

Why Do Puerto Ricans Remit Less Than Dominicans?

I would propose seven interrelated reasons why U.S. Puerto Ricans send less money (per capita) to
their country of origin than Dominicans do. To begin, Dominicans in Puerto Rico were more likely
to have close relatives (especially siblings and parents) and friends in the Dominican Republic than
Puerto Ricans did in the United States (figure 8). Second, Dominicans tended to maintain family
connections across borders more often than Puerto Ricans. More than 60 percent of the Dominicans
in the survey traveled to their country of origin at least once a year, while less than 12 percent of
the Puerto Ricans visited their relatives in the United States as frequently. Third, on average, Puerto
Ricans moved to the United States at a much earlier date (1963) than Dominicans moved to Puerto
Rico (1991). These findings confirm that the likelihood of sending (or receiving) remittances declines
as kinship ties and norms of reciprocity between migrants and nonmigrants weaken over time.

Figure 8
Household Heads’ Social Networks Living Outside Puerto Rico, by Birthplace (in Percentages)
(N=383)
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Fourth, Puerto Ricans have access to more varied sources of income than Dominicans in their
country of origin, including retirement and disability pensions, as well as public assistance. As U.S.
citizens, Puerto Ricans on the Island qualify for a host of federally-funded social programs, such
as the Nutritional Assistance Program, Temporary Aid for Needy Families, Section 8, Medicare, and
Medicaid (see Burtless and Sotomayor 2006). As an elderly Puerto Rican woman noted, “now there
is federal aid [in Puerto Rico]. There are more opportunities here [than in the Dominican Republic].
Nobody works here anymore” (personal interview, July 19, 2006). Many Dominican migrants, who
are not U.S. citizens or permanent residents, cannot receive federal government benefits. In the
Dominican Republic, much of the population is not even covered by medical insurance or social
security. Consequently, migradollars represent a key survival strategy for low-income Dominican
households (ltzigsohn 1995; Sana and Massey 2005).

Fifth, Puerto Rican and Dominican migrants differ on some of their basic economic practices.
According to the results of this study, the two groups received similar shares of public assistance
during their last trip outside their country of origin as well as at the time of the survey. However,
Dominicans in Puerto Rico were much more likely to have a bank account or credit card, as well as
to pay taxes, than Puerto Ricans who had lived in the United States (figure 9). Also, Dominicans had
a larger share of assets, such as businesses and other properties, than Puerto Ricans. Conversely,
Puerto Ricans owned their current homes and had health insurance more often than Dominicans
(figure 10). Except for the latter two practices, Dominicans are better positioned financially than
Puerto Ricans to send money to their country of origin.

Figure 9
Economic Practices of Household Heads During their Last Trip
Outside their Country of Origin,® by Birthplace (in Percentages) (N=383)
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Figure 10
Current Economic Practices of Household Heads in Puerto Rico, by Birthplace (in Percentages)
(N=383)
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Sixth, the socioeconomic profile of Dominicans in Puerto Rico is more closely associated with
remittance senders than that of Puerto Ricans in the United States (table 7). According to the 2000
census, Dominican immigrants in Puerto Rico were more likely to be female, older, married, born
abroad, and less educated than stateside Puerto Ricans. Furthermore, Dominicans in Puerto Rico
had a higher unemployment rate and tended to have less skilled occupations, earn less income, and
be poorer than Puerto Ricans in the United States. Despite their low socioeconomic status, working-
class immigrants send the bulk of migradollars to their country of origin.
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Table 7
Selected Characteristics of Puerto Ricans in the United States
and Dominicans in Puerto Rico, 2000 (in Percentages Unless Otherwise Noted)

Puerto Ricans in the U.S. Dominicans in

P.R.
Male 48.8 44.6
Median age (years) 27.7 373
Married 40.4 58.4
Born abroad 40.3 91.4
Unemployed 6.3 76
Service workers 19.8 344
Constucton, extacton,and
Median household income (US$) 30,644 15,181
Families below poverty level 23.4 439

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2006b).

Finally, although I could not directly measure the effect of this variable, the favorable exchange rate
for U.S. dollars vis-a-vis Dominican pesos means that remittances have greater economic value in
the Dominican Republic than in Puerto Rico. (In late October 2006, the prevailing rate was 34.9
pesos per dollar.) Stateside Puerto Ricans do not have that incentive to send money, because the
Island uses the U.S. dollar as its only currency.

The Circulation of Economic, Social, and Cultural Remittances

Unfortunately, the data gathered for this report do not allow for a systematic analysis of the links
between migradollars and migrants’ ideas, values, and practices. However, the results suggest a
nonlinear relationship between the circulation of people and money between Puerto Rico and
the United States. To my surprise, the large-scale return of Puerto Ricans from the United States
was not strongly associated with remittances. Even though 23.6 percent of the sample were return
migrants, only 13.7 percent of the households headed by Puerto Ricans received money from, or
sent money to, their relatives in the United States. Returnees were slightly more likely to receive
migradollars than those who never moved outside Puerto Rico (table 8). They also tended to send
more money to family members in the United States. But having relatives outside the Island was not
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a reliable predictor of remittances among Puerto Ricans. In sum, two-way population movements
have produced a much smaller flow of migradollars, per capita, to Puerto Rico than to the Dominican
Republic.

Table 8
Remittance Receiving and Sending, by Household Heads’ Birthplace

and Number of Trips Outside their Country of Origin (in Percentages) (N=403)

Receives Remittances Sends Remittances
Puerto Rico
No trips to the U.S. 0.0 6.4
1 trip to the U.S. 0.0 13.3
2 or more trips to the U.S. 4.8 9.5
Dominican Republic
1 trip to PR. 29 84.3
2 or more trips to P.R. 15.4 53.8
United States
1 trip to P.R. 0.0 25.0
2 or more trips to P.R. 0.0 0.0
Other countries
1 trip to PR. 0.0 33.3
2 or more trips to P.R. 0.0 50.0

Part of the difference between Dominican and Puerto Rican remittances is related to sociocultural
norms. Most Dominicans in Puerto Rico share a strong moral obligation to send money home. As
a Dominican informant noted, “everyone [in the Dominican community] is committed to sending
money there, because one has relatives there!” She gave a personal example to prove her point:
“When | was working, | sent [money] every year on Mother's Day to two elderly persons. | sent each
of them fifty dollars, making sacrifices to do so, taking it out from what one needed to buy, not
buying something to send them money because they need it. But they are two elderly persons who
don't have any resources for anything.” Another Dominican immigrant added that “they have a great
need over there [in the Dominican Republic]. We're here; we're not like them there, because here...
at least one receives [some money]. They don't receive anything.” Furthermore, for most Dominicans,
migration does not break up family ties, even after long periods of physical separation. In contrast,
many Puerto Ricans interviewed for this study had lost touch with close family members, including

parents, siblings, and children, once they resettled in the United States. Overall, Dominicans in
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Puerto Rico sustained more dense long-distance kinship networks with the Dominican Republic
than Puerto Ricans with their stateside counterparts.

In addition, living conditions are more precarious in the Dominican Republic than in Puerto Rico.
Table 9 shows that Puerto Rico’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is nearly three times larger than
the Dominican Republic’s; that GDP per capita in Puerto Rico is more than six times that of the
Dominican Republic; and that the unemployment rate in the former country (though relatively
large) is well below that of the latter. Lastly, average wage levels are almost five times higher in
Puerto Rico than in the Dominican Republic. This marked discrepancy in the price of labor is one of
the basic motivations for the massive movement of Dominicans to Puerto Rico. It might also help to
explain the higher level of remittances to the Dominican Republic than to Puerto Rico.

Table 9
A Brief Economic Comparison between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, ca. 2005

Puerto Rico Dlggai:tivfiacn
Gross Domestic Product (US$ billions) 82.0 29.3
GDP per capita (US$) 20,969 3,247
Unemployment rate (%) 10.6 175
Poverty rate (%) 44.9 44.9
Average hourly wage (US$) 8.08 1.67

Sources: Banco Central de la Republica Dominicana (2006); Central Intelligence Agency (2006);
Junta de Planificacion de Puerto Rico (2006); U.S. Census Bureau (2006b).

Migradollars as a Sign of Transnationalism

The survey documented various types of transnational engagement among Puerto Ricans in the
United States and Dominicans in Puerto Rico with their countries of origin. In general, the results
support previous work about the persistent connections between Puerto Ricans on and off the Island
(Alicea 1997; Aranda 2006; DeSipio and Pantoja 2002; Pérez 2004; Toro-Morn and Alicea 2003).
Elsewhere | have argued that Puerto Rican communities in the United States remain in touch with
the Island through a steady circulation of people, money, cultural practices, and identities (Duany
2002). This is especially true of recent migrants to the mainland and return migrants to Puerto Rico,
who tend to have more social ties in the United States than those who have never moved outside
the Island. As U.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans can move frequently between the Island and the mainland
without any legal impediments, such as those faced by undocumented Dominican immigrants.
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The data also suggest that, as a group, Dominicans in Puerto Rico are more involved in transnational
networks than Puerto Ricans on the Island. As noted before, Dominicans had more personal contacts
living in the Dominican Republic—including cousins, in-laws, and friends—than Puerto Ricans did
in the United States (figure 8). In addition, proportionally more Dominicans than Puerto Ricans
sent packages of clothes, food, medicine, and electrical appliances to their relatives (figure 11).
Dominicans in Puerto Rico were also more likely to hold assets, such as bank accounts, businesses,
and other properties in the Dominican Republic, than Puerto Ricans did in the United States. In sum,
the socioeconomic field of transnationalism was more extensive for Dominicans than for Puerto
Ricans.

Figure 11
Household Heads' Socioeconomic Activities Outside Puerto Rico, by Birthplace (in Percentages)
(N=383)

Bank account

Loan

u Puerto Rico

Business m Dominican Republic

Health/life insurance

Sends food

Sends electrical appliances

Sends clothes

Sends medicine

Sends other valuables

Compared to other groups, most of the Puerto Ricans surveyed in this study had a low level of
transnationalism, while many Dominicans displayed a relatively high level. This finding supports the
claim that Dominicans maintain stronger ties to their country of origin than Mexicans, Salvadorans,
or Puerto Ricans (DeSipio and Pantoja 2004; Pantoja 2005). For many Dominican households,
nurturing transnational connections has become customary and even necessary for survival. In a
recent study, Dominicans traveled to their country of origin most often among eleven groups of
Latin American and Caribbean immigrants. Dominicans also made more frequent long-distance
telephone calls to their relatives than any of the other groups (Orozco et al. 2005). It is no wonder
that Dominican migrants have often been considered a paradigmatic case of transnationalism
(Sagas and Molina 2004).
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Alternatively, one might argue that most Puerto Ricans participate in a system of “broad” or
“expanded” transnational practices, such as occasionally attending ritual gatherings—especially
baptisms, weddings, anniversaries, and funerals—celebrated by extended kin in Puerto Rico and the
United States. Moreover, many Puerto Rican women travel back and forth to take care of elderly
parents, pregnant daughters, and small children (Alicea 1997; Aranda 2006). However, less than
4 percent of the Puerto Ricans in this study had moved two or more times between the Island
and the mainland. In contrast, Dominican migrants exemplify a more institutionalized and habitual
engagement with their country of origin, a pattern that some analysts have dubbed “narrow” or
“core” transnationalism (Guarnizo 2000; ltzigsohn et al. 1999; Portes et al. 2003). For example,
Dominicans often belong to hometown clubs, vote in Dominican elections, and retain religious ties
to parishes in the Dominican Republic (DeSipio and Pantoja 2004; Levitt 2001). This conceptual
distinction might help explain why Dominicans send migradollars more frequently than Puerto
Ricans do. Future studies should further probe the differences and similarities between Dominican
and Puerto Rican transnationalism (see Duany 2004, 2005).

Conclusion

This report has presented the results of the first field study of remittance sending and receiving in
Puerto Rico. Like many Latin American and Caribbean countries, Puerto Rico has experienced a
massive displacement of its population to the United States over the last six decades. Unlike other
migrant-sending countries, the Island has also received a growing influx of immigrants, particularly
from neighboring Dominican Republic. In addition, a substantial number of people has returned
from the United States or moved back and forth between the Island and the mainland. Thus, the
circulation of people and money in Puerto Rico follows more complex and diverse routes than
elsewhere.

According to the results of this study, the migradollars sent by Puerto Ricans in the United States
are more voluminous than those sent by Dominicans in Puerto Rico. However, proportionally more
Dominican immigrants than Puerto Rican immigrants send money home. Furthermore, the share
of households receiving remittances in the Dominican Republic greatly exceeds the share in Puerto
Rico. Although Puerto Rico has more than three times as many migrants, the Dominican Republic
receives more money from its citizens living in the United States, Puerto Rico, and other countries.
One of the main reasons for this contrast is the substantial amount of government subsidies for low-
income families on the Island. Federal transfer payments in Puerto Rico ensure a minimum level
of public welfare, which migradollars sustain in poorer countries such as the Dominican Republic.
Thus, remittances are a secondary source of support for the lower-class Puerto Rican households
that participated in this research. In this regard, Puerto Rico differs from other migrant-sending
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, such as Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, the Dominican
Republic, Jamaica, Haiti, and even Cuba. The Island is closer to the experience of Costa Rica, with
a very low percentage of remittance receipts and a relatively high level of economic development.
Unlike Costa Rica, the Island has exported almost half of its population to the United States.
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The data presented in this report confirm that most remittances help meet subsistence needs in
the recipient communities. In the Puerto Rican neighborhoods studied here, the main purpose of
the money received and sent from abroad was to purchase basic items such as food, medicine, and
clothes. A very small proportion of migradollars was used to save, start a business, buy a house,
or acquire land. Likewise, few households invested remittances in human capital, as measured by
expenses in formal education. The research did not find evidence of collective funds sent to the
Dominican Republic by grassroots organizations such as hometown clubs in Puerto Rico. Thus,
remittances should not be considered a primary engine for economic development on the Island,
but rather a basic mechanism for the social reproduction of poor households, especially in the

Dominican Republic.

On average, Puerto Ricans remit less than Dominicans. This finding can be explained by the
demographic, socioeconomic, and historical characteristics of the two population flows, such as
the timing of the migration and the persistence of kinship ties across borders. It also suggests that
most Puerto Ricans in the United States currently engage in transnational practices less commonly
than Dominicans in Puerto Rico. One of the basic causes of this difference is that Puerto Ricans
moved to the United States en masse decades before Dominicans began to move to Puerto Rico.
As migrant flows mature, social ties between those who left and those who remained behind tend
to wane. Consequently, Dominicans maintain more tightly-knit networks with their country of origin
than Puerto Ricans do. This seems to be the primary reason why Dominican immigrants send such

a large sum of migradollars to the Dominican Republic.
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Recommendations

I would suggest eleven practical measures by appropriate government authorities, academic

researchers, and other interested parties in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic:

1.

Encourage the use of bank accounts and other financial products by Dominican
immigrants in Puerto Rico. Here, Banco Popular de Puerto Rico’s initiative, Envia ATH,
might serve as a benchmark. Established in 1997, this program addressed the financial
needs of Dominicans in Puerto Rico by issuing low-cost debit cards to transfer money
to the Dominican Republic. By 2003, Envia ATH customers sent more than $647,000 a
month, at an average of $207 per transaction. However, to open an account, Dominicans
had to present personal documentation such as social security numbers and drivers’
licenses (Williams and Nieman 2003). This requirement excluded most undocumented
immigrants. In addition, relatives had to draw cash from ATM machines, which are not as
accessible in the Dominican Republic as in Puerto Rico. As a result, today only about 700
Envia ATH accounts are active (personal interview with bank representatives, September
6, 2006). Other ways of reaching the unbanked sectors of the Dominican population
should be explored.

Provide a wider variety of financial incentives to remittance senders and receivers.
Checking and savings accounts, personal and business loans, home mortgages, credit and
debit cards, insurance, and pension plans may be offered at discounted prices to clients
who use a bank’s transfer services. As in other countries, local banks could promote
savings accounts with higher interest rates for low-income families. These measures
would help direct migradollars into savings and investments. Other studies have found
that working-class migrants respond well to such incentives (Williams and Nieman 2003),
but they have not been implemented systematically in Puerto Rico.

Promote the transfer of collective funds to the Dominican Republic, especially through
hometown associations in Puerto Rico. The most successful model for this initiative is
the Mexican program Tres por uno, where local, federal, and state governments match
migradollars for infrastructural development. Although this study could not document any
instances of collective remittances in Puerto Rico, local bank executives noted that some
of their customers are churches and foundations, which send small amounts of money
to the Dominican Republic (personal interview, September 6, 2006). Other studies have
identified dozens of Dominican voluntary associations in Puerto Rico, including hometown
clubs from Cotui, Jarabacao, La Vega, Puerto Plata, and La Romana (lturrondo 2000). As
the Mexican case has shown so well (Delgado Wise and Favela 2004; Orozco 2002; Portes
et al. 2005; Smith 2006), such community groups can play a decisive role in channeling
funds for economic development and investment projects in their home country.
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Do not tax transfers of money between Puerto Rico and other countries. At the height
of the Island’s budget crisis in June of 2006, the local legislature briefly entertained
this proposal to raise additional funds for the government. In February 2007, Puerto
Rico’s House of Representatives again discussed the possibility of taxing remittances
(Associated Press 2007). This would be a regressive policy measure and should not
be passed. Most immigrants already pay income and sales taxes in Puerto Rico.
Furthermore, it would be practically impossible to monitor the millions of dollars that
move from Puerto Rico to the Dominican Republic and other countries. Lastly, taxing this
financial flow would encourage the proliferation of illegal mechanisms, such as those
connected to money laundering, or informal ones, such as sending money through

personal couriers (mulas).

Educate the public regarding the benefits of bank accounts that offer affordable
financial services. Improving training in computer and financial skills among lower-
income migrants should decrease their resistance to alternative methods of sending
money, such as bank-to-bank electronic transfers (Suki 2004). Increasing access to
Internet technology by disadvantaged groups may also lower the costs of sending
money and communicating with relatives abroad. Hence, it would be in the migrants’

interests to have a bank account, credit card, or debit card to access such services.

Stimulate competition among remittance agencies, banks, and other financial
institutions to lower the cost of transferring money abroad. Admittedly, the Dominican
Republic has developed one of the most efficient systems of delivering cash “from door
to door” (Avilés Inostroza 2006a). But it is also one of the most expensive ways to send
money across borders. Currently, the cost of transferring US$200 from Puerto Rico to
the Dominican Republic ranges from $6 to $10 through one of the remittance agencies
in Santurce and Rio Piedras (see the Appendix). In contrast, drawing cash from an ATM
machine only costs $3 per international transaction. Increasing the share of local banks in
the remittance market would probably reduce the overall price of monetary transfers.

Monitor how remittance agencies establish rates as well as the legal requirements
to send large sums of money. Personal observation suggests that remittance agencies
in Puerto Rico rarely require a client's employment verification or documentation
of sources of income. In contrast, federal authorities closely scrutinize local banks,
particularly when transfers exceed $10,000. This seems an unfair practice, especially
since some remesadores have long been linked to money laundering in the Dominican
Republic (Boly 1996). Efforts to enhance financial transparency should apply to both
small and large enterprises. In particular, all money transmitters should be required to

report large-scale transactions with other countries to the U.S. government.
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Improve alternative methods of transferring money to and from Puerto Rico.
According to local bank executives, the U.S. postal service is the single largest cash
depositor in Puerto Rico, mostly from money orders (personal interview, September
6, 2006). Purchasing postal money orders is usually less expensive (currently 95 cents
per order under $500) than other forms of transferring currency. Likewise, international
money orders are much cheaper than wire transfers. At the time of this writing, the
U.S. postal service charges only $3.45 for an international money order up to $700.
However, money orders are increasingly subject to fraud and may take time to reach
their destination.

Develop better ways to measure the amount of remittances received in Puerto Rico.
The results of this study suggest the need to improve the quality of data on private transfers
of money to the Island. Given that much of the money is transferred through unofficial
channels such as postal orders and visiting relatives, people are likely to underreport the
value of remittances. Alternatively, such funds might be officially overestimated because
they are usually calculated as a residue from other monetary inflows and outflows. The
government of Puerto Rico should quantify more precisely the role of remittances in its
balance of payments accounts.

Evaluate the broader impacts of remittances on the Puerto Rican economy. According
to the bank executives interviewed for this study, migradollars benefit the Dominican
Republic more than Puerto Rico. They concurred that sending money abroad drains the
local economy. However, remittance agencies in Puerto Rico employ approximately 250
persons, according to journalistic reports (Avilés Inostroza 2006a). In addition, local banks,
credit unions, and other businesses—such as those offering courier services, telephone
and cellular communications, Internet access, and air and maritime transportation—also
profit from the remittance market. In other words, migradollars have many multiplying
effects in the local economy. A balanced inventory of the financial costs and benefits
of remittances in Puerto Rico remains to be done. Moreover, the results of this study
suggest that more migradollars are received from the United States than are sent to the
Dominican Republic. In the end, the economic tradeoffs of this multimillion dollar flow

might be positive for the Island.

Assess the sociocultural effects of remittances in Puerto Rico and the Dominican
Republic. The massive circulation of people and money has numerous effects on
“the ideas, behaviors, identities, and social capital” that flow between transnational
communities (Levitt 1998: 926). Among other non-economic impacts, migradollars
might transform gender discourses, racial categories, youth attitudes, consumption
preferences, popular lifestyles, political ideologies, and relations between migrants and
nonmigrants. The survey reported here has only scratched the surface of this wide-
ranging topic. More research is needed to document precisely which, how, and why
cultural practices travel back and forth between the United States, Puerto Rico, and the

Dominican Republic.
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Appendix

Main Characteristics of the Sample of Remittance Agencies (N=10)

Number

Type of service offered
Sending money
Prepaid phone cards
Fax services
Photocopies

Phone booths

Sending packages
Airplane tickets

Mail stamps

Cashing checks

o

- = = N N U1 U1

Cost of sending $200
$3

$5

$6

$8

$10

N = W W=

Usual amount sent
$10 or more
$50-100
$100-200
Unknown

AN = =
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Exchange rate used
30.5 pesos per dollar
30.7 pesos per dollar

Mode of transmittal
Home delivery
Office pickup

10
10

Time it takes for money to reach
destination

Half an hour or less
1-3 hours
Same day, unspecified

Main destination of financial
transactions

Dominican Republic

United States

Colombia

Venezuela

Peru

Other countries

o

NN B~ O

Documents required to send large
amounts of money (more than
US$2,000)

Photo ID card

Employment or income verification
Tax return

Social Security card

Bank account

- b U O
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