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- ROBERT MacNEIL: Good evening. President Ford loosed a small 
. bombshell on New Year's Eve, suddenly and unexpectedly calling for 
- the admission of Puerto Rico as the fifty-first state of the United 
States. Today tha. t proposal ran into a slight snag. The White Hou :::,:' 
~aid the government may not be able to get a statehood bill drafted 
before Mr. For.d leaves office on January 20. 

~IM LEHRER: And that would leave the statehood issue in the hands 
·of President-elect Carter and the Democratically controlled Congress, 
All of whom wereassurprised as the government and people of Puerto Ri
co by the timing of the President's proposal. Tonight we examine _that 
proposal and the reaction to it, beginning with the President's -state
ment which he issued last. Friday from his vacation retreat ·in. Vail, Co-

. lo·rado. _The President said in part, "I believe that the a.ppropri~te 
status for .Puerto Rico is statehood •••• I will recommend to the ninety
fifth Congress the enactment of legislation providing· for the admission 

· ,_of Puerto Rico as a state of the Union. rt The :E>resident said he had -
reached this conclusion after studying the existing relationship be-

. ·tween Puerto Rico and the United States. 

MacNEIL: Since 1952 Puerto Rico has been living under a compact 
ma.king it a connnonwealt h, or associated free state, of the United States. i 
That means Puerto Ri ·· .. -is enjoy some, but not· all, benefits of Amer~can I 
citizenship but are _ .:ee of ·some of the burdens, like federal . income 
tax. What was intenued as a showcase of democracy in the Caribbean has, 
however, become a showcase for economic problems. Unemployment is more I 
tha.n twice that of the U.S. average; the per ca.pita income .is les~ than ! 
half the U.S. average. Sixty percent of Puerto Ricans live below th~ :. 

·official U.S. poverty level of $5500 a year, five times the percentage . 
-in the ma.inland U.S. More than half the ·three mill.ion Puerto Ricans 
qualify for food stamps. Jim? 

LEHRER: Most observers think the economy was the main reason 
Puerto Ricans turned out Governor Hernandez-Colon out of office this ' 
·fall and voted in the Statehood Party candidate, Carlos Romero ·Bar
celo. He downplayed his preference for . statehood during the elec-

"tion campaign, and after his swearing-in ceremony yesterday professed 
to be surprised, as everyone else was, by · :eresident Ford's announce- . 
ment. The Hernandez-Colon administration . Wa.s also .apparently caught 
off-guard. Jaime Benitez is the outgoillg Resident Commissioner of, 
,Puerto Rico_, the island's non-voting representative in the United --- · 
·States Congress. Commissioner, did the government -of Puerto Rico 
know the President was going to make this proposal? 

JAIME BENITEZ: We had absolutely no indication of that. 

LEHRER: . Why do you think he did it, then? 

BENITEZ: We really are puzzled; we don•t know~ We had submit-

. ~ 
>i 



ted this report :f'if'teen moilths ago, to which pres~bly he was an- ·. -2~ ... ·I 
s~ring now. We believe he was trying to make. a .· pa'fting gift, ill- . ~ 

• conceived, I think -- perhaps well-intentioned, . but cer.tainly throw- ·· . I 
ing a basic bombshell poli ti ca lly in Puerto ·Rico to his · friends the .... ,-, .·. ·" 1 Republicans who have supported him in Kansas City and who f avor state~ · l 
hood for Puerto Rico. We think that group ···that are . the hawk·s, who : · .. I·. 

'wal)t statehood now; . others that know that statehood now is an impos~ • . . 
,siblity. .· . )t;;: ;\ 

. . . 

·LEHRER: When you say "bombshell," what could be the effect in 
Puerto Rico and internally, politically? 

BENITEZ: It may provoke irritation, as a matter of' f'act; it is 
·· .-basically outrageous · that the President, instead of answering the re

commendation of the people of' Puerto Rico -- of the plebiscite of 
Puerto Rico -- of' the joint commission which contains ••• 

LEHRER: Which calls f'or a continuation ·or the commonwealth ••• 

BENTTEZ: And an improvement thereof. · And instead of' doing that 
just forgets it and takes it as an occasion to favor something which ~ 
is meritorious in itself but which is supported at present in Puerto· 

-~Ri.co by r;o more .than thirty percent of the people.· 

LEHRER: All .right. Now, let me ask .you this, Commissior· I 
· . ,know it 1 s maybe a simplistic question from your viewpoint, but .- .. e -

side Americans would normally think, nMy goodness, this wa.s a f'. 1· 

. ...thintgi"; everybody wants to be a state of t
1

he United s
1
tates, an(~ ; . 

. nega . ve reaction, I think, has caught a . ot of peop e off'-gua _. 2 ··,Why is it that many people are opposed to statehood ror Puerto , ~ co? 1 

BENITEZ: First, let me say that we appreciate the di:f':f'i ~ :Llty 
of real.ly conveying to our fellow citizens in the United State ~ that 
those of us who are the majority of Puerto Rico·, who favor (!O~:.-jn-

. . wealth, are fully identified in citizenship, in war, in common "e 
tense, in basic democratic ideals with the United States. How.ever, 
commonwealth has been the resolution of a very dif:f'icul.t relationship 
.over the years -- I may say that originally, in 1900, the .people · of 
.Puerto Rico supported statehood and it was then, of course, denied · .. 
-- and there has been a basic accommodation in economics, in respect " 
f'or Puerto Rican culture, in autonomous development, all o:f' which 
have provided what we regard as a new vision · of' the :future in the 
relationships of the strong and the weak of an economy that needs ·· 
to have its own peculiar and particular arra.ngments which would not 
~it into the uniformity of the United States. Certainly it could 

·..-not f'it at present. 

·LEHBER: I see. Thank you very Jiluch, Commission~r. Robin? 

I 

. MacNEIL: In the general election .on November 2, Puerto Ricans . 1
11 ·.ousted Mr. Ben!tez, whom you'verjust heard, as their ~~legate in Wash;.. 

ington, and replaced him with .Balthazar Corrada del ·Rio .·.of' the New . · - .. I 
Progressive Party, which favors statehood. Mr . Corrada .is in: Puerto . · Ii 

Rico and unavailable to us tonight, but on this program last June, ·Jim. 
Lehrer asked him why he favored statehood and how it would help the 
Puerto Rican economy. 



• 
(June 29, 1976) 
BALTHAZAR CORRA.DA del RIO: ••• and I believe that 

as United States citizens we should exercise our full 
_-:prerogatives; and what we Puerto Ricans need ,· e·ssential- · 

·ly, is politica .. 1 power at the national decisional level ·. 
~- that we should have two senators .in·. the Senate, six · 

. or seven Congressmen that will be a great. instrument. iri · 
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the hands of Puerto Ricans toward improving our partici- . 
--pation at the national level at the S~t;! time .that We . . . ' 
kepp local self-government ·within the concept of" auton-: ·:. ·<1

; : .. :.· ' .. 
. omy that you find in ea.ch and every other state ·of the -' 
.... ,Union. . I believe in automomy for Puerto Rico comparable 
.. to that of the states of' the Union and greater participa~· 

tion in Washington .that will help us then develop our econ-
--omy through internal stimulation of agriculture, tourism, 

industry, commerce, manufacturing; and at the same time 
have full share and participation in all federal programs, 
Which now we do not . have. For instance, it's unbelievable 

-that at the same time we are getting - - even though we are 
getting . f'ive hundred million dollar~. -.. :1 food stamps, which 
is all right with me, we are only g ·.·, .. i n g thirty-six mil-

-· ~ lion dollars for education for our s :;ven hundred thousand 
chiidren·. And there must be something wrong when you · have 
to give this kind of priorities. I would keep the five hun
dred million dollars in f'ood stamps, but I would try to . ob.- · 

,~tain more federal funds for education because education is 
the keystone ror the social and economic development of the 
people. 

MacNEIL: Susan Cantor is & free-lance journalist who specializes 
in La.tin-American af'fairs. She is now \forlcing on a Ph.D. dissertation· 

·on Puerto Rico and the Caribbean for the Institute f'or Policy Studies 
in Washington. Ms. Cantor, how do you, as somebody who has really 
thought about this a lot, explain Mr. Ford's sudden call for state
hood? 

~ ~ ~ · 

...... · 

: .... 

SUSAN CANTOR: · Well, quite frankly, I can't explain it. I called · .. . 
everyone I knew in and around government today asking them to explain · 
it, and I think that it ca.me as asQock to everybody; no one seems to 
quite understand where it came from. I think that what we have to 
look at is the politieal context within which that statement came, 
,which is · increasing discussion of Puerto Rico,; both the status of 
'the .island on the island, which primarily. hB.'s come frQm a discussion 

. of the economic crisis, and .the fact that the' commonwealth status has 
not resolved the economic crisis of the . island. I thlnk that the sec-

,ond i~portant point is that Puerto Rico is increasingly being raised 
in international forums, in. the u-.N., at ·the -Non-Allied conferences, . 
as a point which has to be viewed in terms of colonialism. And with- . 
in~the context of' historic events today, Porttigal and Africa in par~ % 
ticular, I think that Puerto Rico is being viewf?.d as a colonial ca,s·e; . . · 
and I think that that is why the United States at this point has to 
address that issue -- and probab1y Ford's response is a response to 
that. 

MacNEIL: I see. Would statehood, from your studies, be an im
·provement over the present co~onwealth status economically tor the 1.s-
1and? · 



• 
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CANTOR: I really don't believe so. I think that the problems _ 
on the island are structural problems, institutional problems. 'Orig
-1.hally, when the commonwealth was set up, it was .the industrial plan 

' tor· the island; and I ·think that it hasn't worked. Why this whole is
sue is being raised is because it has not worked. What you mentioned 
at the beginning of the program about the unemployment rate on the is~ 
land, which has hovered around forty pe~cent for the past year or so; 
inflation is tremendous ••• 

MacNEIL: We gave the official figures of about twenty percent; 
you believe it's double that? 

' -

-CANTOR: I think that it probably is that; a lot of people are 
employed part-time. I spent- the summer down on the island, and the 
conditions are really terrible -- seventy percent of the population 
is on food stamps, the environment is being destroyed by the petro
·chemical insustry; and it's a structural problem• The government 
-has gotten itself into a situation where the debt has been increas-
ing each year because it has tried to employ the people who are .not 
,employed by the kind of chaotic structure of the economy,-which i s 
eighty-six percent in the hands of North Americe.n corporations. Now, ·· 
the problem then is that the money is not going back into the country, 

·. that the resources of the country are not being used tor the develop
ment of ~the country itself; -so that all that sta t ··hood would ·really 

· do would be to slightly change the name of the s ~'. .• "u.3.tion. Granted, 
it would give some more federal funds, but reall y would not change 

, its structure in which tpe resources of the count ry are not being 
used. -

MacNEIL: I see. And briefly, what do you believe is the best 
way to improve the economic situation in Puerto Rico? 

CANTOR: I really believe that the best way would be to have an 
economy which is planned completely by the Puerto Rican people, which, 
to me, would imply independence for Puerto . Rico. I think that just the 
~ituation of the destruction of agricultilre and that sixty percent-of 
the food on the island is imoorted from the United States at twenty.
five percent higher prices than in New York, if Puerto Rico would pro-

- -duce for itself what it consumes it not only could consume it much 
cheaper .than it is now but also would provide a whole lot more job~. 
I think that the only rational way to have an economy which benefits . 
the people of Puerto Rico is for the people of Puerto Rico to control 

__ their own resources instead of U.S. corporations, and for them to use 
those resources in the way that they see fit. 

Mac.NEIL: Thank you. Jim? 

LEHRER: The magic substance known as oil has also been mentioned 
.. as having a possible involvement in Puerto Rico's future, politically 

as well as economically. - The man who raised the issue over the week
-- end is Washington attorney Richard Copaken, who represents the Common-
-wealth of Puerto Rico in such issues as offshore oil rights. Mr. Co-
paken, how does oil figure into all this? · · · , 

' • ~ , •• I; ..-> '. • 

· RICHAR.P COPAKEN: 011, ot course, would be of absolutely critical, ... _. · I 
significance to Puerto Rico ir it can be found there. There have · been : -~· . -.~ · 

. a number of studies over the last several years that indicate there is 
a strong probability of offshore oil off' the northern coast of Puerto 



·•. 

... 

Rico. The issue; then, is who owns that oil -- Puerto Rico,' or the 
U ited States? We have been doing extensive . re.s~arch"'on<that ques-
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~ tion and are quite persuaded that · Puert.o Rico is ·a rather · unique case 
in that congress granted to Puerto · Rico .: iri 1917 rights to submerged . 

. ,l.ands; and under various Supreme Court decisions this has been con
strued essentiall~ as a proprietary grant -- rights of ownership in 
that offshore oil, if it exists. · 

LEHRER: · And that's under the commonwealth status, the status 
they have now? 

,COPAKEN: ' That is correct • 

. .LEHRER: Would it change, though, it it became a state? 

COPAKEN: It probably would; this is not absolutely certain, but 
at least insofar as existing states, states are entitled now to oft- · 
shore oil resources out to three miles. In the cases of Texas and 
Florida thay go out further to about nine or ten miles. This is un-

.. der_ the Submerged Lands Act. · 

LEHRER: Now, this oil land in . Puerto Rico is sixteen miles," is ' 
.... that right -- something like_. that? 

COPAKEN: Well, essentially, what they have done is they have 
defined a huge bowl through sonar readings, and this bowl begins at 

' about three miles and extends outwards beyond twelve miles. And no 
one will know whether there is oil in that bowl until a hole is 

~ punched in it a..~d either oil is found or it's not. But this possi
~bility of the existence of oil is so crucial to Puerto Rico that it 
.bas been ra~sed by the Governor in a very strenuous effort over the 
past year... · 

·LEHRER: This is Governor Hernandez-ColO'n. 

/ " COPAKEN: This is the former Governor, Governor Hernandez-Colon, 
.in an effort to make sure that Puerto Rico's rights under existing law 
are in no way clouded or abrogated through subsequent action in 'the 
·Law of the Sea Conference and the projected La.w of the Sea Treaty. 
And this has precipitated a very difficult biJ..ateral series of' dis
cussions, beginning with correspondence between the Governor and Sec
retary ot State Kissinger back in February and continuing with a very 

··-· extensive letter to Kissinger on Jul.y 3 ••• 

: .LEHRER: Excuse me; let me interrupt here a moment • 

. ·cbPAKEN: Yes. 

- LEHRER: The tact is that the administration turned town the re- . 
quest of Governor Hernandez-Col6n to include Puerto Rico in this I.aw 
of the Sea Conference. No~, getting to the issue betore us now, do 
you teel., either in your gut or in your head or . qthe_:;w!-se, that this 
oil. issue may have played some part in. Pres.~~~~~: : ~grd' s d·ecision to 
suddenly go for statehood? · · · ,,., . _.;tf; . · . 

COPAKEN: Frankly, I tind it inescapable to think anything else .• 
I know that the President has now said that this did not enter into 
his consideration; that may well be. I can't bel.ieve that it did not 
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enter into the timing and consideration. of' his ~ey staff'. I know 
.this issue was very much on the mind of SecretafY,' Kissinger; I k.zlow 

" that it was considered by the Counsel's O.f,fic·e -to the President;· by 
the National Security Council; indeed, the· United States shifted it~ 

----·position at the Law of the Sea Conference after Genera..l ,scocroft is- . 
sued a study on tbe matter. So I have to believe that it's a factor 
there, perhaps one of several, and the timing aiso is something that 
is curious, because after the rejection of Pllerto Rico's position by 
the State Department Governor Hernandez-Colon wrote ~ · very detailed 
·1etter to President-elect Carter on December 17 and I believe that 
letter has been given some consideration by the Carter people; in-

·-.deed, they were the ones who approached Puerto Ric9 knowing about 
this issue and asking for its views. 

L.EHRER: And the word may have gotten back to the Ford people. · 

. COPAKEN: Probably so. 

LEHRER: Let me ask you, Commissioner, what do you think of' Mr. 
Copaken's theory? 

BENITEZ: No, I disagree with it completely. In my opinion, 
----the factor of' oil would not have entered into the determination of 
.the President. I think that the whole history of the relationship 
with the United States, and with the Interior Department and others, 
has evidence that regardless of differences that we may have on a 

· number of f'actors these diff'erences are not mot i va t ed by any desire 
to expropriate Puerto Rico out of its rights, or -~ o limit the possi~ 
-bilities of economic development of Puerto Rico. I d~sagree with the 

.· President in his statement that statehood is the ult.imate goal; I dis
agree with many other things, but · on this particular point I ••• 

LEHRER: You don't think he did it to ·steal Puerto Rico's oil. 

-BENITEZ: No, I don't. 

- LEHRER: Ms. Cantor, you said you've been checking around all 
day today. Did you pick up any smell of oil, if' you'll pardon the ••• 
whatever it was? · 

-:CANTOR: It seems to be the only answer that people can come 
up with. I frankly think that it's a factor involved, and certainly 

· if there is oil it does mean a lot of money; but I really -don't see 
it as the primary factor. I see the primary factor to be the impos

·- ·sibility of maintaining the commonwealth situation at this point, and · 
-~ord' s attempt to find a solution to that, a ·solution which I certainly 

do not think will work and which not many other people think is going 
to work, either. 

,LEHRER: All right. Well, let 1 s pursue that. Yes, Mr. Copaken. 

'~OPAKEN: I'd just like to add on that ••• 

LEHRER: Now that we've shot down your theory, go on. (Laughing.) 

COPAKEN: Right. Again, I don't know what was in the President's 
.mind. · I do lmow certain fact.s, though. Two days a:fter the election I 
had a brief occasion to raise this issue again with Secretary Kissinger. 
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He expressed a detailed knowledge ot this issue and indicated to me 
"W~ll, we'll have to see; there ' s a new Statehood .governor that's .been 

" elected." . And he tr.a.de . the initial connection between a statehood "stat
us and the oil issue -~ in fact, he practically ••• 

LEHRER: You ·realize, Mr. Copaken, the reason this is so critical 
is .if you were to unvarnish what you're saying, you•r~ suggesting that 
the President .of the United States did what on the surface appears to 
be a good thing for Puerto Rico but that he had ulterior motives, which 
was to steal the oil revenues. That• s a very.~- . · · 

:.COPAKEN: No, I would not put it that way at all, and I think 
that mischaracterizes and over.sta tes the position. What I'm saying 

. 1.s that there has been .a. very serious ef fort going beck and forth be- . 
tween Puerto Rico and the United States with regard to these potential 
offshore oil resources; and the i mplications of t hat go far beyond oil. 
They really do relate to the ultimate status of Puerto Rico and the im-

·plications of it • . Under interna tional law, for instance, it's quite 
clear that an independent Puerto Rico would have all of its oil re-
sources. 

LEHRER: Sure. 

COPAKEN: Our research has convinced us that it would have those 
resources under the commonwealth status; but there may be those who f ear 

,that if this issue becomes a f ocused one it could precipita te a drastic 
change in sta tus tha t· goes beyond the question of mere oil and therefore 

. · it's not a venal poi nt , I thlllk, t hat has been raised.. 

LEHRER: I hereby withdraw the words · ! put in your mouth. Let's 
pursue the point, however, that Ms. cantor raised t wice now, which is 
that what's really at issue here, Commissioner, is that the common
·wealth status, or the commonwealth operation, has been· a failure in 
terms of coming to grips with the economic problems of Puerto Rico. 

BENITEZ: I think that if that argument were to hold, certainJ.y 
independence or statehood would be three times greater failures. The 
basic fact is that commonwealth provides .-- and under the forms that 
we would like to reorganize the situation, would provide -- much great
er flexibility and opportunity for Puer.to Rico to develop itself. The 
basic problem is that here we have a cominuriity of three hundred and 
twenty persons. per square mile, with one third of its land in mountains 
with little known resources, and forced to develop a technology and an 
industrial approach to life which necessitates shipping back and forth 
raw materials turned into finished products to the United States; ancl. 
-all of this requires special arrangements with the United States which 
would be eliminated if we were going to become a state. Under inde
pendence, this situation would be probably five or six times worse. 
The basic reality is that Puerto Rico has been hit harder by the re-

_, -cession in the states and by the oil probl.ems than anyplace eJ.se 
~under the American flag, and as a consequence of that we have not . . · 
forty percent unemployed; as she would say ~-. we have twenty percent; 
it might be more than that, probably .;._ and we :·don ,•~·:: haV.e seventy per
cent of people on food stamps, as she would claim. . Seven~y P.~c-~nt . .· · . 
could qualif'y for food stamps; only f'if'ty ·percent of the poptilation 1·$ 
presently using them. 

LEHRER: Let me ask you a question, Ms. CantoT, on behalf' of the 

'-: , : .. 1:. 



. -8- . 

stateside American taxpayer. Why shouldn't the Puerto Ricans pay 
~ederal taxes? I mean, that's one of the reasons cited why they 

. , · don't want statehood. · · 
If: 

CANTOR: Why shouldn't they? 

LEHRER: Yeah. I:f they're going to get U.S. :federal f'unds. 

·CANTOR: To me, the situation seems to be this: that thereare 
a large number of corporations making tremendous profits; in 1974, 
I think it was, they made 1.4 . billion dollars' worth of profit in 
Puerto Rico. · What's happened is that because of the structure . of 
that economy the people of Puerto Rico cannot survive, so they're 
on food stamps, and they're in public housing, etcetera, etcetera, 
etcetera. What happens then is that the taxpayers in the United 
States pay to subsidize a population because they cannot survive 
within the economic structure which exists. Which is really what 
my argument with Mr. Benitez is, which is that t he structure doesn't 
exist, and that I don't think you could say that ~he commonwealth has 
provided a flexibility or ha.r: p rovided a structu .t ... ~ which works -- that . 
is not a situation which i s ; or king. When James ·eobin, a Yale economics 
professor, was called in la.s~ year to do a study f the Puerto Rican 
economy -- he by no means is an independentista -- but very, very 
clearly_ in the Tobin report it was stated that the prob lems are 
structural problems; and the problems are problems which he sug-
gested could not be solved in ways other than increa si ng U.S. in-

, vestment in Puerto Rico once again, which is continu ..... :.1r, that spi
ral, and cutting back the wages of Puerto Rican workers , which, I 

. ·might add, was the major point o:f the Compact for Permanent Union 
which was supported by Mr. Benitez, that the minimum wage law be 
ended in Puerto Rico so the wages ·could be cut back, and that there 
be no environmental laws so that the petrochemical industry could 
continue. 

BENITEZ: No, no, no. That was not the point o:f the Compact, 
-. and that wa.s not my point. The point is not cutting back the wages; 
it's not increasing them in the form in which they are feasible in 
the United States. As a matter of fact, we have a sys~em in Puerto 
::Rico whereby we have at some points a higher minimum standard than 
.the ones that are provided by federal law. But we cannot do that, 
as a general rule, for all industries or all activities in Puerto 

· Rico; and what we have requested for is a flexibility which at pres
-_ - -~ent is no less than sixty percent of what is the situation in the 

United States. 

LEHRER: Robin? 

MacNEIL: Mr. Ben!tez, and you others, just to conclude this, 
I'd like to ask, the Compact that you've both been ·referring to, · 
which was the product of this joint commission, which was a plan to 
·improve the present commonwealth status -- it was presented· to Con-
gress, it got bogged down in committee, it's gottennowhere, so far; 
now Mr. Ford has proposed statehood. What are we likely to see, po
ll tically? Are we likely to see, a year from now, Puerto Rico a 
state, still a commonwealth, or heading more towards independence 
because support for that, which is now so small, has grown as a re
sult o:f. frustration? First o:f all, what do you · think we're likely 
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·MacNEIL: . I'm afraid we have to leave you there. I'm awfully 
. sorry. Anyway, nobody believes that we•re likely to see statehood 
• v~ry quickly;. Jim Lehrer and I will be back tomorrow night. I'm 

Robert MacNeil. Good night. 

. • 
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