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T 
HE PRESS has recently been 
filled wÍth a·rticles about the sub
ject of curtailing alien m igrant 

labor in favor of P uerto Ricans. 
Spokesmen for the Gov.ernment of 

P uerto R ico, the Mayor's Advisory 
Committee on Puerto Ricans of New 
Y01'k City , havc requested the United 
States Department of Labor to ban . 
foreign contract labor as long as Puerto 
Rican.s were available fo1• the jobs. 

The fact is, Puerto R ico is and shall 
continue to be for many years an eco
nomic problem to the Un ited States. 
Approximately 2,200,000 p eople live on 
this island 100 miles long and 35 m iles 
wide, w hich has a population density 
of about 620 people to the squarc m ile. 
lf the same proportion of people in 
habited the United . States, we would 
have over two billion souls or the en
tire world's population, concentrated 
in this country. 

When we note that close to 80 per 
cent of the families on the island have 
an ann ual incom e of $500.00 or less, and 
that, the majority of products there 
come from the mainland and are sold 
at prices highcr than in the Un ited 
S tates, thc unfortunate econom ic situa-
tion is ' easily appa1·ent. , 

Puerto R ico has an average annual 
unemployment total of 70,000 'people. 

Its chief industry is sugar, and many 
of t he workers on the planta tions and 
mills are unemployed for a great part 
of the year. · 

The Insular Governmen t is mak ing 
ª· brave at tempt at remed ying d omestic 
cond itions by encow·aging the estab
lishment of new industr ies, but it is 
clear that this can never solve the 
entire problem. Thus, the Government 
of P uerto Rico has been casting about 
for other means of improving the lot 
of · Puerto Rica ns. .. 

PUERTO RICO'S EYES are now 
focuscd on the jobs of more than 11,000 
British West Indians who come into 
the U.S. seasonally as farm laborers. 
The majority of these work in the 
Southern and Northern states along 
the eastcrn seabord. In addition, thou
sands of migrant Mexican workers a re 
imported · each year to wor k in the 
Southwestern staies, but these have 
not been involved in the recent con-

. troversy. 
The main arguments advanced by 

the proponents of employing P uerto 
Ricans run along these lines: 

l. They are citizens of the United 
States and as such are entitled to 
first consideration in getling jobs. 

2. The United States has a direct eco
nomic stake in Puerto Rico; there
fore, anything that can be done to 

· help P uerto Ricans get employ-

ment and be self-supporting will 
in the long run redound to the 

' benefit of the American taxpayer. 
3. Politically, the advantage of being 

American citizens can be exploit
ed in gaining the support and co
operation of the Puerto Rican peo
ple by showing them preferential 
economic treatment, 

4. Puerto Ricans might be encour
aged to spread throughout the 
Uniled States instead of concen
trating in the City of New York. 
where many are victims of slum 
living. · 

On the other hand, the principal 
rcasons given for maintaining the pres
cnt system of import ing ~lien contract 
l abor are: 

l. They have been accustomed to 
working here for many years and 
any exclusion of them will tend 
to arouse tesentment against the 
United States at a time when we 
are trying to build humony in the 
Western Hemisphere. 

2. Many of the British West Indians 
work in certain of the southern 
sections of this country under con• 
ditions and for wages that woúld 
be unacceptable to the Puerto 
Ricans. and to the Government of 
Puerto Rico, that must pass upon 
ali employment of contrae! labor 
from Puerto Rico. 

3. We have a large British West 
Indian population residing in the 
United States, and particularly in 
New York City. and any curtail· 
ment · of work for their brethren 
will antognize them. 

Sorne additional points should be 
considcred. Firstly, the masses in 
P uerto Rico are racially democratic. 
There is relatively no prejudice among 
the Negroes and wh ites ·there, and con
sequently, any employment obtained 
for them in the United States, even on 
a temporary basis, should not in any 
way disrupt the customs, .¡nores and 
racial experience of this group. Sec
ondly, minority groups in the United 
States are facing grave problems today, 
and nothing should be done that might 
tend to inflame one against the other 
ata time when unity is móre than ever 
required. ., * ,. 

HOW. THEN. can this problem best 
be solved? Chietly, by bringing to
gether r epresentatives of all the impor
tant elements involved and working ou.t 
a plan that will be satisfactory to all 
of them . 

In New York City, for example, the 
Puerto Rican population is contiguous 
at many points with l.arge numbers of 
people who come from the British West 
Indies. They must learn to work to
gether in establishing a fuller democ
racy and c.ombating any evidences of 
discriminat ion. Ne¡v York's P uerto . 
Ricans and West Indians are vitally in
terested in arriving at a solu tion of the 

~ 

migrant labor problem that will make 
for harmonious relations among them
selves. Undoubtedly, in this · connec
tion, there must be gíve and take. Com
promises will have to be made on a 
fair and just basis, and narrow national 
priorities will have to be overlooked in 
reach ing toward greater goals. 

The P uerto Rican Government is, of 
course, very much concerned with this 
p roblem. The island is overpopula ted. 
lt suffers from large unemployment. It 
m ust grapple with solutions and natur 
ally will try to get as many jobs for its 
inhabitants as it possibly can. It should, 
of necessity, realize the importance of 
maintaining a friendly relationsh ip 
with the Brit ish West Indies, both from 
t he la rger standpoint of the interests o;f 
the American Government and from. 
t he smaller viewpoint of harmony for 
the Puer to Rican population . It is to 
the advan tage of the latter to cooper ate 
in finding a means of permitting the 
ril.aximum n umber of Pue1'to R icans to · 
be employcd without creating cnemies 
for the Puerto Rican people. 

The Govern ment of the British West 
lndies is also, naturally, directly con
cerned with this problem. Economic 
coIÍditions, on the whole, a re very poor· 
in their islands ahd it is not surprising 
that they look with favor upon the em
ployment on a migrant basis of many 
of their farm laborers in the Unitcd · 
Sta tes. West lndian Government offi
cials, howcver, ought to u nderstand 
that it does a great deal of harm to 
have their countrymen work under 
condit ions that depress economic levels. 

THE GOVERNMENT of the United 
States is also directly involved in th is 
quest ion. Puerto Rico is a delicate po
litical problem and almost anything 
done in ccinnection with it is met by 
great pressure from one. source or an
other. The advocates of independence, 
statehood and dominion ·status, and the 
P uerto Rican Nationalists, are always 
interpreting in their own way an y
thing done relative to Puerto Rico or 
the Puer to Rican people. In the last 
analysis, the United States, through i ts 
Department of Labor, has to- make the 
decisions which con trol the admission 
of migrant farm labor, but this should 
be done after due consideration is 
given to all of the factors and due hear
ing to aU of the parties concerned. 

Last, bu t not least , the farm employer 
must have a definite say in regard t o 
the people that he employs. No decision 
should be reached without getting his 
poin t of view. 

In conclusion, at the earliest possible 
momen t a joint meeting should be ar 
ranged between representatives of the 
Puerto Rican p¿pulation in New York 
City, the British West Indian people of 
New York, the Governmerft of Puerto 
Rico, the Governments of the various 
countries of the British West Indies the 
United States Department of Labor' and 
farm employer groups. Otherwise, the 
frictions growing out of the importa
tion of farm labor ,¡:an develop into 
serious discorcl between minority groups 
in the United States, and between the 
federal government and the W est Indian 
and Puerto Rican governments. 

Ruperio Ruiz is founder and presi
dent of ihe Spanish American Y outh 
Bureau. Inc.. and a director of the 
llOth Street Community Center of 
New Yor k City. Harris L. Present is 
counsel for the Spanish American . 
Y outh Bureau and the Puerto Rican 
Employees Association. Inc. For many 
years, Messrs. Ruiz and Present have 
acted as á team in working to im
prove conditions for New York's 
Spanish -speaking population. • 


