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Business

SAN JUAN, Puerto Rico - The narrow blue
cobblestone streets of Old San Juan are desert-
ed. Cigar shops are boarded up. Boutiques in
bright colonial buildings are closed.

“It’s like a ghost town,” said Mike Maione, a
57-year-old tourist from Flanders, New Jersey,
who was staying in the heart of the colonial city
with his wife at a small hotel powered by a gen-
erator. “We’ve been here a number of times be-
fore, and the place is usually just crawling with
tourists, but there’s nobody here.”

Tourism, a rare thriving sector on the island
in a deep economic slump, is practically non-
existent a month after Hurricane Maria swept
though. And part of the recovery from the
storm depends on how fast visitors reappear.

About a third of the hotels in Puerto Rico re-
main shuttered. Restaurants and shops are still
without power. Beaches are closed for swim-
ming because of possible water contamination.

The high season begins in December, and
tourism officials are hoping to lure some visi-
tors, but that depends on when power is fully
restored and how quickly hotels and attrac-
tions can repair the catastrophic damage.

“We want Puerto Rico to be more like New
Orleans post-Katrina and Detroit post-finan-
cial crisis,” said Jose Izquierdo, the executive
director of Puerto Rico’s government Tourism
Company. Though, he hopes, on a faster time-
line.

The U.S. territory usually sees more than 5
million visitors a year, and they spend close to
$4 billion, creating jobs for more than 80,000
people. While that’s a small portion of the over-

all economy, about 8 percent, money generated
by visitors has been growing at the same time
other sectors have shrunk during a 10-year re-
cession.

Maria roared across the island on Sept. 20 as
a Category 4 storm, killing at least 49 people
and knocking out electricity to the whole is-
land. More than a month later, only 30 percent
of customers have power, though Gov. Ricardo
Rossello has pledged to get that to 95 percent by
Dec. 31. Roughly 70 percent of the communica-
tion network has been restored, and 70 percent
of the water service is back.

The main airport recently resumed full oper-
ations. Cruise ships are beginning to sail again.
The Bacardi rum distillery will reopen Nov. 1.
Nearly all the island’s casinos are open. Old San
Juan’s colonial-era buildings mostly survived
intact.

“We don’t want to give up entirely on the
high season,” said Izquierdo, who hopes busi-

Puerto Rico tourism, once a bright spot,
craters in wake of Hurricane Maria and 

its recovery may hinge on rebound

Power is out along Fortaleza Street on Oct.
20, one month after Hurricane Maria, in Old
San Juan, Puerto Rico. Hotels are closed.
Restaurants have no power. Old San Juan is
deserted. Tourism is practically nonexistent
right now. AP
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“After the hurricane I have to be

honest, hearts were destroyed.

“If we don’t help rebuild our

country then there’s nothing,

there’s nothing.”
Carmen Portela
Creator, sustainable tourism site Local Guest

We’ve all had those calls that are
trying to sell us something, or that ap-
pear to be scams. In the past few years,
we’ve gotten some help in the form of
Caller ID and call blocking, but these
remain only marginally effective at
stopping unwanted telemarketing and
scam calls. “Do-not-call” lists have
been somewhat effective as well, but
are challenged by the explosion in
automated calling (“robocalls”).

Now, the Mississippi Public Service
Commission has unveiled a new
smartphone app that makes it easier
and quicker to report an unwanted
call. The free “MS No-Call App” is
available from the Apple Store and
Google Play, and it allows users to reg-
ister numbers with the statewide list,
and file complaints immediately from
their smartphones.

“We want to empower people by
placing a tool literally in their hands to
help us get at these predatory tele-
marketers,” noted PSC Chairman
Brandon Presley in a news release.
“This free app was a long time coming,
and I know it will revolutionize the way
we track down the lawbreakers and
shut their call operations down.”

Since the rollout of “no-call” legisla-
tion both at the national and state lev-
els in 2003, Mississippians have been
able to place their numbers on “do-
not-call” lists. And last year, the PSC
began allowing cellphone numbers to
be added to the list.

Last December, the Federal Trade
Commission reported that more than
226 million numbers had been placed
on the national list since the do-not-
call lists became active in 2003. And in
2015, that number increased about 3
percent. Some industry experts attri-
bute that rise to increasing use of robo-
calling technology. It’s a big problem;
billions of robocalls are placed every
month, and CNBC reported 2.6 billion
robocalls last May alone.

For companies or individuals who
violate the state and/or federal do-
not-call laws, there can be stiff penal-
ties, and many companies have found
themselves on the wrong end of judg-
ments and lawsuits from regulators,
costing them millions. Around 20,000
companies and organizations have ap-
plied for access to the national list, ac-
cording to the FTC report. But the list
has not stopped criminals from violat-
ing the law on a regular basis, a lot of
them using robocall technology. Many
robocalls originate from overseas,
making it difficult to stop them.

When I heard about the new app, I
decided to give it a try. After down-
loading and installing the app, I was
asked to enter my name, address and
email, as well as the telephone number
I wanted to add to the list. Once regis-
tered, the user can add additional
numbers to the list, file a complaint
about a call they received and sign up
for additional information. There was
a disclaimer that your number will be
added to the do-not-call list, and you
may be asked to file an affidavit to sup-
port your complaint, should it be need-
ed.

Usage is simple and straightfor-
ward, and should allow you to immedi-
ately report numbers that come to your
cellphone or landline. When reporting
a questionable call or text, you’ll be
asked for specific information about
the number the caller used, the time
and date of the call, what the call was
about, whether you have an existing
business relationship with the caller
and whether you answered the call.

There are numerous apps that use
the national registry, and others that
block calls from known scammers,
spammers and robocallers. A list of
some of these is available at https://
www.ctia.org/consumer-tips/
robocalls.

For more information about Missis-
sippi’s No Call Law, visit
www.psc.state.ms.us or call 1-800-
637-7722.

Contact Bill Moak at
moakconsumer@gmail.com.
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