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Puerto Rico's potential intellectual odvssev
 
BY LAWSON D.11IUlISTON 

I
t's a fact. Puerto Rico's intel­

lectual talent can compete with
 
the very best in the world, no
 

question about it. However, what'
 
still in question is whether the is­

land not only can retain top talent,
 
but foster and exploit its intellectual
 
capital and creativity to its maxi­

mum polential.
 

Dr. Manuel G6mez director of
 
the Resource Center for Science &
 
Engineering at University of Puerto
 
Rico (UPR), explained that much
 
needs to be done to even approach
 
Puerto Rico's potential in this 
area. 

He cites bureaucracy at the 
university, the lack of a system 
that encourages high-tech start-llp 
companies., permitting problems, 
the need for research infrastructure 
and laws that impede creativity 
among the challenges the island is 
up against 

"Flrsl of all. there is definitely a 
brain drain in Puerto Rico. About 
40% of the engineers who graduate 
from UPR Mayagiiez go directly 
to work in the mainland U.S.... 
be said. 

Approximately 17% of all His­
panics who receive a Ph.D. in sci­
ence or engineering in the U.S. are 
UPR graduates. "At the UPR, we 
are graduating about 42 Ph.D.s ev­
ery year: the island graduates about 
lOOper year. 
'1 also have another issue, whiGh 

is the loss of Pueno Rican entrepre­
neurs for high-tech start-up com­
panies. My argument is why are 
most Puerto Rican high-tech entre­
preneurs working on the mainland? 
That's a fact. The brain drain is not 
only university researchers. but for 
entrepreneurs. 

'Right no , we have a lot of 

shortcomings, particularly in start­
ups. entrepreneurship and com­
mercialization of new technologies. 
Another oQe is research infrastnlc­
ture. We just invesled $6 million in 
equipment to make us more com­
petitive in nanotechnology, which 
will help to keep people [working 
on the island], but they need agility, 
flexibility. 

"Our laws have to be revised~ they 
impede creatiVity. Our laws are 
made like we are the center of the 
universe, and nobody else e~ists. 

"You need a system to promote 
slart-up companies. The future 
of any economy is in the small 
businesses that grow to become the 
Microsofts 0f the future, high-tech 
start-ups. The Puerto Rico fudustrial 
Development Co. (pridco) doesn't 
promote start-up companies; it 
promotes multinationals. which is 
fin but that isn't what will help us 
grow. It has to be start-ups. I call il 
an entrepreneurial ecosystem. An 
ecosystem. like all systems. has 
many parts and they must work 
hannoniously. We have pieces. bul 
we don't have them all together. 

"To give you an example. I recently 
visited a company in Alabama. 
which i ron by a Puerto Rican from 
Aibonito. Mosl of his staff is from 
the island. Alone point. he tried to 
negotiale with Pridco for one year 

to set up a ousiness in Puerto Rico. 
He got so frustrated he decided he 
would never come back to Puerto 
Rico. 

"His annual budget in Alabama 
is $400 million, and be lias over 
900 employees; my jaw dmpped! 
Re bas a supercomputing center: 
the cooling of that buildin.g alone 
is several million dollars a year be­
cause of the heat generated from 
those computers. He {)utsources 
mathematical modeling, the oapac­
Ity of computation, When I walked 
in, at every other door there was a 
Puerto Rican working there. These 
are all well-paid SI50,OOO-plus 
jobs. 

"Ijust came back from a series of 
meetings with the-National Science 
Foundation in Washington. D.C. 
They made '1l statement that the 
best EPSCoR program in the u.s. 
is Puerto Rico's. and it should be 
a model for othCIS. So. apparently, 
we are doing great work. Right 
now. I have 31 Ph.D. students in 
nanobiotechnology, and I bet you 
more than half of them will just 
leave the island." 

The Experimental Program to 
Stimulate Competitive Research 
(EPSCoR) Is a program designed 
to fulfill the National Science 
Foundation's (NSF) mandate to 
promote scientific progress nation­
wide. The program is directed at 
those jurisdictions that have his­
toricalJy received lesser amounts 
of NSF Research & Development 
(R&D) funding. Twenty-five 
states. Puerto Rico and the U.S. 
Vrrgin Islands participate. Through 
this program, the NSF establishes 
partne hips with government. 
higher education and industry that 
are designed 10 effect lasting im­
provements in a state's or region' 
research infrastructure. R&D 

capacity and, hence~ its national 
R&D competitiveness. 

"We-need to build theinfrastructure 
and create the environment, not 
only in academia, which we are 
trYing to do through the EPSCoR 
programwith some success but not 
successful enough. 

'1 always make a very simple 
statement: I won't ask any ofmy ex­
srudents to come back 10 the island 
if they can't express their full talent 
because it's a waste of time. 

"Definitely, we areJj t maximizing 
the possibilities. I wouldn't say the 
situatiqn is totally gloomy, because 
we have an institule for researchers. 
We just received four new grants. 
which addup to about $31 million in 
funding for research. That's positive, 
right? But then I have professors 
from that group wbo say they are 
leaving because they are frustrated 
with the local environment. 

'I don't want to be totally negative 
because we have made a lot of 
progTes.~. The president and vice 
president of the UPR have been 
trying to solve the problem. I think 
the problem can be solved relatively 
easily if we think outside the box. 
If we stay within the box. we will 
never solve the problem." 

Asked if he thought the problem 
realistically can be fixed, he said: 
"It can be done, but requires co­
herence. and il has to do with the 
science and technology policy that 
was approved in 1996, which has 
been dormant for 12 years now. 
Thi lsn't the kind of program for 
politicians, not a four-year pro­
gram. We need to revise the policy 
and include the start-up and entre­
preneur policies. If we implement 
the policy, wilhin eight years we 
should be able to compete on an 
equal basis wilh 01lr counterparts 
on the .S. mainland. ­




