
Millions of unemployed workers, including those in Puerto Rico, will receive, starting in April 
4 (retroactively) and until July 31st, an additional $600 a week in their unemployment 
compensation as a result of the federal stimulus package enacted at the end of March 
(Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES).
For those in Puerto Rico, that amount, plus what they receive or will receive on average 
on unemployment benefits, will mean that many are poised to receive more money than 
what they earned in their jobs, particularly those with low wages. Moreover, according to 
the local stimulus package, there is an extension of unemployment compensation by 13 
weeks beyond the eligibility time under existing law, which is 26 weeks, until December 
31st, 2020. 

The $600 unemployment stimulus: How much will it 
help the unemployed*
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A worker who earns close 
to the average weekly 
salary will see his salary 

roughly replaced by 
unemployment benefits.
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Table 1: New Claims for 
Unemployment, 2017April , 2020

The Rise in Unemployment

The number of new claimants of 
unemployment benefits grew by 218, 911 
between March 14 and April 25. As a proxy 
for unemployment, this figure probably 
understates the real number since there is a 
large pool of individuals that have not gone 
through the process of registering to apply 
for benefits due to lack of access. Given the 
large number of possible recipients of the 
supplementary benefit discussed below, a 
significant inflow of funds can be expected. 
The new Executive Order announced by the 
Governor on April 30 will almost certainly 
generate new Jobs and reduce the number 
of claimants. It is uncertain, however, how 
many of the lost Jobs will be recovered.

The Supplementary Unemployment Benefit   

The calculation is based on what is known as the replacement rate, which is the proportion 
of a worker’s wages that is replaced by unemployment benefits.1 The U.S. Department of 
Labor develop such estimates, including Puerto Rico, but not for 2020 so far.2 The rate is 
estimated by dividing the average weekly unemployment benefit by the average 40-hour-
a-week salary of those who receive unemployment benefits. This information, though, is 
not available for Puerto Rico.
In Puerto Rico, the current average weekly unemployment compensation is $190.0.3 The 
average weekly salary of those unemployed in Puerto Rico was not available. Instead, the 
average weekly wage for private workers in Q3-2020 was used ($503.0).4
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Table 2 below presents the estimates. Combining the federal 
stimulus relief with Puerto Rico’s average unemployment 
compensation give $790.00 in total weekly unemployment 
benefits. In 2019, the rate was 0.39 or 39.0% more. The 
replacement rate now is 1.571, meaning that those 
unemployed will receive an increase of 57% more money 
than what their private average weekly salary was. That is, 
now they will be making $287.00 more in their weekly salary.

The jump is considerable. Total income from the sources 
during the four months of the duration of the benefits will 
amount to $3,160/month, compared to a monthly wage 
of $2,012 (Based on wages in Q3-19), for a total income of 
$12,640 during the four months.5 A worker who earns close 
to the average weekly salary will see his salary roughly 
replaced by unemployment benefits. The greater increase 
will be for low-wage workers who will end up making much 
more than before. Add to this the $1,200 disbursement. There 
are factors that affect the gains, such as cost of living, and 
the minimum and maximum amounts of unemployment 
benefits vary by jurisdiction.
Compared with other jurisdictions, the total weekly 
unemployment benefits, including the supplemental $600 is 
the lowest, but that is because the weekly benefits legislated 
by each state are higher (See Table 2). 
A recent discussion on increasing the minimum wage has 
focused on the impact it would have on the small and 
medium size firms in the Island. The number that has been 
proposed is $15 per hour but it would have a serious impact. 
A more reasonable proposal would be to increase the 
minimum wage sufficiently to equal the present value of 
$7.25 when that minimum was approved. This would mean 
increasing the minimum to around $8.75. A key item that is 
frequently unmentioned is the fact that the proportion of the 
Puerto Rican labor force that receives the minimum wage is 
much higher than in the 48 states and thus the aggregate 
impact of a change in the minimum wage much greater. 
It should be added that the number of new claimants will 
increase. Between March 14 and April 25th, a total of 218,911 
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Table 3: Comparison of States and Puerto Rico 

Unemployment Benefits, and with the 
Added $600

Table 2: Total Unemployment Benefits and 
Replacement Ratio
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new unemployment claims were registered (See Table 1).6 Self-employed or independent contractors were added to those 
eligible for unemployment benefits recently (As of April 23rd). This will alter the composition of the pool of new claimants, and 
the average benefit paid out. 
Also, there is the high number of those that have not been able to register or try to apply for benefits, due to problems with 
accessing the system.7 Wages and benefits might change as more workers enter the ranks.

Notes:

1. For an analysis of the effects of the replacement rate on employment and unemployment duration, see Beatrix Eugster (2015). Effects of a Higher 
Replacement rate on Unemployment Durations, Employment, and Earnings, Swiss Society of Economics and Statistics, 2015, Vol. 151 (1), pp. 1-25. 
At: https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF03399412.pdf. 
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3. Jackson Lewis (2020). “Puerto Rico Secretary of Labor Announces New Unemployment Benefits Available for Private Employees.” The National 
Law Review (Monday, April 6, 2020). At: https://www.natlawreview.com/article/puerto-rico-secretary-labor-announces-new-unemployment-benefits-
available-private. In the U.S. at the end of 2019 the average weekly unemployment benefit was $378.00. See Greg Iacurci (2020), How much 
unemployment will I get? That depends on your state, CNBC (April 9, 2020), at: https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/09/how-much-unemployment-will-i-
get-that-depends-on-your-state.html. 

4. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020). Average Weekly Wage in Private Total, All Industries – Puerto Rico (NSA). Quarterly Census of Employment 
and Wages (Accessed in April 24, 2020). Last quarter with information available.

5. It is possible that the period of the benefits could be extended by Congress, if the labor market situation deteriorates further.

6. U.S. Department of Labor (2020). Unemployment Insurance Weekly Claims. As of April 23, 2020.

7. In the United States there is a similar situation. According to a recent survey by the Economic Policy Institute, for every 10 unemployed that have been 
able to file a claim, three or four have been unable to register, and another two have not tried to apply. Andy Sullivan, Millions of Americans locked out 
of unemployment system, survey finds, REUTERS, Business News (April 28, 2020), at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-
unemployment/millions-of-americans-locked-out-of-unemployment-system-survey-finds-idUSKCN22A1MR. 

      3


