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AN ACT 

 
To  protect, conserve, and prohibit the destruction of the karst regions 

physiography, its natural formations and materials, such as the flora, 
fauna, soils, rocks, and minerals; prevent the transportation and sale of 
natural materials without the corresponding permit; authorize the 
Secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental Resources to 
adopt the necessary regulations for the implementation of this Act and 
to impose penalties, with the purpose of protecting one of our most 
valuable natural resources. 

 
STATEMENT OF MOTIVES 

The karst physiografic or topographical region of Puerto Rico has very 

unique characteristics, on its surface as well as its underground range.  Its 

location in the tropical climate, and its high degree of geomorphologic 

evolution has made it the subject of many studies by international 

researchers who recognize its universal importance for its distinct and 

unique characteristics in the world.  On the surface of this region, the most 

outstanding forms present are negative physiographic forms made up of 

bottomlands, sinkholes, uvalas, ridges, canyons, and valleys that form an 

undulant topography, which at times has steep slopes towards alluvial 

valleys or sinkholes, among its most outstanding characteristics; and an 

extense system of hills made up of abrupt ridges and plateaus, in addition to 

karts formation, among other positive forms of the karst physiography.  In 

the underground area, the presence of caves, caverns, underground cave 

systems and rivers is notable. 



The zone of karst physiography or topography is characterized by a 

geology composed of calcareous sedimentary, mainly limestone rocks.  

These zones of karst topography are located in the North as a continuous 

band, in the South as a discontinuous band, the islands of Mona, Monito, 

part of Caja de Muertos, and isolated outcrops in other parts of the island. 

 In this zone, there is an abundance of underground trenches through 

which water flows through holes that result from the dissolubility caused by 

water on the soluble rocks. The karst regions constitute the largest  

recharging system in Puerto Rico for the replenishing  of the underground 

bodies of water or aquifers, as well as their rise to the surface in the form of 

springs, lagoons, streams, and rivers.  Unique, to what happens in other 

geological formations, in the karst region there is no permanent surface 

runoff nor seepage; the underground waters intercommunicate directly or 

indirectly through the fractures and networks of the channels caused by the 

dissolving of limestone rock.  For example, the aquifer in the North Central 

karst region supplies drinking water and is the main source of water for the 

industries in that region.  For a long time, these aquifers have been suffering 

numerous events of pollution caused by unappropriate human activities of a 

domestic, agricultural, or industrial nature. 

 There are several types of forests or natural groves on the shallow soils 

or outcroppings on the surface of the karst region of Puerto Rico.  These are 

made up of a large number of native species of flora and fauna, some of  

them are typical of our country’s natural resources.  For many of these 

species, the karst region represents their main or only type of habitat 

available in Puerto Rico, and in the case of those which are endemic, in the 

world.  

 

  



At the present time, twenty-two (22) of its flora species and fifteen (15) 

of its fauna species are officially and legally designated as threatened or in 

danger of extinction.  Close to a hundred other species of flora and fauna 

that also inhabit this region are considered in critical state, due to their 

limited distribution.  The special characteristics of the karst physiography 

(shallow soils, a rocky geological surface, or both, with a layer of vegetation 

practically incrusted in this rocky surface) render the ecosystems of the karst 

region difficult or impossible to restore once they have been altered or 

destroyed. 

 The karst landscapes have spectacular qualities of a beauty of high 

recreational and tourist value.  The combination of an attractive sloping 

ground with subtropical forests sparks a desire for its exploration, 

contemplation, and study in the sector of the population that is close to this 

scientific and recreational approach.  A small proportion of this region has 

the infrastructure needed for these purposes.  The tendency towards an 

inadequately planned urban and economic growth has led to the accelerated 

destruction and degradation of many of these landscapes. 

 The karst soil is less resistant to the pressure of weight; it is more likely 

to collapse, because the rocky mass is in a constant process of dissolution.  

Due to the frailty of this terrain, its development and related activities should 

not be promoted indiscriminately.   

 The Legislature of Puerto Rico, in recognition of the importance of the 

karst region and its values and functions, is determined to accept the 

responsibility of overseeing their continuity, since it is aware of the 

impossibility of their restoration once their processes are interrupted or their 

conditions are destroyed.  It is necessary to pass this legislation, in view of 

the accelerated destruction of the karst region generated by activities which 

  



do not benefit and are to the detriment of it, such as: illegal dumps, 

residential projects outside of areas zoned for urban expansion; proliferation 

of commercial and industrial centers outside of the urban centers; extraction 

of materials from the earth’s crust in places of high ecological, ideological, 

archaeological, and social value. 

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF PUERTO RICO: 

 Section 1.-  Title.   

 This Act shall be known as “Act for the Protection and Preservation of 

Puerto Rico’s Karst Region.” 

 Section 2.-  Declaration of Public Policy. 

 It is hereby established that the Public Policy of the Commonwealth of 

Puerto Rico is to protect, preserve, and manage, for the benefit of present 

and future generations, the karst physiography of Puerto Rico.  It constitutes 

one of our most valued non-renewable natural resources for its 

geomorphology and for the special ecosystems that develop in it.  The karst 

region is characterized for including, among others: karst formations, tower 

karst, dolines, sinkholes, trenches, caves, caverns, aquifers, underground 

rivers, and springs that have developed landscapes of spectacular qualities 

with a high geological, ideological, ecological, historical, recreational, and 

scenic value.  The karst physiography fulfills vital functions for the natural 

and social survival  of the Island, such as housing a large number of species 

of flora and fauna; storing vast underground water supplies; possessing lands 

of excellent agricultural capabilities, and containing a vast recreational and 

tourist potential attributable to its natural qualities.  

 Section 3.-  Definitions. 

 For the purposes of this Act, the following terms shall have the meaning 

stated below: 

  



(a) “Karst Region”-Stretches of land located to the North, as a 

continuous strip; to the South, as a broken strip; the islands of Mona, 

Monito, and parts of Caja de Muertos; and isolated outcrops in other parts of 

the Island.  This region is characterized by a geology composed of chalky 

sedimentary rocks, mainly of limestone.  It is greatly susceptible to being 

disolved by the flow of surface and underground waters, to form a special 

negative (depressions), positive (superficial), and underground geography. 

 (b) “Karst Formations”-Limestone hills or mountains of conical 

configuration with slopes that vary from slight to abrupt, sometimes 

hollowed by caves, and that rise in alluvial plains. 

 (c) “Doline”-A depression in the terrain formed by the dissolving 

action of underground water when it percolates through fractures in the 

limestone rock.  It generally has the shape of a plate, a funnel, or a pot. 

 (d) “Sinkhole”-Natural duct or canal in the terrain, through which 

the waters drain. 

 (e) “Cave or Cavern”-Natural cavity, niche, chamber, or series of 

chambers and galleries under the earth’s surface, inside a mountain, or 

formed by the horizontal projection of rocks in a cliff. 

 (f) “Secretary”- The Secretary of the Department of Natural and 

Environmental Resources of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. 

 (g) “Owner”-Title-holder of a portion of land that is part of the 

karst region. 

 (h) “Natural Material”-Any geological material that is a 

morphological part of the karst system and its related ideological region; or 

any biological component that inhabits the karst ecosystem. 

 (i) “Areas of Natural Value”-Lands or bodies of water that have 

ecological importance and specific geological and hydrological 

  



characteristics, where there are one or more ecosystems with a high, precise, 

and self-sustainable biodiversity, with vital functions for the survival of that 

biodiversity which result in the survival, well-being or the quality of life of 

human beings.  The areas inhabited by species that are endemic, threatened, 

or in danger of extinction, shall also be considered as areas of high natural 

value. 

 (j) “Conservation Easement”-A lien on real property with the 

purpose of guaranteeing the protection of an area of natural value. 

 Section 4.-Prohibitions and Penalties. 

 Besides the administrative fine, any natural or juridical person that 

carries out any of the following acts without the corresponding permits of 

the Secretary, shall be guilty of a misdemeanor and, upon conviction, shall 

be punished by imprisonment for a term not to exceed six (6) months, or a 

fine which shall not exceed the sum of five hundred (500) dollars, or both 

penalties, at the discretion of the court: 

 (a) The extraction, excavation, and removal of limestone rock for 

commercial purposes or for the leveling of terrain without the Secretary’s 

authorization, pursuant to Act 132 of June 25, 1968, as amended, known as 

the “Sand, Gravel and Stone Act,” as amended, and its respective 

regulations.  No simple permits or exemptions shall be granted in the zone 

for these purposes.  

 (b) The creation of dumps for domestic waste, hazardous waste, or 

special or industrial non hazardous waste in the karst region. 

 (c) Agricultural activity that leads to the total extermination of the 

area’s vegetation, or which implies a substantial reduction, be it within one 

of the same species, among species, or an ecosystem; the use of pesticides, 

  



herbicides, or any biocide that is not degradable by biological, chemical, or 

folic action, that may seep through to aquifers.   

(d) The construction of roads, highways, or other means of access 

without the Secretary’s authorization, as provided by this Act. 

(e) The construction of infrastructure for the enjoyment of scenic 

areas without the Secretary’s authorization, as provided by this Act. 

 (f) The fragmentation of ecosystems of natural value.  The term 

fragmentation shall include the division, separation, or isolation of any 

ecosystems that are intact, or that when this Act is approved, has a high 

natural value, even though they have been fragmented in the past.  The 

separation, isolation, and division may be caused by roads, or paths that 

cross them, or by remaining portions of the ecosystems to destine them for 

uses other than the preservation of natural systems. 

 (g) Deforestation, selective or total, removal of native and endemic 

vegetation for commercial landscape design activities, and removal of live 

ligneous material for the generation of charcoal without due evaluation and 

authorization, under the provisions of this Act, and by the provisions 

included in other applicable laws and regulations. 

 (h) Removal, hunting, capture, or extermination of wildlife whose 

habitat is the karst region, without the proper authorization of the Secretary, 

as provided by this Act. 

 (i) The construction and installation of towers and antennas for 

electrical transmission lines, or antennas for communication, without due 

authorization by the Secretary, as provided by this Act. 

 (j) The creation of ecological tourism projects in the karst regions 

without the proper authorization of the Secretary, as provided by this Act. 

  



 Section 5.-  Responsibilities and Duties. 

 The Secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental 

Resources is hereby conferred the responsibility of instituting the provisions 

of this Act, and is invested with the power to adopt the rules and regulations 

that may derive therefrom, and any others that he/she may deem necessary to 

comply with this responsibility, pursuant to Act No. 170 of August 12, 1988, 

“Uniform Administrative Procedure Act of the Commonwealth of Puerto 

Rico.” 

 The Secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental 

Resources has the responsibility of informing the provisions of this Act to all 

the agencies of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico that are responsible for 

approving or endorsing projects and permits, such as, but not limited to the 

Planning Board, the Electric Power Authority, the Environmental Quality 

Board, the Department of Agriculture and all its subsections, the Land 

Authority, the Land Administration, the Department of Transportation and 

Public Works, the Highways and Transportation Authority, the Department 

of Economic and Commercial Development and all its subsections, the 

municipalities, and the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture.  It shall also report 

to the following Federal Government agencies: the United States Army 

Corps of Engineers, the Federal Environmental Protection Agency, the Fish 

and Wildlife Service, the United States Department of Agriculture, and the 

National Park Service. 

 The Secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental 

Resources shall direct the Geologic, Water Resources, Coastal Zone 

Program, Natural Heritage, and the Fish and Wildlife Service Bureaus to 

carry out a study to define the areas that, due to their geological, 

hydrological, and ecological system significance and function, can not be 

  



used under any circumstance for the extraction of materials from the earth’s 

crust for commercial purposes, or for commercial exploitation.  Said study 

will offer alternatives so that the aforementioned activities can be carried out 

under appropriate conditions in other areas of the karst region.  The 

recommendations of this study shall be incorporated to the regulations for 

the Extraction of Materials from the Earth’s Crust, and in the regulations of 

the Planning Board to zone those areas of the karst region that should be 

conserved.  The Secretary may form an interdisciplinary committee with 

personnel from the agency, from state and federal agencies, and 

representatives of civic groups to offer support for the task assigned herein, 

as well as to identify the land, natural communities, and habitats that should 

be conserved.  An inventory with this information shall be prepared and, 

should it be necessary, a plan for the protection or acquisition of lands for 

their preservation.  The study shall be completed in a period of not more 

than two (2) years from the date of approval of this Act. 

 Section 6.-  Directives of the Secretary and Administrative Fines. 

 The Secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental 

Resources is empowered to issue orders to do or not to do, to cease and 

desist, and to show cause; to hold investigative and adjudicative hearings; 

and to impose administrative fines up to a maximum of twenty-five (25,000) 

thousand dollars for infraction of this Act, its regulations, or the orders 

issued thereunder.  Any administrative decision of the Secretary may be 

reviewed by the Circuit Court of Appeals. 

 Section 7.-  Appropriation of Funds. 

 The necessary funds for the implementation of the purposes provided 

by this Act shall arise from the operating expense budget of the Department 

of Natural and Environmental Resources. 

  



 Section 8.-  Activities Allowed. 

 All activities which are not prohibited by this Act shall be allowed 

without prior authorization of the Secretary, provided they comply with all 

the permits, endorsements, and franchises required by the applicable federal 

and state laws. 

 Section 9.-  Protection of Vested Rights. 

 This Act shall not impair all the vested rights in the karst region for the 

duration of the activities or uses that produce profits to the natural or 

juridical persons with said rights.  However, the Secretary of the Department 

of Natural and Environmental Resources shall be responsible to harmonize 

said activities with the purposes of this Act. 

 Any future improvements or extensions of the physical installations or 

profitable activities in this zone, shall be in harmony with this Act. 

 Section 10.-  Compliance with the Concerned Laws. 

 Every natural or juridical person, including the agencies of the 

Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, public and private corporations, municipal 

corporations, and associations, whose determinations and actions could 

affect any knoll, doline, sinkhole, cave, underground river, spring, aquifer, 

or wetland in the karst regions, shall comply with the procedures established 

under the provisions of Act No. 9 of July 18, 1970, as amended, known as 

the “Environmental Public Policy Act” and its regulations, and Act No. 111 

of July 12, 1985, known as the “Act for the Protection and Preservation of 

Caves, Caverns, and Sinkholes of Puerto Rico”. 

 Section 11.-  Incentives. 

 An exemption from payment of property taxes will be granted to 

properties in the karst region of five (5) cuerdas or more, which are destined 

exclusively for auxiliary forests created under Act No. 133 of July 1, 1975, 

  



as amended, known as the “Puerto Rico Forest Act,” and which have a 

“Conservation Easement” registered in the Property Registry for a period of 

fifty (50) years or more, which guarantees the protection of the area and 

complies with a management plan approved by the Natural Patrimony 

Program of the Department of Natural and Environmental Resources.  The 

Department of Natural and Environmental Resources shall certify to the 

Municipal Revenues Collection Center, the registration of the “Conservation 

Easement” and shall notify the owner’s compliance with the aforementioned 

management plan every five (5) years. 

 Section 12.-  Effectiveness. 

 This Act shall take effect immediately after its approval. 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

CERTIFICATION 
 
 
 
I hereby certify to the Secretary of State that the following Act No. 292 (H.B. 2364) of 

the 5th  Session of the 13th Legislature of Puerto Rico: 

 

AN ACT to protect, conserve, and prohibit the destruction of the karst regions 
physiography, its natural formations and materials, such as the flora, fauna, 
soils, rocks, and minerals; prevent the transportation and sale of natural 
materials without the corresponding permit; authorize the Secretary of the 
Department of Natural and Environmental Resources to adopt the necessary 
regulations for the implementation of this Act and to impose penalties, with 
the purpose of protecting one of our most valuable natural resources, 

 
has been translated from Spanish to English and that the English version is correct. 

 

In San Juan, Puerto Rico, today  4th of February of 2003. 

 

 

      Elba Rosa Rodríguez-Fuentes 
             Director 
 

 

 

 

  


	AN ACT 
	STATEMENT OF MOTIVES 


