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Puerto Rico: One Year After Hurricane Maria

Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico last September, leaving behind widespread destruction
and a humanitarian crisis. The island had already been impacted by Hurricane Irma two weeks
earlier. In addition to the devastating human toll, the storms exacerbated the serious financial
challenges already facing the island and its residents. While Congress has provided over $35
billion in funding to help restore the island back to some sense of normalcy, the Puerto Rican
government estimates another $118 billion is needed to fully rebuild.* Below are some action
items Congress should consider to help Puerto Rico recover, rebuild, and chart a new course:

» Repair and rebuild homes. Over 150,000 homes were destroyed or damaged, leaving many
families without shelter or a place to return.?

» Make schools safer. Eighty-five percent of schools reported storm damage, with 38 to 44
schools permanently closing because of structural damage caused by Maria.®

» Strengthen critical infrastructure. The hurricanes damaged over 25 percent of the island’s
transmission line towers and poles, cutting power to every customer connected to the grid. It
has taken nearly a year after the storm to fully restore power to every resident on the island. *

» Promote resilient building. Underinvestment and deferred maintenance, exacerbated by a
crushing $123 billion debt obligation, has slowed rebuilding efforts compared to nearby
islands.® The U.S. Virgin Islands, for example, was quicker to restore power, in part due to
prior investments in infrastructure and mitigation efforts implemented by the government. ®

» Update existing emergency preparedness plans. Only 37 percent of municipalities surveyed
stated disaster preparedness plans worked adequately after the storm. ’

» Grow and preserve communities. The hurricanes forced over 135,000 Puerto Ricans to
leave for the U.S. mainland, especially young adults.® Already the island has one of the oldest
populations in the region and lowest birth rates in the world. °

» Support local families. Permanent out-migration, and resulting low enrollment, caused nearly
300 out of the over 1,100 schools on the island to close indefinitely.® The closures leave
approximately 60,000 students without a permanent fix.!

» Encourage sustainable economic growth. Puerto Rico’s economic activity dropped by 12
percent following the storms, causing a significant blow to the fragile economy.*?
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