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New York Helps Puerto Rico Recover From Hurricane Maria
As the island readies for hurricane season, the Empire State and Gov. Andrew Cuomo continue to pledge volunteers
and aid to help Puerto Rico rebuild from past storms.
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As the island readies for hurricane season, the Empire State and Gov. Andrew Cuomo continue to pledge volunteers
and aid to help Puerto Rico rebuild from past storms.
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TOA BAJA, Puerto Rico – The cabinets and furniture destroyed by Hurricane Maria
(//www.usnews.com/news/national-news/articles/2017-09-20/hurricane-maria-makes-landfall-in-puerto-rico) have
been removed, and the rooms of a cement house in this small northern island town have been power-washed, the
"mudline" just a foot or so from the ceiling the only sign of how high the water rose during the September 2017 storm.
Next, the yellow hard-hatted volunteers from All Hands and Hearts will sanitize the walls and �oors, readying the home
for the June arrival of university students and building trades professionals who will make the home move-in ready for
the couple who lived there.
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Kids play basketball next to storm debris still waiting to be collected on Dec. 25, 2017, in Morovis, Puerto
Rico. (Mario Tama/Getty Images)
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It's not a U.S. government effort, or even a project of the cash-strapped Puerto Rican government. The renovation and
rebuilding comes courtesy of a volunteer project organized by New York (https://www.usnews.com/news/best-
states/new-york) state, which has undertaken what participants and island locals describe as an extraordinary effort
by a single state government and populace to help the American territory.

"A lot of people here, they're getting very little assistance from FEMA," or the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
which has been criticized both in Puerto Rico and the mainland for a slow response to the storm, says Sarah Jahr, the
24-year-old All Hands and Hearts project manager on the site. "We just want to get people back safely into their
homes as soon as possible."

The home was one of 30 the All Hearts and Hands team had in their queue to �nish (all residents are eligible for
assistance, but elderly and disabled people are given �rst preference). UNICEF USA has about 1,000 on its island-wide
waiting list. The volunteer work spares some Puerto Ricans from having to hire private contractors who might use the
disaster to gouge desperate, displaced people, notes Audrey McMullen, operations manager for the effort. And since
some Puerto Ricans don't have formal paperwork proving they own their homes (which may have been passed down
generations), they cannot apply for aid from FEMA, which requires such documentation to prevent fraud.

States often come to the aid of other states (as well as the U.S. territories of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands)
after a disaster, sending police, medical professionals and other help to get the damaged area back on its feet. Much
of the assistance is provided through the Emergency Management Assistance Compact, a sort of mutual state aid
society. The sending states are reimbursed for costs later.
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Sarah Jahr, left, and Audrey McMullen, center, are volunteers with All Hands and Hearts who are power-washing a damaged home in
Toa Baja, Puerto Rico. The house, severely damaged by Hurricane Maria, will undergo further renovation by SUNY and CUNY students
under the supervision of volunteer building and trades professionals under a program by New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo. (COURTESY

EDISON SABALA)

But New York, which has the second biggest contingent of Puerto Ricans outside the island itself, has taken an
unusually assertive and direct role in helping the island recover and rebuild. Just as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
which was tasked with rebuilding the damaged and unreliable power grid, left the island on May 18, a new team of
New Yorkers was on its way to help.

"When you're talking about Puerto Rico, you're talking about American citizens and American brothers and sisters, and
there are no second-class American citizens. And Puerto Rico deserves better from the federal government," New York
Gov. Andrew Cuomo said on a recent visit to Puerto Rico, his fourth trip to the island since Maria hit Sept. 20. "And
New York will do everything it can."

The effort may bene�t Cuomo, as well: The two-term Democratic governor has re-election on his mind, and Puerto
Rican voters (as well as New Yorkers with family on the island) are an important part of the Democratic vote. But
locals in the U.S. territory, who do not hesitate to slam the federal government for what they see as an inadequate and
delayed response, are quick to single out the New York pol and laud him for his commitment.

"Cuomo's done a lot. He really cares. And we really appreciate it," says San Juan resident Oliria Ratcliffe, who had to
physically barricade her kitchen window during Maria with her body to keep out the wind and rain.

In New York's �rst phase immediately following the storm, the state sent more than 1,000 personnel to the island,
including more than 450 New York utility personnel, more than 50 Tactical Power Restoration experts and 15 damage
assessment experts. The state also sent National Guard police, engineers and soldiers, state troopers, volunteer
medical professionals, four Black Hawk helicopters and a logistical support team from the state Division of Homeland
Security and Emergency Services. Meanwhile, the state delivered millions of items, from bottles of water to diapers
and solar lamps, collected from 13 donation sites across New York. The Empire State also sent more than 155,000
miles of utility cable and other power restoration materials, as well as $1 million in medical supplies, in partnership
with the Greater New York Hospital Association and the Afya Foundation.

Photos: Puerto Rico in Ruins

 EXPAND GALLERY

The utility workers helped fully restore power to 300,000 customers in the San Juan metro area, the governor's o�ce
reports, and now, state utility experts are working to make the island's power grid stronger and more resilient to
storms. As part of the NY Stands with Puerto Rico Recovery and Rebuilding Initiative, a 10-person team from the New
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York Power Authority arrived in April to help local authorities assess the grid and identifying its weaknesses. The idea
is – as New York and Puerto Rican o�cials call it – to "Build Back Better" so the island does not again suffer
widespread blackouts.

Also in April, the governor sent a multi-disciplinary Tactical Assessment Team of labor, nonpro�t rebuilding,
philanthropic and academic partners – all of whom are developing a near-term plan to help damaged communities
rebuild. Recently, a group of cadets from the State University of New York's maritime team, in a SUNY Maritime
College (https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/suny-maritime-2853) training vessel, was set to arrive in San Juan's
port to coordinate with nonpro�ts and transport supplies.

That will set the stage for another group of volunteers to begin arriving in June: 500 SUNY and City University of New
York students who will work with building trade union volunteers to fully repair damaged homes. The young people,
whose trips are subsidized by a $500,000 grant from the charity UNICEF, will typically come for two-week stints
throughout the summer, sleeping in a compound and working with All Hearts and Hands and other nongovernmental
organizations.

"This is going to be a transformative experience for these students," who will not only provide critical help to Puerto
Ricans in need, but will learn construction skills (such as sealing a roof), says Edison Sabala, the Humanitarian
Response Management Consultant for UNICEF USA who has been on the ground coordinating efforts in Puerto Rico.
Other charities involved in the New York-organized effort include the Carlos Beltran Foundation, HEART 9/11, Habitat
for Humanity NYC, the Hispanic Federation, the Partnership for NYC, Tidal, the St. Bernard Project and Team Rubicon.

Cuomo has taken some heat for the intense focus on Puerto Rico. State Sen. John DeFrancisco, the second-ranking
Republican in the chamber who was exploring a run for governor, lambasted the governor on Twitter last fall, saying
"$1 million for Puerto Rico, but [Cuomo] says same $ can't be found to help NY seniors/disabled because of budget? I
rest my case." A gubernatorial spokesman called the tweet "appalling," noting that the cash came from private
donations. DeFrancisco dropped out of the GOP primary in late April.

Students and faculty at various SUNY and CUNY campuses had been engaged in separate efforts to help Puerto Rico
after the storm, but the current project provides for a more coordinated mission, says Robert Balkin, director for
SUNY's O�ce for Latin America and Caribbean. Many of the building trades specialists – who are taking unpaid time
to help rebuild, and to supervise the students – are themselves SUNY graduates, says Balkin, part of the team
coordinating SUNY's participation in Cuomo's initiative.
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And several SUNY campuses have programs that give student volunteers a base for the work they are about to do, he
adds: University at Albany--SUNY (https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/suny-albany-2835), for example, has a
College of Emergency Management, Homeland Security and Cybersecurity (the �rst of its kind in the nation); the state
college at Alfred has an emergency management studies program, and the state college at New Paltz has an Institute
for Disaster Mental Health (and a minor in the discipline). "They'll be coming down, already with levels of skills that will
allow them to jump right in," Balkin says.

Meanwhile, the building and trades experts will be helping to train local Puerto Ricans as well, so islanders can take
control of their own long-term infrastructure, he says.

The New York effort supplements assistance by other states through EMAC, which allows states (once they are
formally asked by the jurisdiction in need) to provide all sorts of disaster personnel. "Every state can't have all the
resources it needs. We share. It's a very e�cient way of doing business," says Michael A. Sprayberry, president of the
National Emergency Management Association, which runs the EMAC program. Sprayberry calculates that "hundreds
of people" - planning and logistics experts, building and construction teams, law enforcement, debris management
and water puri�cation experts, and physical and mental health professionals, have been sent to the island since the
storm.

But the effort comes with some strings: The receiving state (or territory) eventually has to reimburse the sending
states. And states can't just put people on a plane – they have to be asked to provide the assistance. "We and other
states don't and can't, really, legally help unless there's a request," says Chris Besse, spokesman for the
Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency. "As soon as we saw (a request) we started responding," says Besse,
noting that the Bay State has bene�ted from the help of other states during severe snowstorms.

And while the teams sent by EMAC have now departed the island, New York is still sending people and supplies.
There's no set deadline for leaving, with Cuomo's o�ce saying the governor pledges "to be there every step of the
way." The 2018 hurricane season starts June 1. 

Clari�ed on May 29, 2018: This story was updated to re�ect that the last statement was from the o�ce of New York
Gov. Andrew Cuomo.
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