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1TAKE ACTION FOR PUERTO RICO!

Welcome to Take Action 4 Puerto Rico! 2022

O ur annual Take Action for Puerto Rico! campaign kicks-off as we reach the five-year mark of Hurricane Maria on 
September 20th and will continue until significant parity, respect, and a just recovery for Puerto Rico is achieved. The 
Take Action for Puerto Rico! Toolkit has the information and resources you need to be an effective agent of change for 

Puerto Rico. 

Five years ago, we could not have imagined the devastation and marginalization that our beloved Puerto Rico would 
endure. Hurricanes in the Caribbean are nothing new, but Hurricane Maria’s ferocity—super-powered by the realities of 
climate change—exposed the vulnerability of an island with a decaying energy infrastructure, a weak social safety-net, an 
unfair relationship with the United States, and a profound financial crisis. 

Support for fair treatment of Puerto Rico has grown over the past five years as more people have learned about and come 
to understand the impact of the inequities faced by the island at the hands of the federal government, and the role that 
years of systemic inequities played in creating a vulnerable Puerto Rico. 

Through hard work and advocacy with partners such as yourself, we’ve been able to make significant progress toward 
achieving some of our shared goals. In the last five years, we’ve been able to get unfair restrictions on disaster spending lifted, 
achieve parity for anti-poverty measures like the Child Tax Credit (CTC), higher funding for the island’s Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC), and increase in the federal share of the Medicaid program. There is much more that needs to be done to build 
on these successes - including ending all systemic disparities in federal funding and unfair federal treatment of Puerto Rico. 

Take Action for Puerto Rico! continues to bring together people and organizations to raise awareness, stimulate 
collaboration, and take action around critical issues for Puerto Rico five years after Hurricanes Irma and Maria devastated 
the island. These critical issues include: 

•  a just and sustainable recovery, 
•  equity and an end to discrimination by the federal government, and 
•  a return democratic self-governance for Puerto Rico 

Here’s how you can help - choose the areas that speak to you, about which you are the most 
passionate, and deliver the message that Puerto Rico deserves better:

Puerto Rico Deserves a Just and Sustainable Recovery:

•  Investing federal dollars to save lives: The widespread destruction of the energy grid has created an opportunity 
to rebuild Puerto Rico in a more durable, resilient, and decentralized way based on renewable energy sources 
prioritizing rooftop solar energy. Federal funds to rebuild Puerto Rico’s energy grid must only be used to meet the 
island’s renewable energy mandates, not used to invest in continued reliance on polluting fossil fuels. The Take 
Action for Puerto Rico! Toolkit provides policy recommendations for Congress and the Biden Administration to 
ensure this happens. 

•  Ensure transparency and community participation in recovery: The Take Action for Puerto Rico! Toolkit provides 
useful background information about how - and why - Congress and the President must ensure all federal disaster 
recovery and infrastructure investment funds are effectively used by requiring transparency and civil society input 
in decision-making processes for the sustainable recovery of Puerto Rico. You will also find an overview of legislative 
and executive actions important to moving Puerto Rico forward.
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INTRODUCTION

Puerto Ricans Deserve Equitable Treatment and an End to Discrimination by the Federal Government:

•  Puerto Ricans deserve to be treated the same as U.S. citizens living in the States. Puerto Rico receives far less 
funding for federal health care programs than other U.S. jurisdictions. Specifically, the federal share for Medicaid 
is artificially capped at a much lower rate than states, and Puerto Rican Medicare patients are excluded from 
the low-income prescription drug subsidy for seniors. Puerto Rico faces a catastrophic drop in federal Medicaid 
funding this year when a temporary federal funding boost is set to expire.  

•  People living in Puerto Rico are excluded from receiving Supplemental Security Income benefits (SSI), which 
is available to low-income elderly, disabled, and blind Americans in all 50 states, the Commonwealth of the 
Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI),  and the District of Columbia due to years of discrimination based in large part 
on centuries-old racist Supreme Court precedents called the Insular Cases. 

•  Despite high rates of food insecurity, federal nutrition aid is also artificially capped for Puerto Rico, because the island 
is excluded from the SNAP, or Food Stamp program. In 2020, the First Circuit in Boston ruled in the case of Vaello-
Madero that it was unconstitutional to discriminate against residents of Puerto Rico by denying SSI benefits. In 2021, 
the Biden administration decided not to withdraw the government appeal submitted by the Trump administration. 
As a result, the appeals court decision was overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court, and legal discrimination continues 
in areas such as nutritional assistance for low income families, and the denial of SSI and other benefits.

•  The Take Action for Puerto Rico! Toolkit points to specific legislation and executive action your Member of 
Congress and the President should take in order to end the denial of equitable federal funding for critical anti-
poverty programs in Puerto Rico. 

Puerto Rico Deserves Democratic Self-Governance: 

•  Terminate the role of the FOMB: Puerto Rico has been ruled by an unelected, federally appointed, Fiscal Control 
Board (or FOMB) since 2016 that is the ultimate authority on all fiscal and financial decisions in the island. The 
board has broad powers, even the authority to annul laws duly approved by Puerto Rico’s elected officials. 
Repealing the undemocratic FOMB, auditing its decision making for accountability, and providing for a smooth 
transition, would help return Puerto Rico to democratic self-governance by its elected representatives.

•  Economic Redevelopment: Puerto Rico is under historic financial distress, which has severely hampered the 
island’s ability to restart its own economy. The debt cannot be prioritized or come before basic needs such as 
housing, energy, healthcare, lifesaving infrastructure, and education. 

•  The Take Action for Puerto Rico! Toolkit explains why helping the island and its already impoverished people 
with economic tools, full equity in federal programs and other measures should take precedence over debt 
repayments and argues that Puerto Rico should be allowed to discharge any illegal or unconstitutional debt. The 
toolkit also provides information on legislation and executive action that can provide the tools for Puerto Rico to 
develop its economy in a more sustainable and self-reliant way. 

•  The TA4PR! Advocacy Toolkit provides more information on how to amplify your groups’ message to reach wider 
audiences. 

We are so grateful for your participation! Take Action for Puerto Rico! campaign is deeply invested in your efforts and 
success and is here to assist you with any request or information that you need for successful participation in this national 
campaign. 

For more information or questions regarding Take Action for Puerto Rico! please contact info@takeaction4pr.org.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/09/28/curious-case-puerto-rico-medicaid-funding/s-need-for-full-permanent-funding
https://harvardlawreview.org/2021/01/united-states-v-vaello-madero/
https://harvardlawreview.org/2021/01/united-states-v-vaello-madero/
info@takeaction4pr.org
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We Are All Puerto Rico

W hile most organizations are aware of the crisis in Puerto Rico, many may not be up-to-date on the current situation and needs on 
the island. Groups, like yours, are natural allies that can share information with your constituencies and members and expand 
political support for the over 3 million U.S. citizens living on the island through your extensive and powerful networks.

The speed at which civil society groups were able to react and assist Puerto Rico, in some cases within days and weeks ahead of 
FEMA and other government disaster response agencies, spell out the crucial role you have played and the difference you can still 
make in Puerto Rico’s recovery. That role is no less important when it comes to advocating for the long-term policy changes needed 
for Puerto Rico to have a sustainable future. 

Here are a few examples of how the current situation in Puerto Rico aligns with your organizational mission and interests, ideas 
about organizations that you can connect with, and how to explain why your members and communities should be interested in 
Puerto Rico’s cause.

HOW DOES PUERTO RICO FIT INTO YOUR MISSION?

Climate and Environmental Justice Groups
The devastation of the hurricanes in Puerto Rico and the 
severe climate changes elsewhere are impacting the natural 
environment and creating a whole new population of climate 
refugees within the United States and across the world.  Over 
200,000 fled the island with most heading to U.S. states (some 
temporarily) after Hurricane Maria hit in September 2017.

•  Puerto Rico has a historic opportunity to lead the way in 
developing a resilient energy grid that is sustainable and 
helps the U.S. meet its climate goals and to seek equitable 
solutions to decades of environmental harm to low-income 
communities. In fact, Puerto Rico has its own aggressive 
climate goals that should be encouraged and supported 
to come to fruition. The largest grant in FEMA history has 
been awarded to Puerto Rico for rebuilding the energy 
grid; climate and EJ groups must ensure this money and 
this historic opportunity is used to build a future based 
on renewable energy and is not squandered by recreating 
unsustainable and polluting energy reliance on fossil fuels.

•  Hurricanes Irma and Maria severely impacted local drinking 
water and the surrounding environment. In the aftermath 
of the disaster, people resorted to drinking potentially 
contaminated water from those sites.

•  Flooding and loss of coastal habitat pose major conservation 
concerns on the island. 

•  Puerto Rico faces some unique challenges when it comes 
to toxic hazards as a large portion of the waste on the island 
comes from its once-booming pharmaceutical industry.

•  Some of the energy production methods in Puerto Rico 
are also causing toxic and environmental hazards – not 
only to the island but to the states as well. For example, 
the company AES operates a coal plant that dumped 
coal ash on the island until protesters and activists 
succeeded in banning it in 2017. Afterward, AES tried 
to unload toxic ash in St. Cloud, FL but was stopped 
by community members. The ashes were then sent to 
South Georgia.

• Environmental groups should also be concerned about the 
fast-tracking mechanism, which allows the unelected Fiscal 
Board to designate certain infrastructure projects they 
deem “critical” to be able to avoid complying with certain 
environmental regulations. This sets a dangerous precedent 
for future policies that could apply to cities, counties, and 
other jurisdictions across the continental U.S.

•  The toxic legacy of U.S. Navy bombing and other military 
practice exercises in the island municipalities of Vieques 
and Culebra have left generations of Puerto Ricans with a 
legacy of disease and environmental contamination for 
which the U.S. government has a moral responsibility. The 
slow cleanup and closure of medical facilities following 
Maria create a human rights health care issue that must be 
urgently addressed. 

Reproductive, Women's, and LGBTQ+ Rights 
Reproductive, gender and LGBTQ+ rights are frequently 
under political attack in Puerto Rico. Civil and human rights 
must support the fight for equality and choice in Puerto Rico.  
Domestic violence has also risen to crisis proportions on the 
island. 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/amp/ncna1240513
https://www.energy.gov/oe/puerto-rico-grid-resilience-and-transitions-100-renewable-energy-study-pr100
https://www.energy.gov/oe/puerto-rico-grid-resilience-and-transitions-100-renewable-energy-study-pr100
https://www.commercialsearch.com/news/femas-largest-infrastructure-grant-awarded-to-puerto-rico/
https://www.businessinsider.com/puerto-rico-drinking-water-superfund-hazardous-waste-site-hurricane-maria-2017-10
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2022/03/16/in-puerto-rico-flooding-and-loss-of-coastal-habitat-are-top-conservation-concerns
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2022/03/16/in-puerto-rico-flooding-and-loss-of-coastal-habitat-are-top-conservation-concerns
https://gizmodo.com/the-puerto-rican-town-left-to-stew-in-toxic-waste-1824949208
https://gizmodo.com/the-puerto-rican-town-left-to-stew-in-toxic-waste-1824949208
https://www.latinorebels.com/2019/08/21/aesprashtoxicity/
https://news.littlesis.org/2019/07/09/aes-has-been-dumping-its-puerto-rico-coal-ash-in-south-georgia/#:~:text=AES%20Has%20Been%20Dumping%20Its%20Puerto%20Rico%20Coal%20Ash%20in%20South%20Georgia,-By%20Abner%20Dennis&text=AES%20Puerto%20Rico%2C%20the%20owner,Charlton%20County%2C%20in%20southern%20Georgia.
https://news.littlesis.org/2019/07/09/aes-has-been-dumping-its-puerto-rico-coal-ash-in-south-georgia/#:~:text=AES%20Has%20Been%20Dumping%20Its%20Puerto%20Rico%20Coal%20Ash%20in%20South%20Georgia,-By%20Abner%20Dennis&text=AES%20Puerto%20Rico%2C%20the%20owner,Charlton%20County%2C%20in%20southern%20Georgia.
https://www.wftv.com/news/local/coal-ash-from-puerto-rican-power-plants-finds-its-way-to-osceola-county-landfill/947346883/
https://www.wftv.com/news/local/officials-discuss-coal-ash-from-puerto-rico-power-plants-dumped-at-osceola-county-landfill/948844165/
https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2019/05/puerto-rico-got-rid-of-its-coal-ash-pits-now-the-company-responsible-is-moving-them-to-florida/
https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2019/05/puerto-rico-got-rid-of-its-coal-ash-pits-now-the-company-responsible-is-moving-them-to-florida/
https://newsismybusiness.com/critical-infrastructure-project/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/7/1/puerto-ricos-vieques-still-reels-from-decades-of-us-navy-bombing
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/opinion/os-ed-helping-the-helpless-in-vieques-puerto-rico-20180117-story.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-cleanup-us-military-will-take-decade-rcna529
https://aldianews.com/en/politics/policy/hospitals-still-broken
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WE ARE ALL PUERTO RICO

•  With the overturning of Dobbs, some protections that 
Puerto Ricans once counted on have become more 
uncertain. Puerto Rico’s legislature is currently considering 
anti-LGBTQ+ and anti-choice bills.  For example: 
•  5 anti-choice bills have recently been debated (On 

June 21, 2022, the Puerto Rico Senate passed SB 693 to 
limit a woman’s right to choose). 

• A bill to ban conversion therapy, which is considered 
by the U.N. to be a form of torture, was blocked by a 
Senate committee in May 2022. 

• Protests demanding action to address gender 
violence and femicide led to a declaration of a state of 
emergency in 2021.

Groups that Care About Nutrition, Housing, Health, 
and Children
Many groups across the United States that care about a range 
of human needs, have also joined in the fight to ensure that 
the residents of Puerto Rico have access to adequate nutrition, 
affordable housing, and comprehensive healthcare.

•  Inspired by Jewish values and ideals, Mazon, a Jewish 
Response to Hunger, has taken on nutritional inequity 
in Puerto Rico, consistently sharing detailed policy 
information with its members and advocating for increased 
nutrition funding for the island. For an explainer about food 
insecurity and inequities in Puerto Rico, watch Mazon’s 
Insider Briefing Series — Addressing Food Insecurity in 
Puerto Rico (May 12, 2022). 

•  The National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) has 
also been a steadfast ally of Puerto Rico through its work 
with the National Disaster Housing Recovery Coalition 
which focuses on ensuring that the federal government 
prioritizes the housing needs of low-income survivors. 
Their work with Puerto Rico includes convening a working 
group on disaster housing issues in Puerto Rico, working 
closely with local housing legal and community advocates;  
expressing their concern with FEMA’s Individual Assistance 
on the island, and calling on Congress to ensure that Puerto 
Rican people have the power to determine and direct their 
own recovery, and hosting panels to discuss the impact 
Hurricane Maria had on children. They have also shed light 
on the reasons FEMA application denials were so high. 

•  The Coalition on Human Needs has been advocating 
for Puerto Rican children affected by Hurricane Maria by 
shedding light on the problems they are facing, providing 
updates on the matter, and elevating the issue in front of 
stakeholders.

Social Justice and Civil Rights Groups
Those who fight for justice and against discrimination need 
to educate themselves about the structural inequities, now 
playing out in ongoing reconstruction and rebuilding efforts, 
in order to advocate on behalf of communities impacted by 
Maria, and ensure the same concern is shown for all affected 
by disasters, no matter their skin tone, language, geographic 
location or economic status. 

•  Numerous studies concluded that the federal government’s 
response to Hurricane Maria and Irma was slower and 
less generous than in other U.S. jurisdictions affected by 
disasters.

•  President Trump openly complained about providing aid to 
Puerto Rico, going so far as suggesting trading Puerto Rico 
for Greenland. He was widely criticized for his discriminatory 
remarks and disparate treatment of U.S. citizens in Puerto 
Rico.

•  Social justice and civil rights groups care about the 
equitable treatment of marginalized groups. Due to Puerto 
Rico’s unique status with the United States, Puerto Ricans 
on the island are discriminated against and are denied full 
federal anti-poverty programs. This is thanks to a series of 
racist Supreme Court cases called the Insular Cases.

Organized Labor
Organized labor was a driving force in the immediate recovery 
in Puerto Rico. Besides being on the front lines of delivering 
supplies, and rebuilding infrastructure they have been 
working with their Puerto Rican members on the mainland 
and in Puerto Rico to demand a just economic recovery. Labor 
can use its influence with elected officials/decision makers by 
working in solidarity with their brothers and sisters in Puerto 
Rico to prevent undermining of labor laws and support efforts 
to rebuild and protect U.S. citizens living in Puerto Rico.

•  The PROMESA federal law, passed by Congress, set a 
dangerous precedent in Puerto Rico for undermining labor 
organizing and was opposed by many unions. It allows the 
Financial Oversight and Management Board (FOMB) and 
the Governor of Puerto Rico to lower the minimum wage 
to $4.25 an hour for workers younger than 26 years of age. 
It also empowers a “revitalization coordinator” to designate 
“critical infrastructure” projects that can be approved on 
a fast track basis, and thus avoid compliance with several 
environmental, labor, and other regulations. The FOMB has 
continually pushed for undercutting labor rights, recently 
threatening to annul a law partially restoring those rights. 
The board’s push for the LUMA Energy privatization scheme 
also led to the end of the UTIER electrical workers union. 

https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/issue-brief/what-are-the-implications-of-the-overturning-of-roe-v-wade-for-racial-disparities/
https://www.notiuno.com/noticias/gobierno-y-politica/c-mara-de-representantes-comienza-vistas-p-blicas-sobre-el-aborto-en-puerto-rico/article_19969336-252c-11ed-8e75-ef3527d95e2d.html
https://www.elnuevodia.com/login/?returnUrl=https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/legislatura/notas/el-senado-aprueba-el-proyecto-693-que-restringe-los-abortos-en-la-etapa-de-viabilidad/
https://www.primerahora.com/noticias/gobierno-politica/notas/medida-que-prohibiria-las-terapias-de-conversion-en-puerto-rico-es-derrotada-en-la-comision-de-salud-mental-del-senado/
https://www.efe.com/efe/usa/puerto-rico/decenas-de-mujeres-protestan-ante-aumento-los-feminicidios-en-puerto-rico/50000110-4679081
https://abcnews.go.com/US/months-state-emergency-puerto-rico-finally-approves-million/story?id=77461758
https://abcnews.go.com/US/months-state-emergency-puerto-rico-finally-approves-million/story?id=77461758
https://mazon.org
https://wfpc.sanford.duke.edu/podcasts/mazon-support-indian-food-sovereignty-puerto-rico-and-quick-response/
https://mazon.org/events/puertoricobriefing/
https://mazon.org/events/puertoricobriefing/
https://mazon.org/events/puertoricobriefing/
https://nlihc.org/
https://nlihc.org/disaster-housing-coalition
https://nlihc.org/resource/disaster-housing-recovery-coalition-expresses-serious-concerns-about-fema-activity-puerto
https://nlihc.org/news/leaders-disaster-housing-recovery-coalition-call-congress-support-equitable-recovery-puerto
https://nlihc.org/resource/panel-discussion-condition-puerto-rican-children-after-hurricane-maria-be-held-september
https://nlihc.org/resource/research-explores-reasons-fema-application-denials-puerto-rico
https://www.chn.org
https://www.chn.org/voices/left-behind-hurricane-maria-puerto-ricos-children/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/study-puerto-rico-received-slower-less-generous-federal-disaster-aid-than-texas-florida/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-disasters-puerto-rico/u-s-hurricane-response-slower-in-puerto-rico-than-in-florida-texas-study-idUSKCN1PU1YU
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-jokes-puerto-rico-is-throwing-budget-a-little-out-of-whack/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/trump-was-serious-about-trading-hurricane-stricken-puerto-rico-greenland-n1237336
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/512840-former-dhs-official-trump-called-puerto-rico-dirty-asked-to-trade-it/
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/512840-former-dhs-official-trump-called-puerto-rico-dirty-asked-to-trade-it/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/trump-administration-doubles-down-opposition-puerto-rico-funding-drawing-criticism-n988181
https://www.latinojustice.org/en/news/advocates-analyze-emerging-campaign-overrule-insular-cases
https://labornotes.org/2017/11/puerto-rico-unions-lead-hurricane-relief-efforts
https://www.commondreams.org/views/2017/10/13/after-storm-its-labor-vs-finance-future-puerto-rico
https://grupocne.org/2021/06/29/promesa-a-failed-colonial-experiment/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/promesa-puerto-ricos-rest_b_10615610
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/promesa-puerto-ricos-rest_b_10615610
https://www.theweeklyjournal.com/business/private-sector-considers-new-labor-reform-adverse-to-smes/article_e97dc05e-f96e-11ec-9367-3779ccddbc15.html
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WE ARE ALL PUERTO RICO

•  Many labor organizations have Puerto Rican members who 
are active within their leadership and many members acted 
as a lifeline right after Hurricane Maria. Besides providing 
basic emergency supplies, volunteers from SEIU, National 
Nurses United, and the American Federation of Teachers 
(AFT), among others, were key in life-saving relief efforts in 
Puerto Rico days after Maria. Many like AFT and the Labor 
Council for Latin American Advancement (LCLAA), have 
continued their commitment to assist in rebuilding and 
advocating for policy changes.

•  Organized labor has a special understanding that injustice 
towards one group or class of people is a threat to all 
people. Their experience in organizing and deployment of 
resources is the perfect partnership to help Puerto Rico as it 
moves toward its recovery and economic growth.

•  Organized labor groups are engaged in civic participation 
and organizing with

Latino Groups 
•  Puerto Ricans are the second largest Latino group in 

our nation at approximately 6 million. They have been 
engaged, at the forefront of fighting for the rights, 
well-being, and empowerment of Latinos and others 
all across our nation.  In New York City, Puerto Ricans 
are seen as pioneers who paved the way for other Latino 
groups to enjoy rights they would not be able to exercise 
were it not for the struggles the Puerto Rican community 
waged for decades. LatinoJustice PRLDEF, for example, 
started as a Puerto Rican-focused organization and is now 
among the most prominent national Latino legal defense 
funds fighting for immigrant rights, as well as the rights of 
Hurricane Maria evacuees and others.

• Efforts to divide DREAMers from Puerto Ricans in 
Congressional legislation that forced Members of Congress 
to choose between hurricane relief for Puerto Rico and other 
affected jurisdictions and avoiding the termination of DACA 
show how Latinos need to unite and not allow others to 
divide them. These efforts to divide us were rejected by the 
Puerto Rican members of Congress, and the overwhelming 
majority of Hispanic Congressional members.

African-American Groups
From Hurricanes Katrina to Irma and Maria, systemic racism 
and discrimination in disaster response have resulted in 
needless deaths and slow economic recoveries in historically 
marginalized communities like New Orleans and Puerto Rico. 

•  Puerto Rican culture is strongly influenced by its Afro-
Latino roots. In fact, Puerto Ricans’ views on race have been 
shifting. The 2020 Census reflected an 80% drop in the 
number of Puerto Ricans who identified as white. 

•  Most of the population has African ancestry, often mixed 
with indigenous Taíno and/or European heritage. Puerto 
Ricans come in all shapes, sizes, and colors.

•  Discriminatory treatment of Puerto Ricans, and its outcomes, 
is similar to that experienced by other communities of 
color in the U.S. who have faced systemic inequalities - 
rooted in racism – in areas like housing, healthcare, and the 
environment.

•  Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, who was Puerto Rican of African 
and German descent, was a writer, historian, activist, and 
cultural promoter. Schomburg was born in Puerto Rico 
and moved to New York City where he founded several 
organizations focused on fighting for the civil rights of Puerto 
Ricans and African Americans. His work contributed to 
founding the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture.

Teacher’s Groups
In spite of protests from parents, teachers, and local 
communities, Puerto Rico has closed 673 schools since 2007, 
presenting serious harm to the students and communities 
who rely on them, while failing to deliver the financial savings 
used to justify their closure. Many others simply never 
reopened after the hurricanes. 

•  Tens of thousands of students and teachers have been 
displaced. Teachers in Puerto Rico are chronically underpaid. 
This combination of circumstances has caused an exodus 
that has also aggravated educational conditions for students 
in public schools. Thanks to President Biden’s pandemic 
relief money, teachers on the island received a pay raise for 
the first time in ten years. The pay bump amounts to $1,000 a 
month or a 30% increase for the average teacher in Puerto 
Rico.

https://www.latinojustice.org/en
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/amp/rcna3101
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2018/02/21/447051/systematic-inequality/
http://blog.harvardlawreview.org/why-the-insular-cases-must-become-the-next-plessy/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK425844/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/news/2016/04/25/136361/5-things-to-know-about-communities-of-color-and-environmental-justice/
http://www.blackpast.org/aah/schomburg-arturo-alfonso-1874-1938
https://www.nypl.org/locations/schomburg
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/report-puerto-ricos-mass-closures-public-schools-eroding-communities
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/09/12/magazine/puerto-rico-schools-hurricane-maria.html
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/puerto-rico-schools-to-use-new-aid-for-teacher-raises-hurricane-and-covid-recovery/2022/08
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•  The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) and the 
Asociación de Maestros de Puerto Rico (AMPR) were active 
in recovery efforts following Hurricane Maria hit. Schools 
served as vital points for shelter, distribution of supplies, 
and centers of recovery in the weeks after Hurricane Maria. 
AFT and AMPR, in partnership with Hispanic Federation and 
various non-profits, raised more than $2 million to purchase 
water filters that were delivered to schools and communities 
in need of clean water.

•  AMPR teachers were cleaning and repairing schools across 
Puerto Rico before even FEMA had landed in their cities. 
With supplies sent from mainland unions and charities, 
teachers were cleaning classrooms and getting lunchrooms 
ready to give kids sanctuary to recover and learn.

Faith-Based Organizations
Faith-based institutions are often on the front lines of serving 
populations in need of assistance. These organizations can 
and should use their moral authority to call on Members of 
Congress and others, to be responsive to the needs of Puerto 
Ricans during times of tremendous hardship and tragedy. 
They can use their platforms to ensure Puerto Rico's people 
are not forgotten, such as through newsletters, sign-on 
letters, sermons, etc.

•  Jubilee USA – a coalition of religious, development, and 
advocacy groups – has been at the forefront in the fight for 
global debt relief for poor countries, budget relief, and the 
auditing of the debt in Puerto Rico. Similar to Jubilee USA, 
other faith-based groups believe that their religious values 
demand that they fight inequality in order to defend the 
most vulnerable.

•  Even if the need for emergency supplies has passed, the 
process of rebuilding remains a long-term proposition. Many 
faith-based institutions have Puerto Rican parishioners with 
leadership/membership on the mainland who care and are 
ready and willing to assist the Puerto Rican community on 
the island from their own parish.

•  Create opportunities to educate your members about the issues being faced in Puerto Rico and 
show how they align with your group’s priorities  (invite a speaker from TakeAction4PR campaign at 
info@TakeActionPR.org). 

•  Share information about how your membership can help using organizational newsletters or social 
media.

•  Share literature/handouts at organizational meetings.

•  Have your organization’s leadership and members reach out to their Members of Congress and ask 
them to assist Puerto Rico. (include one or more of the “asks” we include in the 2022 Policy Asks 
section of this toolkit).

•  Ask them to join in a Congressional Call-In Day, or distribute a petition tailored to your issue (see 
Legislation Your Member of Congress Should Support here).

•  Ask members to author or co-author an op-ed to educate  the public and demonstrate there is 
broad support for Puerto Rico.

HERE ARE JUST A FEW EXAMPLES OF WAYS TO ENGAGE YOUR MEMBERSHIP:

https://www.aft.org/
https://www.aft.org/press-release/aft-and-hispanic-federation-1-year-anniversary-hurricane-maria
https://www.aft.org/press-release/aft-and-hispanic-federation-1-year-anniversary-hurricane-maria
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/puerto-rico-crisis/puerto-rico-new-school-year-begins-after-hurricane-maria-big-n899866
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/puerto-rico-crisis/puerto-rico-new-school-year-begins-after-hurricane-maria-big-n899866
https://www.heritage.org/civil-society/commentary/how-faith-based-organizations-are-helping-communities-recover-after
https://www.jubileeusa.org
https://www.jubileeusa.org/puerto_rico_s_debt_crisis
https://www.jubileeusa.org/puerto_rico_s_debt_crisis
info@TakeActionPR.org
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/631a87817930e3495519628f/1662683010332/POLICY+ASK-2022-OK.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/631a87817930e3495519628f/1662683010332/POLICY+ASK-2022-OK.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/632270975fb8d266bcdfe976/1663201431823/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-03.pdf
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Take Action 4 Puerto Rico!  
Principles for a Just Recovery and 

Resilient Future for Puerto Rico
A just recovery must be in the hands of the people of Puerto Rico, 

led by the people, and for the people of Puerto Rico.

PROTECT HUMAN AND ENVIRONMENTAL RIGHTS 
Rebuilding should not be an excuse for exploitation or for 
waiving any civil, human, or environmental rights in the name 
of speed – or greed. 

REBUILD A STRONGER, SUSTAINABLE PUERTO RICO 
A sustainable and just recovery must focus on long-term 
solutions. Recovery efforts must meet the needs of the present 
communities without compromising future generations 
by taking a holistic approach, achieving a balance between 
economic, social, and environmental development, and be led 
by the communities who know their needs best.

REBUILD SMARTER: USE DISASTER FUNDING 
TO LAY THE GROUNDWORK FOR A RENEWABLE 
ENERGY GRID 
Everything possible should be done to help the island prevent 
loss of life and significant economic interruption from the 
ongoing energy crises and prioritize meeting its goal of 100% 
renewable energy by 2050.  

PROVIDE PARITY IN FEDERAL BENEFITS THAT 
CREATE ACCESS TO BASIC HEALTH and NUTRITION 
To ensure the health and dignity of people in Puerto Rico, it is 
essential that Congress finally eliminates federal health care and 
nutrition funding disparities. The only way Puerto Rico can build 
a sustainable future is by ending nearly 125 years of systemic 
discrimination by the federal government against Puerto Rico 
and its residents.

PROVIDE EQUITABLE ACCESS TO PROGRAMS THAT 
SUPPORT THE MOST VULNERABLE PUERTO RICANS  
Geographic location should not be a determinant of access to, 
or denial of, federal programs that support the most vulnerable 
U.S. citizens such as low income disabled, blind, and elderly 
persons.

BUILD STRONG LOCAL ECONOMIES 
Investing in local economies should come first. Federal funding 
should have a multiplier effect by prioritizing contracting and 
investment in local businesses and non-profit organizations to 
strengthen local economies and communities. That includes 
investments in local workforce development and hiring, 
including within emerging sectors (e.g. renewable energy, 
infrastructure, and agriculture).
 
EFFECTIVE OVERSIGHT REQUIRES TRANSPARENCY 
AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
Radical transparency is a prerequisite to ensure federal dollars 
effectively reach impacted communities, and achieve the goals 
intended by federal funders. Democratization of the recovery 
and rebuilding process is the best way to minimize corruption, 
fraud, and waste.  Good governance requires that federal and 
local contracts not be awarded to companies that have been 
convicted or fined for breaking any labor, environmental, or 
other federal or local laws. 

RETURN TO SELF-GOVERNANCE
In a democracy, policy decisions that impact people’s lives should 
be made by elected representatives. A return to democratic self-
governance requires that ultimate authority on all fiscal and 
financial decisions on the island must be returned to its elected 
representatives. Congress must terminate PROMESA, eliminate 
the unelected Financial Oversight Management Board (FOMB), 
and assume accountability for the outcome by requiring a 
transparent, independent review of its actions, and ensure a 
responsible transition to local control. 
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HF PRINCIPLES FOR A JUST RECOVERY AND RESILIENT FUTURE FOR PUERTO RICO

SELF DETERMINATION
All people have the right to freely choose their sovereignty and 
international political status with no interference. The President 
and Congress must work with representatives of the several 
status options in Puerto Rico to develop and fund a federally-
binding, democratic, self-determination process that includes 
effective education to voters about each option to move the 
island towards decolonization and guarantees the will of the 
people is respected and implemented.  

STRENGTHEN SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE AND 
FOOD SECURITY 
Rebuilding the island’s agriculture sector and promoting 
resilient and sustainable local food production is essential for 
communities in Puerto Rico. Access to safe, potable water is a 
human right. Low-income children and families in Puerto Rico 
deserve access to the same levels of nutrition support as other 
families in the U.S.  

PREVENT FORCED DISPLACEMENT AS A 
BYPRODUCT OF “RECOVERY”
People should be allowed to elect to stay, choose where to 
relocate, and have a say in decisions that impact rebuilding 
their communities. The recovery and rebuilding process should 
prioritize mitigation before displacement. All communities 
should receive equitable and just access to resources and 
treatment, regardless of income, property value, location, or 
other qualifiers. 

PROTECT THE RIGHTS OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH 
TO PROSPER VIA ACCESS TO QUALITY PUBLIC 
EDUCATION 
Children and youth in Puerto Rico have the right to a quality 
public education that will ensure equal access to personal, 
professional, and labor opportunities. Access to quality public 
education is a key element in achieving an effective recovery, 
lowering poverty levels, and overcoming the long-term 
economic crises of the island. 

DEBT RELIEF SHOULD NOT COME BEFORE PEOPLE
A just recovery is not possible when those in power prioritize 
paying creditors instead of investing in the recovery and the 
future of Puerto Rico.  Repaying an unaudited debt should not 
be a higher priority than the rebuilding and recovery of the 
island’s physical and human infrastructure. Though most of the 
debt restructuring has been agreed to, other bankruptcy-like 
agreements remain outstanding. Providing for the basic needs 
of people, especially the most vulnerable after years of repeated 
crises should be the highest priority. 

INDEPENDENT AUDIT 
The future of Puerto Rico must not be compromised by 
repaying debt that was illegally or unconstitutionally obligated. 
There must be an independent audit performed and certified 
by non-governmental experts. Any debt found to be illegal or 
unconstitutional must be discharged. No funds provided for 
disaster recovery should be used to repay creditors, directly 
or indirectly, or used to make economic projections for debt 
repayment. 

SUPPORT PUERTO RICANS DISPLACED BY 
ECONOMIC AND NATURAL DISASTER 
Puerto Ricans who continue to leave the island to the states 
because of ineffective emergency relief, a slow recovery, and 
ongoing economic, energy, and health crises must not be 
forgotten. They are disaster victims and need ongoing support 
from national and local governments, and from philanthropic 
sources, to ensure a successful transition to the U.S. or promote 
a safe return to the island. 

FACILITATE RETURN TO THE ISLAND 
Displaced people should have the right to return to their homes 
and communities. To recover long-term, Puerto Rico needs to 
retain and rebuild its social capital. The federal government 
should work with Puerto Rico’s government and community 
leadership to develop economic and social support plans that 
promote the return of Puerto Ricans displaced by ongoing 
crises, and other diaspora Puerto Ricans to strengthen the 
island’s social capital. 

“MARSHALL” PLAN 
Effective rebuilding requires the federal government to take 
a holistic approach, systematically investing federal dollars to 
rebuild, revitalize, and revive Puerto Rico’s health care system, 
economy, housing, public social services, and infrastructure, 
including its energy grid, utilities, and telecommunications 
system.  
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IT’S TIME TO END DISCRIMINATION AGAINST 
RESIDENTS OF PUERTO RICO IN FEDERAL 
SAFETY-NET PROGRAMS
To ensure the health and dignity of people in Puerto Rico, it is 
essential that Congress finally eliminates discriminatory funding 
disparities in federal health care, nutrition, and other programs 
to support vulnerable, low-income people.

•  The federal government must stop discriminating 
against Puerto Rico, not just in disaster relief, but in 
all federal programs. The only way Puerto Rico can 
build a sustainable future is by ending the systemic 
discrimination by the federal government against 
Puerto Rico and its residents. 

•  ‘The federal safety net is flimsier and more porous 
in Puerto Rico than in the rest of the nation. To be 
blunt, the federal government discriminates against 
Americans who live in Puerto Rico’ (according to U.S. 
Federal Judge, William G. Young).

•  Congress must stop this discrimination based on 
geographic location and pass legislation for Puerto 
Rico to participate fully in Medicaid, SNAP (food 
stamps), and Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 
among others. 

•  President Biden and Congress must stop the federal 
government's treatment of Puerto Ricans as second-
class citizens. 

•  People who live in Puerto Rico deserve the same level 
of healthcare funding in programs like Medicaid and 
Medicare, that other U.S. citizens receive. 

•  This unconstitutional treatment and discrimination in 
federal programs, especially those intended to provide 
a safety net for vulnerable people is one of the main 
causes of Puerto Rico’s current economic crisis and is 
partly responsible for the island’s high poverty levels. 

•  Geographic location should not be a determinant of 
access to, or denial of, federal programs that support 
the most vulnerable U.S. citizens such as low-income 
disabled, blind, and elderly persons. 

THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT MUST STOP 
RELYING ON RACIST PRECEDENTS TO DEFEND 
DISCRIMINATION AGAINST PUERTO RICO
The Insular Cases represent a shameful legacy our nation should 
leave in the past. The prejudice in these cases is so abhorrent 
that even Supreme Court Justice Neil Gorsuch said in a recent 
federal benefits decision, that overturning the “shameful” Insular 
Cases was long overdue.

Take Action for Puerto Rico! 
Talking Points [2022]

Puerto Rico must be treated equitably in all policy agendas that demonstrate 
responsibility for the conditions that exist today and to change them.

O n the five-year mark of Hurricane Maria’s devastating landfall in Puerto Rico, there is still much work to do to help Puerto Rico 
rebuild and to ensure a sustainable future that saves lives. We need your help to advance a shared vision for a stronger, more 
equitable, and resilient Puerto Rico. Anyone can refer to these talking points when preparing for a meeting or a call with 

elected officials, when drafting your own op-ed or press release, or when speaking to the media. 

Our message is simple: the federal government has a moral and legal responsibility to help the U.S. citizens of Puerto Rico recover 
from this tragedy just as it would help any other group of American citizens. 

Without additional action 
at the federal level, it could take as long 

as a generation, or more, for Puerto 
Rico to rebuild its infrastructure 

and its economy.

https://newrepublic.com/article/161522/vaello-madero-supreme-court-puerto-rico-second-class-citizenship
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/the-insular-cases-the-racist-supreme-court-decisions-that-cemented-puerto-ricos-second-class-status.html
https://www.abajournal.com/web/article/gorsuch-says-shameful-insular-cases-should-be-overruled-as-scotus-rules-against-puerto-rico-resident
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TALKING POINTS [2022] 

• Racist court decisions, collectively called the “Insular
Cases” described Puerto Ricans and residents of Guam
and other territories as “half-civilized,” “savage” and “alien
races” and should not be used by our federal government 
to justify treating Puerto Ricans as second-class citizens. 

• The Biden Administration and previous administrations’ 
reliance on the racist Supreme Court precedents known 
as the Insular Cases, geographic versions of Plessy v.
Ferguson, to justify discrimination is unconscionable.

PUERTO RICO PAYS MORE THAN ITS FAIR SHARE 
OF TAXES
Those who say Puerto Rico should not be treated fairly because 
they don’t pay federal income taxes are ignoring the facts. 

• Residents of Puerto Rico in fact, do pay many federal
taxes. In 2019 alone, the federal government collected
$3,528,739,000 in taxes from Puerto Rico residents.

• Poor people generally do not pay income tax regardless 
of where they live, and this is not a requirement to
qualify for federal safety-net programs like food stamps, 
SSI, or Medicaid.

• Puerto Rico residents paid more in federal taxes than
six states including Vermont, Wyoming, South Dakota,
North Dakota, Montana, Alaska, and all other U.S.
territories combined.  Yet low-income people living in
those states don’t get denied access to federal programs.

PUERTO RICO DESERVES A JUST AND 
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE WITH INVESTMENTS MADE 
IN SOUND, LIFE-SAVING INFRASTRUCTURE
A sustainable and just recovery must focus on long-term solutions. 
Puerto Ricans have shown their ability to come together and 
fill gaps in the failure of the federal government’s response. The 
billions of federal dollars in reconstruction funding should heed 
and ensure those voices are incorporated and respected.  

• Recovery efforts must meet the needs of the
present communities without compromising future
generations by taking a holistic approach, achieving a
balance between economic, social, and environmental
development, and be led by the communities who
know their needs best.

• In order for the recovery process to be sustainable
and just, it must be community-driven and forward-
thinking. The residents of the island have a better
understanding of how to ease recovery and set up the
island for success.

• To achieve the goals intended by federal funders,
and ensure federal dollars effectively reach impacted
communities, requires meaningful public participation
with robust stakeholder engagement during all phases 
of decision-making processes.

• The promotion of resilient and sustainable local
food production, access to safe, potable water, and
bolstering the island’s agriculture sector are essential
for Puerto Rican communities to recover.

• Rebuilding should not be an excuse for exploitation or
for waiving any civil, human, or environmental rights in
the name of speed – or greed.

PUERTO RICO NEEDS A GREEN AND RELIABLE 
ENERGY GRID BASED ON RENEWABLES
Everything possible should be done to help the island meet 
its goal of 100% renewable energy by 2050 and prevent loss 
of life and significant economic interruption from the ongoing 
energy crises.

• Federal funds to rebuild Puerto Rico’s energy grid must
prioritize investments intended to meet Puerto Rico’s
renewable energy goals - and not be used to invest in
continued reliance on polluting fossil fuels.

• Creating a resilient, decentralized energy system in
Puerto Rico is not just about climate – it is literally a
matter of life and death.

• Congress should use its oversight authority to ensure
that the largest grant in FEMA history ($12 billion+),
to rebuild Puerto Rico’s energy grid complies with the
island’s renewable energy mandate (100% renewable
by 2050), instead of extending the life of a broken and
fossilized energy system.

• Numerous studies have shown the benefits of rooftop
solar with storage to create resiliency, lower costs for
low and moderate-income (LMI) consumers and will
ultimately save lives.

• This is the time for Puerto Rico to transform its outdated, 
centralized, fossil fuels dependent energy system, into
a future-proof, bottom-up, resilient grid, fully based on
renewable energy, primarily solar, and energy storage.

• Coal ash and natural gas facilities in Puerto Rico should
not get a free pass from regulators. These private
polluters should not get public funding that generates
dirty air and water consumed by Puerto Ricans.

https://apnews.com/article/puerto-rico-caribbean-u-s-news-courts-latin-america-bce8ae96cb6a466f966a2a3a229cf9f0
http://media.ca1.uscourts.gov/pdf.opinions/19-1390P-01A.pdf
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TALKING POINTS [2022] 

RADICAL TRANSPARENCY IS A PREREQUISITE TO 
ENSURE FEDERAL DOLLARS EFFECTIVELY REACH 
IMPACTED COMMUNITIES, AND ACHIEVE THE 
GOALS INTENDED BY FEDERAL FUNDERS.

• Congress and the President must ensure all federal
disaster recovery and infrastructure investment funds
are effectively used by requiring transparency and
civil society input in decision-making processes for the
sustainable recovery of Puerto Rico.

• Democratization of the recovery and rebuilding
process is the best way to minimize corruption, fraud,
and waste.

• Good governance requires that federal and local
contracts not be awarded to companies that have
been convicted or fined for breaking any labor,
environmental, or other federal or local laws.

• These radical transparency measures are a democratic
check on both local and federal actors.

ALL PEOPLE HAVE THE RIGHT TO FREELY CHOOSE 
THEIR SOVEREIGNTY AND INTERNATIONAL 
POLITICAL STATUS WITH NO INTERFERENCE. 

• The President and Congress must work with
representatives of the several status options in
Puerto Rico to develop and fund a federally-binding,
democratic, self-determination process that includes
effective education to voters about each option to move 
the island towards decolonization and guarantees the
will of the people is respected and implemented.

• President Biden must keep his promise to work with
representatives of the several status options in Puerto
Rico to develop and fund a federally binding, democratic, 
self-determination process that guarantees the will of
the people is implemented and includes viable options 
to move the island towards decolonization.

• President Biden needs to keep his campaign promise
to return internal democratic self-governance to Puerto 
Rico and support legislation to terminate PROMESA.

• The President should take executive action to keep
his campaign promises and hold the undemocratic
Financial Oversight and Management Board (FOMB)
accountable by auditing the debt, reviewing the
FOMB’s austerity measures, and further reducing
unsustainable/illegal debt.

DEBT RELIEF SHOULD NOT COME BEFORE PEOPLE
A just recovery is not possible if paying bondholders is a higher 
priority than investing in the recovery and the future of Puerto 
Rico. The debt cannot come before basic needs and essential 
services. 

• The debt must be independently audited and certified. 
The future of Puerto Rico must not be compromised by 
repaying debt that was illegally or unconstitutionally
obligated.

• Repaying an unaudited debt should not be a higher
priority than the rebuilding and recovery of the island’s
physical and human infrastructure.

• The Biden administration must keep its promise to
conduct an audit of Puerto Rico's debt and roll back
austerity measures taken by the undemocratic Board.
An independent audit of Puerto Rico's billions of dollars 
of debt will enable the island to plan for a fair and
sustainable fiscal path forward.

• Though most of the debt restructuring has been
agreed to, other bankruptcy-like agreements remain
outstanding and should cut further debt.

TA4PR! CAMPAIGN
• Take Action 4 Puerto Rico! is composed of grassroots

advocates, faith-based leaders, labor unions,
community-based organizations, public officials, and
educators. Our goal is to educate, encourage, and elevate 
the discussion and, ultimately, take action around the
many critical issues for Puerto Rico’s recovery. Five years 
later, those issues include radical transparency and
community engagement, congressional oversight to
ensure funding is used for its intended purpose and
reaching those most in need, ending discrimination
in funding for federal programs like SSI, Medicaid, and
SNAP, rebuilding a resilient energy grid that prioritizes a 
transition to renewables, climate change preparedness, 
and economic redevelopment.

• Take Action for Puerto Rico! was launched before the
one-year mark of Hurricane Maria on September 20th,
2018, and continues all year long, with focused activity
each year from September 20th through October 20th, 
coinciding largely with Hispanic Heritage Month.

https://www.elnuevodia.com/opinion/columnas/rebuildingpuertoricothroughradicaltransparency-columna-2507451/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/democracy/news/2019/08/14/472857/time-come-progressives-support-self-determination-puerto-rico/?fbclid=IwAR1CtIdnoNH8a_TF_E5V7EQIx0jMha3B0_qzhmnzFJJ-LDO86hwlonJMrmw#EndColonialism
https://caribbeanbusiness.com/puerto-rico-fiscal-agency-chief-oversight-boards-budget-threatens-essential-services/
https://caribbeanbusiness.com/puerto-rico-fiscal-agency-chief-oversight-boards-budget-threatens-essential-services/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/billions-puerto-rico-s-debt-might-be-invalid-federal-oversight-n958846
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/billions-puerto-rico-s-debt-might-be-invalid-federal-oversight-n958846
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Puerto Rico History 101

Earliest Inhabitants
•  The earliest inhabitants of modern-day Puerto Rico were 

ancestors of an indigenous Caribbean people called 
Arawaks, who came from modern-day Venezuela. They 
settled in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic and 
are known as “Taínos” (which means “noble” in the Arawak 
language). They named the island “Boriken” and the people 
became known as Boricuas (boh-REE-kuh-wahs).

Spanish Colonization
•  Columbus arrived at Boriken in 1493, and “claimed” the island 

for Spain, beginning four hundred years of colonization which 
included slavery, disease, and death for many of the original 
Taíno population. To this day, Puerto Ricans’ first language 
is Spanish and Catholicism remains the dominant religion 
attesting to the enduring influence of Spanish colonialism. 

•  Spain’s efforts to exploit Puerto Rico’s natural resources 
and turn the island into a production center for crops like 
sugar and coffee resulted in the enslavement and depletion 
of its Taíno population, the adoption of a slave trade using 
people brought in from West Africa (present-day Gold Coast, 
Nigeria, and Dahomey), and the arrival of new infectious 
diseases such as smallpox.

•  In 1897, Puerto Rico finally became an autonomous part 
of Spain through the approval of the Carta Autonómica, a 
charter that provided for broad autonomy for the island, 
while still keeping the “capitán general,” as the last figure of 
authority representing the crown.

U.S. Bombing and Takeover
•   U.S. policymakers began expressing an interest in Puerto 

Rico at the end of the 18th century. In 1783, future U.S. 
President John Adams asserted that both Cuba and Puerto 
Rico were an ‘integral part’ of the U.S. trade in the Caribbean. 
His son, John Quincy Adams, later the 6th President of 
the U.S., stated in 1823 that the two islands were "natural 
appendages to the North American continent."

•  During the Spanish-American war in 1898, at almost 
the same moment in history that Puerto Rico achieved 
its broadest autonomy after 400 years of European 
colonization, the U.S. bombed and invaded San Juan. In a 
bid to get Puerto Ricans to fight on the side of the U.S., a 
manifesto was issued promising to protect Puerto Ricans. 
Spain lost the war, and Puerto Rico was “ceded” as a territory 
to the U.S. as part of the Treaty of Paris. A U.S. military-led 
government ruled the island for two years. 

•  In 1900, Congress passed the Foraker Act to establish the 
legal framework for a civilian government in “Porto Rico” 
[sic] under U.S. governance and taxation. 

•  After less than two years of hard-won autonomous 
governance and 400 years of colonization under Spain, 
the U.S. ignored the new, democratically-elected local 
legislature of Puerto Rico in favor of creating its own 
colonial system. 

In the Insular Cases, 
“The Supreme Court argued that 
Puerto Rico and other territories  
“ceded” by the Spanish were full 

of “alien races” who couldn’t 
understand “Anglo-Saxon principles,” 

and therefore the full measure 
of the constitution did not 

apply to them.
 

Why is Understanding Puerto Rico’s History Important?

B efore Hurricane Maria struck the island 5 years ago, people in the United States mostly thought of Puerto Rico as a 
sunny vacation spot with beautiful beaches (if they thought of it at all). Puerto Rico has a rich and fraught history. Without 
understanding some historical context of the island archipelago’s relationship with the U.S., it is impossible to fully grasp the 

current situation.

We hope you enjoy learning about Puerto Rico, its history, and its people!

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/bringing-taino-peoples-back-history-180967637/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/bringing-taino-peoples-back-history-180967637/
http://www.topuertorico.org/reference/taino.shtml
http://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/boricua
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/puerto-rico-history-and-heritage-13990189/
http://gsp.yale.edu/case-studies/colonial-genocides-project/puerto-rico
http://www.loc.gov/collections/puerto-rico-books-and-pamphlets/articles-and-essays/nineteenth-century-puerto-rico/autonomy-and-the-war/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autonomy_Charter_of_Puerto_Rico
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/first/m/monge-puertorico.html?scp=8&sq=Judicial%2520Consent&st=Search
http://books.google.com/books?id=jFdnO37GdFoC&pg=PA57&lpg=PA57&dq=%22natural+appendages+to+the+North+American+continent.%22&source=bl&ots=wxMYu_Oo7O&sig=l0IsoDyMy-vpHixPqz-Rlf3BvJU&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwic85_ur4bdAhUSOq0KHZe7Ce4Q6AEwBHoECAYQAQ#v=onepage&q=%22natural%20appendages%20to%20the%20North%20American%20continent.%22&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=jFdnO37GdFoC&pg=PA57&lpg=PA57&dq=%22natural+appendages+to+the+North+American+continent.%22&source=bl&ots=wxMYu_Oo7O&sig=l0IsoDyMy-vpHixPqz-Rlf3BvJU&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwic85_ur4bdAhUSOq0KHZe7Ce4Q6AEwBHoECAYQAQ#v=onepage&q=%22natural%20appendages%20to%20the%20North%20American%20continent.%22&f=false
https://www.zinnedproject.org/news/tdih/us-invades-puerto-rico/#:~:text=On%20July%2025%2C%201898%2C%2016%2C000,the%20island's%20government%20limited%20autonomy.
http://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/october-18/
http://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/october-18/
http://college.cengage.com/history/world/keen/latin_america/8e/assets/students/sources/pdfs/167_foraker_act_of_1900.pdf
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Discrimination Against Puerto Rico Enshrined in 
U.S. Law 

Insular Cases
•  During the U.S. continental expansion period, 31 territories 

applied for and were admitted as states. However, in 1900, 
the Foraker Act, bolstered by a series of racist U.S. Supreme 
Court cases, later dubbed the “Insular Cases,” - decided by 
largely the same court that decided separate was equal in 
Plessy v Ferguson - determined that, unlike prior territories, 
Puerto Rico (along with other newly conquered territories) 
were “unincorporated” U.S. territories. 

•  According to the court, this meant that inhabitants of these 
territories were not on a path to becoming U.S. states, stating 
that Puerto Rico was “foreign in a domestic sense” and that 
the island “belonged to but was not a part of” the United 
States leaving Puerto Ricans in limbo with ambiguous legal 
status and without U.S. passports for decades. Plessy was 
eventually overturned, but the Insular Cases, which are built 
on the same racist worldview, still stand today. 

•  It is this history of legal discrimination, that continues to 
justify inequitable and “cruel” treatment of U.S. citizens in 
federal and other benefits based solely upon where they 
live. In 2022, the 120 years of legal jurisprudence granting 
Congress the ability to decide whether to treat citizens 
living in Puerto Rico equitably was evident again as the 
Supreme Court ruled U.S. v. Vaello Madero that Congress 
has the ability  to discriminate against U.S. citizens in Puerto 
Rico in spite of numerous lower court decisions finding this 
behavior unconstitutional. Several advocacy organizations 
have repeatedly expressed their frustration with the federal 
government’s persistence in opposing equal treatment for 
people who live in Puerto Rico. 

•  Justice Sonia Sotomayor, the lone dissenter on the Supreme 
Court in the Vaello Madero decision wrote, that “Congress’ 
decision to deny to the U. S. citizens of Puerto Rico a social 
safety net that it provides to almost all other U. S. citizens is 
especially cruel given those citizens’ dire need for aid.”

Puerto Ricans and Discrimination in Federal 
Anti-Poverty Programs 
•  U.S. citizens in Puerto Rico receive unequal treatment when 

it comes to funding for federal healthcare programs, such 
as Medicaid. The island receives a block grant that is capped 
and unlike the federal Medicaid funding to the states, the 
amount is unrelated to need or population. For example, 
in Mississippi, the poorest state, the federal government 
pays 75.65% of the costs; yet in Puerto Rico, it pays for 
55%. Puerto Rico received a temporary increase under the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA or Obamacare) but that money 
fell short by 2017 (year 7), and Congress has been making 
short-term extensions ever since. Puerto Rico faces its next 
“Medicaid Funding Cliff” in December of 2022. 

•  If Congress does not provide additional healthcare 
funding for the island’s poorest residents, close to 1 million 
patients could lose their insurance or suffer significant 
reductions in benefits on the heels of an ongoing global 
health pandemic. 

•  Among other things, the funding structure means that 
Puerto Rico can’t afford to cover seven of Medicaid’s 17 
“mandatory” services, including nursing home care and 
nurse practitioner services or receive the Medicare subsidy 
for prescription drugs (LIS). They are also not eligible for 
long-term care provided to low-income seniors on the 
mainland. To make the limited federal grant dollars cover as 
many people as possible, only the poorest of Puerto Rico 
residents qualify for Medicaid. 

•  Residents of Puerto Rico are also not treated equitably in 
federal anti-poverty programs like SNAP (food stamps), SSI 
for the blind, disabled, and elderly, the Child Tax Credit (until 
2021, only available to Puerto Rican families with at least 
three children), among others.

Jones Act
•  The Merchant Marine Act of 1920 - also known as the 

“Jones Act” - regulates maritime commerce in U.S. waters 
and between U.S. ports and deals with cabotage (transport 
of goods or passengers between two places in the same 
country). 

•  This 97 year old protectionist law intended to protect 
American shipbuilding raises the costs of imported U.S. 
goods for the people in Puerto Rico by over a billion dollars 
a year. It requires that all goods transported by water 
between U.S. ports be carried on ships that have been 
constructed in the United States, fly the U.S. flag, are owned 
by U.S. citizens, and are crewed by  U.S. citizens and U.S. 
permanent residents. 
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https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/the-insular-cases-the-racist-supreme-court-decisions-that-cemented-puerto-ricos-second-class-status.html
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https://medicaid.ms.gov/providers/finance/
https://medicaid.ms.gov/providers/finance/
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https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R44275.pdf
https://www.usa.gov/food-help
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/
https://www.cnet.com/personal-finance/taxes/hundreds-of-child-tax-credit-check-dollars-coming-today-faq-about-september-payments/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merchant_Marine_Act_of_1920
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cabotage
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-act-puerto-rico
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•  This raises the cost of living in Puerto Rico, makes Puerto 
Rico an unattractive place to produce goods bound for the 
U.S. mainland, and has the effect of putting Puerto Rico at 
a competitive disadvantage to other Caribbean islands. In 
the U.S. Virgin Islands, which are exempt from the law, U.S.-
made goods are about half as expensive.

•  Under the Jones Act, foreign-originating goods must be 
dropped off in Jacksonville and then shipped to Puerto Rico 
via an exorbitantly expensive Jones-compliant vessel. The 
cost of shipping a standard-size container from New York 
to Puerto Rico has been much higher than shipping it to 
Jamaica.

•  Food in Puerto Rico costs twice as much as it does in Florida. 
The Jones Act does not apply exclusively to Puerto Rico, and 
also makes goods shipped to states like Alaska and Hawaii 
more expensive. Efforts to exempt Puerto Rico from the law, 
even in times of crisis, have been short lived.

Political Parties in Puerto Rico
•  Historically, party affiliation in Puerto Rico is not related to 

political ideology. It is not unusual to find people from all 
over the political spectrum on social and economic issues 
in the same party. While Democrats and Republicans are 
organized around shared policy views that can be placed 
in the Conservative-Liberal ideology spectrum, parties in 
Puerto Rico are organized mainly around shared views on 
what the island’s political relationship (the so-called “status” 
issue) should be with the United States.

•  Some recent examples:
•   In 2020, the candidates of the New Progressive Party 

(NPP) for Governor and Resident Commissioner 
(non-voting member of Congress) were a Democrat 
(Pedro Pierluisi) and a Republican (Jenniffer González), 
respectively.

 
•   From 2012-2016, the Governor and the Resident 

Commissioner of Puerto Rico were Democrats, 
however, they were members of different parties 
in Puerto Rico. Gov. Alejandro García Padilla was a 
member of the Popular Democratic Party (PPD) while 
Resident Commissioner Pedro Pierluisi was a member 
of the New Progressive Party (NPP).

Current Parties
•  New Progressive Party/Partido Nuevo Progresista (NPP) - 

founded in 1967 - believes that Puerto Rico should become 
a U.S. state. The last two elected governors were members 
of the NPP (the most recent governor won election with 
33% of the vote).

• Puerto Rican Independence Party/Partido Independista 
Puertorriqueño (PIP) - founded in October 1946 - 
believes that Puerto Rico should become an independent 
republic and grew from an average of 3% to 11.5% in the 
2020 election for Governor. .

•  Popular Democratic Party/ Partido Popular Democrático 
(PPD) - founded in July 1938 - believes in continuing 
to develop the current status of Puerto Rico as a 
Commonwealth. The PDP went from 38% to 31.5% of the 
2020 gubernatorial vote.

•  Following the popular movement in 2019 to rid Puerto Rico 
of Governor Ricardo “Ricky” Rosselló, two new political parties 
gained strength and won seats in Puerto Rico’s legislature: 

•  The Citizen's Victory Movement (Movimiento Victoria 
Ciudadana) party stands for progressivism, anti-
corruption efforts, promoting social, economic, and 
fiscal reconstruction, and decolonizing Puerto Rico. In 
the 2020 general election, the MVC won 13.95% of the 
vote, 2 out of 27 Senate seats, and 2 out of 51 House of 
Representatives seats.

•   Movement for Dignity (Proyecto Dignidad) is a 
conservative party promoting the inclusion of religious-
based beliefs in policy. In the 2020 election, Proyecto 
Dignidad received 8% of the vote for governor and 
two legislators were elected in each chamber. These 
legislators have built coalitions to push for a bill to limit 
access to abortion and to thwart a bill that would have 
outlawed anti-LGBTQ “conversion therapy” (classified as 
torture by the American Psychological Association). 

U.S. Citizens
•  In 1917, Congress passed the Jones-Shafroth Act which 

granted U.S. citizenship to all Puerto Ricans. The Jones Act 
separated the Executive, Judicial, and Legislative branches of 
Puerto Rican government, provided limited civil rights to the 
individual, and created a locally elected bicameral legislature. 
This happened just a month before the U.S. declared war 
on the German Empire on April 6, 1917. This sparked a 
debate - that is still ongoing - about the intentions of the 
U.S. Government offering citizenship to Puerto Ricans. Two 
months after granting citizenship to Puerto Ricans, President 
Wilson signed a compulsory service act that applied to Puerto 
Ricans allowing Puerto Ricans to be drafted into the U.S. 
military. It has also been argued that the federal government 
believed that white people weren’t suited to fight in tropical 
climates because they didn’t have “immunity” to tropical 
diseases. Instead, the U.S. conveniently sent so-called Puerto 
Rican “immunes” to defend the Panama Canal.

http://www.businessinsider.com/r-us-shippers-push-back-in-battle-over-puerto-rico-import-costs-2015-7
http://www.businessinsider.com/r-us-shippers-push-back-in-battle-over-puerto-rico-import-costs-2015-7
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-act-puerto-rico
https://aldianews.com/en/politics/policy/political-hurricane
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2021/06/10506466/conversion-therapy-puerto-rico-senate-bill-184-lgbtq-youth
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/puerto-ricans-become-u-s-citizens-are-recruited-for-war-effort#:~:text=On%20March%202%2C%201917%2C%20Wilson,not%20guaranteed%20by%20the%20Constitution).
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/puerto-ricans-become-u-s-citizens-are-recruited-for-war-effort
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/puerto-ricans-become-u-s-citizens-are-recruited-for-war-effort#:~:text=As%20citizens%2C%20Puerto%20Ricans%20could,serve%20during%20World%20War%20I.
http://www.history.com/news/puerto-ricos-complicated-history-with-the-united-states
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•  Although Puerto Ricans became U.S. citizens requiring 
them to fight for U.S. interests, citizenship did not give them 
the right to vote for president or to elect voting senators or 
representatives to Congress if they lived in Puerto Rico. 

Puerto Rican Participation in the U.S. Military
•  In 2019, there were approximately 330,000 veterans and 

some 35,000 Puerto Ricans in active duty service both in 
Puerto Rico and on the mainland. The Puerto Rico Army/
Air National Guard and the Reserve components represent 
another 10,000 Puerto Ricans in uniform. Altogether, at least 
375,000 Puerto Ricans are veterans or are still wearing the 
uniform – almost 80,000 veterans live on the island where 
they are not eligible for all of the same programs as veterans 
received by those living on the mainland, like TRICARE. 

•  Nine Puerto Ricans have been awarded the Medal of Honor, 
seven have been awarded the Navy Cross, and eighteen 
have been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

•  During the Korean War, Puerto Ricans in the 65th Infantry 
Division, known as the Borinqueneers, obtained at least 
10 Distinguished Service Cross awards, 256 Silver Stars, 
596 Bronze Stars, and a Congressional Gold Medal for the 
entire regiment.

Puerto Ricans and Limited Sovereignty 
•  For the first 50 years under U.S. rule, (1898 to 1946), Puerto 

Rico was ruled by non-Puerto Rican Governors appointed 
by the U.S. President. During that time, laws passed by 
the Puerto Rican legislature could be vetoed by the U.S. 
President.

•  In 1946, President Truman appointed the first Puerto Rican 
Governor, Jesús T. Piñero. In 1948, Congress passed the 
Elective Governor Act, and the first democratically elected 
Governor, Luis Muñoz Marín, assumed office in 1948.

•  In 1948, Law 53, prohibited owning or displaying a Puerto 
Rican flag anywhere, even in one's own home. It also 
became a crime to speak against the U.S. government or 
to speak in favor of Puerto Rican independence. Anyone 
accused and found guilty of disobeying the law could be 
sentenced to ten years imprisonment, a fine of $10,000 
(U.S.), or both. After many years of nationalist revolts, many 
of them armed and coordinated, the “Gag Law,” signed 
into law by U.S. appointed governor of Puerto Rico Jesús T. 
Piñero, was finally repealed in 1957. 

•  In 1952, Puerto Rico officially became a U.S. Commonwealth, 
after the people of the island drafted and ratified its own 
Constitution, a status which granted Puerto Ricans a degree 
of control over local affairs, but not full self-determination. 
Nearly 82% of Puerto Rican voters approved the Constitution 
of the Estado Libre Asociado. But Puerto Rican Nationalists, 
in favor of Independence from the U.S., considered the 
outcome of the vote a political farce since the referendum 
offered no option to vote in favor of independence or 
statehood, restricting the choices to ratifying or rejecting 
the new commonwealth status.

•  During the next period under U.S. sovereignty, Puerto 
Rico’s economy shifted, from agriculture to manufacturing. 
Investment by industries during the ’60s and ’70s 
transformed the economy of Puerto Rico in dramatic and 
positive ways. From being called the “Poorhouse of the 
Caribbean” in the 1940s when per capita income was only 
$121, by the 1960s, income per capita had risen to more 
than $3,000 per person per year. This idea of generalized 
“betterment” in Puerto Rico’s quality of life as a result of wide 
scale manufacturing which simultaneously reduced Puerto 
Rico’s food independence, is showcased in the government-
produced film called “Progress Island: USA.”

•  In 1976, Congress changed the U.S. tax code (Section 936), 
to attract U.S. investors and corporations to operate in 
Puerto Rico by allowing them to avoid paying federal taxes. 
This made investors very wealthy, but it also helped create 
higher paying jobs and an economic base for Puerto Rico 
during the time the law was in place. It is undeniable these 
measures produced wealth and economic growth within 
Puerto Rico. 

•  In 1996, Congress began a ten-year phase-out of Section 
936, which awarded generous tax credits and federal tax 
exemptions to U.S. manufacturing companies that operated 
in Puerto Rico and the territories.

•  2006 saw the completion of the phase-out, the loss of more 
than 100,000 jobs, and the beginning of a long-lasting 
recession. The economic loss reduced the Commonwealth’s 
revenues requiring the government to borrow excessively 
to pay for basic services. A vicious cycle of borrowing to pay 
off old debt resulted in a total $70 billion public debt and 
close to $50 billion in unfunded pension liabilities.

http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/puerto-rico-crisis/puerto-rico-part-u-s-here-s-few-things-know-n807101
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/voices-too-many-puerto-rico-s-veterans-are-moving-away-n764676
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https://theintercept.com/2017/05/09/puerto-ricos-123-billion-bankruptcy-is-the-cost-of-u-s-colonialism/
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Puerto Rico’s Debt - The Passage of PROMESA and 
the Imposition of an Undemocratic Fiscal Board
•  When the 936  phase-out was complete, the groundwork 

was laid for the financial crisis that would later take 
hold, as the Puerto Rican economy suffered and the 
government began a cycle of unsustainable borrowing to 
pay for government services. This led to the debt crisis and 
subsequent default.

•  Predatory Wall Street lending aggravated the island’s debt 
issues. According to a Front-line PBS report, Wall Street firms 
engaged in irresponsible lending practices and pushed 
the government to borrow unsustainably, which further 
increased the island’s debt liabilities.

•  Puerto Rico does not have the same access to bankruptcy 
laws that U.S. cities and states have. In 2016, Puerto Rico 
was approaching a financial crisis with the inability to 
service or restructure its debt. Rather than allowing Puerto 
Rico to restructure its debt under the bankruptcy process, 
Congress passed a bill known as PROMESA, or the Puerto 
Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act. 
This law created a Fnancial Oversight and Management 
Board (FOMB), appointed by the United States President, 
with legal authority to exercise control over Puerto Rico’s 
fiscal affairs and restructure the island’s $70 billion debt.

•  The undemocratic nature of the FOMB coupled with the 
powers granted to it by Congress over a wide range of Puerto 
Rico’s economic and other affairs underscores the unfairness 
of Puerto Rico’s colonial status under U.S. sovereignty.

•  PROMESA is deeply controversial because while it allows 
Puerto Rico access to a court-supervised bankruptcy-like 
debt restructuring process, the law also curtails Puerto 
Rico’s self-governance and internal democratic processes 
because Congress gave the FOMB final authority over 
budgets and fiscal decisions.

•  The FOMB has practically absolute powers over Puerto 
Rico’s budget - including the spending of all disaster funds 
and budgets related to the provision of basic services. It 
has required the Puerto Rican government to implement 
austerity measures such as severely cutting pensions, 
closing public schools, attempting to implement a work 
requirement for food stamp recipients, eliminating and 
undermining labor rights and pay raises, even against the 
wishes of the elected officials of the island’s Government. 

•  PROMESA also awarded the FOMB and the Governor the 
power to reduce the federal minimum wage in Puerto Rico 
to $4.25 for workers who are younger than 26 years old. 

•  Since PROMESA was signed into law, the FOMB has agreed 
to debt restructuring often over the objections of the 
Puerto Rican government that prioritized the payment of 
bondholders over the needs of the Puerto Rican people. 
These restructuring agreements have severely impacted the 
quality of life and services  by imposing austerity measures 
on the island’s fiscal plan.  

•  PROMESA also awarded the FOMB and the Governor the 
power to reduce the federal minimum wage in Puerto Rico 
to $4.25 for workers who are younger than 26 years old. 

•  In addition to imposing austerity, contracted advisors of the 
FOMB, specifically Mckinsey & Co, have been revealed to 
have clients that are in business agreements with the Puerto 
Rican government creating a serious conflict of interest. 

Puerto Rican Migration
•  The latest 2020 U.S. Census showed Puerto Rico's population 

fell 11.8 percent to 3.3 million over the past decade. 

•  The first great migratory wave of Puerto Ricans to the 
mainland began in the mid-’40s and lasted for more than 
a decade, during which more than 600,000 Puerto Ricans 
moved to the mainland.

•  Puerto Rico is currently in the midst of another migratory 
wave, with 500,000 leaving the island between 2006 and 
2016, and more than 135,000 leaving in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Maria.

•  According to the Center for Population Studies, 210,000 
Puerto Ricans lived in Orlando by 2014. In the aftermath 
of Hurricane Maria, an additional 100,000 Puerto Ricans 
moved there.

Democracy in Action 
•  The people of Puerto Rico have a proud history of taking to 

the streets to make their voices heard about political and 
social issues. These protests have been viewed worldwide 
as an example of democracy in action and are praised for 
their creativity and infectious energy.

•  Puerto Ricans danced, meme’d, rapped, and found every 
way possible to get the message across. This historic 
moment of unity demonstrated in the summer of 2019 
crossed political, demographic, and socioeconomic lines in 
a way not seen before in Puerto Rico since the successful 
movement to stop the U.S. Navy from continuing to use the 
Puerto Rican island of Vieques for military target practice, 
after leaving a legacy of 60 years of contamination, disease, 
and abuse.
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https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/former-ubs-insider-says-banks-fueled-economic-crisis-in-puerto-rico/
https://www.businessinsider.com/3-main-reasons-why-puerto-rico-cant-declare-bankruptcy-2015-7
http://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/events-news/puerto-rico-news/fiscal-oversight-board/all
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/an-island-that-feels-like-a-sinking-ship/2016/07/01/d0da7a92-3c5f-11e6-80bc-d06711fd2125_story.html
http://www.kutakrock.com/PROMESA-Puerto-Rico-Oversight-Economic-Stability-Act/
http://thehill.com/opinion/finance/384695-puerto-rico-fiscal-plan-cuts-one-third-of-government-to-save-economy
http://thehill.com/opinion/finance/384695-puerto-rico-fiscal-plan-cuts-one-third-of-government-to-save-economy
http://www.pionline.com/article/20180416/PRINT/180419895/puerto-rico-board-comes-out-for-pension-reform
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/01/us/puerto-rico-school-closings.html
https://www.puertoricoreport.com/promesa-board-wants-food-stamp-work-requirement-for-puerto-rico/#.Ywgx6ezMK3I
https://www.puertoricoreport.com/promesa-board-wants-food-stamp-work-requirement-for-puerto-rico/#.Ywgx6ezMK3I
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1EunzaQSQdGvloASksvN1by_UCnffvnIG/view
http://www.usnews.com/news/business/articles/2018-07-05/puerto-rico-to-sue-control-board-over-budget-differences
http://www.usnews.com/news/business/articles/2018-07-05/puerto-rico-to-sue-control-board-over-budget-differences
http://money.cnn.com/2016/03/31/investing/puerto-rico-congress-bill/index.html
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/puerto-rico-s-new-bankruptcy-plan-does-nothing-most-island-n1287883
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-09-27/puerto-rico-lawmakers-present-debt-restructuring-bill
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-09-27/puerto-rico-lawmakers-present-debt-restructuring-bill
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2018/05/puerto-rico-enters-a-new-age-of-austerity/559565/
http://money.cnn.com/2016/03/31/investing/puerto-rico-congress-bill/index.html
https://www.elnuevodia.com/english/news/story/the-oversight-board-clings-to-mckinsey-co/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-ricos-population-fell-118-33-million-census-shows-rcna767
http://lcw.lehman.edu/lehman/depts/latinampuertorican/latinoweb/PuertoRico/1950s.htm
http://lcw.lehman.edu/lehman/depts/latinampuertorican/latinoweb/PuertoRico/1950s.htm
https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/sites/default/files/RB2017-01-POST-MARIA%20EXODUS_V3.pdf
https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/sites/default/files/RB2017-01-POST-MARIA%20EXODUS_V3.pdf
http://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/03/exodus-the-post-hurricane-puerto-rican-diaspora-mapped/555401/
http://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/03/exodus-the-post-hurricane-puerto-rican-diaspora-mapped/555401/
http://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/17/us/puerto-ricans-orlando.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/17/us/puerto-ricans-orlando.html
https://www.newyorker.com/news/dispatch/puerto-ricos-loud-and-fervent-days-of-protest-ricardo-rossello
https://www.newsflare.com/video/305150/protest-governor-puerto-rico-rain-dancing
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23rickyrenuncia%20meme&src=typed_query&f=image
https://www.npr.org/sections/altlatino/2019/07/17/742679780/residente-bad-bunny-sound-off-on-puerto-rico-protests-with-afilando-los-cuchillo
https://www.aljazeera.com/blogs/americas/2019/06/puerto-rico-vieques-reels-decades-navy-bombing-190626153309174.html
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PUERTO RICO HISTORY 101

Summer of ‘19
•  During the summer of 2019, a series of events led to massive 

protests by the people of Puerto Rico that resulted in the 
resignation of Governor Ricardo Rosselló. 

•  The protests were ignited after the arrest by the FBI of 
two cabinet members under corruption charges and the 
publication of a group chat in which Governor Rosselló 
and other top government officials made cruel, racist, 
homophobic, and misogynistic comments about various 
people.

•  The two weeks after the publication of the group chat saw 
the build-up of protests – both on the island and all across 
the world – calling for the resignation of Governor Rosselló. 
The movement was coined #RickyRenuncia and it quickly 
became a trending topic on all social media platforms, while 
also capturing the attention of the media.

•  On July 22nd, close to a million Puerto Ricans, or 1 out of 
every 3 island residents, took to the streets of Puerto Rico to 
demand the governor’s resignation.

Summer of ‘22
•  Puerto Rico has persevered through many challenges in the 

last few years, ranging from bankruptcy to natural and man-
made disasters, including mismanagement of the island’s 
still unrepaired electricity grid. 

•  The new private U.S.-Canadian consortium LUMA Energy 
has been operating the transmission and distribution 
lines for the Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority since the 
summer of 2021, having undergone an 11 month transition 
prior to that. 

•  Constant blackouts and unreliable service have disrupted 
daily lives, economic activity, and the ability to provide 
health care has gotten worse, not better, according to data 
released by the independent Puerto Rico Energy Bureau 
(Negociado de Energía in Spanish). 

•  Public outrage coupled with disrespectful remarks to 
reporters in a botched press conference held only in English 
have come to a boiling point with new protests against the 
Governor and the company reminding Puerto Ricans of the 
last summer when boricuas’ dissatisfaction led to a historic 
mass movement for change in the Summer of 2019.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/22/us/puerto-rico-protests-politics.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/22/us/puerto-rico-protests-politics.html
https://www.npr.org/2019/07/25/744802981/puerto-rico-gov-ricardo-rossell-resigns-in-wake-of-text-message-scandal
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-s-former-education-secretary-others-arrested-federal-fraud-n1028251
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-s-former-education-secretary-others-arrested-federal-fraud-n1028251
https://www.cnn.com/2019/07/16/us/puerto-rico-governor-rossello-private-chats/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/07/16/us/puerto-rico-governor-rossello-private-chats/index.html
https://www.vox.com/2019/7/20/20701898/puerto-rico-protests-ricardo-rossello-resign-ricky-renuncia-text-scandal
https://www.noticel.com/english/-rickyrenuncia-how-social-media-helped-take-down-puerto-ricos-governor/1100593161
https://www.noticel.com/english/-rickyrenuncia-how-social-media-helped-take-down-puerto-ricos-governor/1100593161
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2019/07/puerto-rico-protest-photos/594490/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-private-company-takes-power-utility-service-rcna1091
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-plunged-darkness-power-station-fire-rcna23352
https://aldianews.com/en/politics/policy/island-darkness
https://aldianews.com/en/politics/policy/island-darkness
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/company-pledges-reduce-puerto-rico-outages-amid-anger-88804336
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/company-pledges-reduce-puerto-rico-outages-amid-anger-88804336
https://www.metro.pr/noticias/2022/08/18/periodista-confronta-a-directivos-de-luma-por-no-responder-preguntas-en-espanol/
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/hundreds-protest-demand-puerto-rico-scrap-contract-with-power-grid-operator-2022-07-20/
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CULTURE AND GEOGRAPHY 
•  Founded in 1521, San Juan Puerto Rico is the oldest city 

under U.S. jurisdiction. 

•  Puerto Rico is home to El Yunque, the only tropical 
rainforest that is part of the U.S. Forest Service. (Source: U.S. 
Department of Agriculture)

•  Puerto Rico is about the size of the state of Connecticut 
and has 272 miles of beautiful coastline, and 300 beaches. 
(Source: USA Today)

•  Puerto Ricans often use the word “boricua” [Bo-REE-ku-wah] 
as a self-description. The name comes from the indigenous 
Taíno word Boriken, which was the native population’s 
name for the island. (Source: Welcome.toPuertoRico.org)

•  In 2019, the New York Times named Puerto Rico the No. 1 
Place to Visit. 

•  Puerto Rico’s beaches have been perennially featured as 
some of the best in the Caribbean, the United States, and 
the world. Here’s a video showing some of the things you 
can discover in Puerto Rico.

Is the best restaurant 
in the U.S. in Puerto Rico? 

The BBC thinks so. 

•  The first Hispanic Supreme Court Justice, Sonia Sotomayor, 
and the first Hispanic U.S. Surgeon General, Antonia Coello 
Novello, are both Puerto Rican. (Sources: Washington Post, 
Encyclopedia Britannica)

•  Puerto Rico has competed individually in the Olympics since 
1948 and has won nine medals including a gold medal for 
tennis and another recent gold for track and field. (Source: 
International Olympic Committee)

•  In 1971, Roberto Clemente of the Pittsburgh Pirates became 
the first Hispanic to reach 3,000 hits, and the first Puerto 
Rican and Latin American to be enshrined in the Baseball 
Hall of Fame. 

•  The Puerto Rico Trench is the deepest submarine depression 
in the North Atlantic Ocean. It is about 1,090 miles (1,750 
km) long and 60 miles (100 km) wide. The deepest point in 
the Atlantic Ocean, the “Milwaukee Depth,” lies within the 
Puerto Rico Trench. (Source: National Geographic)

•  Puerto Ricans have served in the U.S. military since 1899 
and have been soldiers in every major American military 
engagement since then. As of 2017, the Veterans Affairs 
Department listed the number of veterans living in Puerto 
Rico at 79,322. (Source: U.S. Veterans Affairs Dept.)

MUSIC AND FOOD
•  One of Puerto Rico’s most notable exports is its music, which 

is widely acclaimed and played all over the world. Salsa is 
the most recognized Puerto Rican musical genre. However, 
Bomba and Plena (musical forms rooted in African and Taíno 
sounds and traditions) are considered by Puerto Ricans to 
be the most popular form of folk music on the island. 

•  Today, Reggaeton (a musical genre influenced by hip hop 
and Caribbean music) might be arguably the most popular 
dance music coming out of Puerto Rico, with Bad Bunny 
as its most recognizable standard bearer. In 2022, for two 
straight years, Bad Bunny became the most streamed 
artist on Spotify and has broken world records for concert 
attendance and downloaded songs. He also recently 
became the first non-English artist to win the Video Music 
Award for artist of the year.

•  Acclaimed Puerto Rican performer Rita Moreno is the 
only Latina, and only one of four women out of a total of 
twelve artists, to be an EGOT winner after receiving all four 
major annual American entertainment awards: an Emmy, 
Grammy, Oscar, and a Tony. (Source: Billboard)

•  Ricky Martin, Benicio del Toro, Marc Anthony, Lin-Manuel 
Miranda, Daddy Yankee, Ozuna, Bad Bunny, and Jennifer 
López are among the group of celebrities that are household 
names in the U.S.

•  Jose Feliciano’s ‘Feliz Navidad’ is considered a Christmas 
staple both in Puerto Rico and in the U.S. 

Puerto Rico Fast Facts!
DID YOU KNOW?

http://welcome.topuertorico.org/city/sanjuan.shtml
https://www.fs.usda.gov/elyunque
https://www.fs.usda.gov/elyunque
https://www.thrillist.com/travel/nation/best-beaches-in-puerto-rico
http://traveltips.usatoday.com/puerto-rico-beaches-18547.html
http://welcome.topuertorico.org/people.shtml
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jimdobson/2018/12/06/the-best-caribbean-beaches-for-2019-the-ultimate-list/#35f9d2785de9
https://www.today.com/money/10-best-beaches-us-world-according-tripadvisor-t74476
https://www.facebook.com/DiscoverPuertoRico/videos/282154672496995/
https://www.bbc.com/travel/article/20220215-is-americas-best-restaurant-in-puerto-rico
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/08/08/AR2009080800982.html
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Antonia-Novello
http://www.olympic.org/puerto-rico
http://www.nationalgeographic.org/maps/puerto-rico-trench/
http://www.nationalgeographic.org/maps/puerto-rico-trench/
https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/SpecialReports/State_Summaries_Puerto_Rico.pdf
https://www.billboard.com/music/latin/bad-bunny-2022-first-half-chart-records-stats-1235116706/
https://www.billboard.com/music/latin/bad-bunny-2022-first-half-chart-records-stats-1235116706/
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/bad-bunny-is-king-of-spotify-setting-new-all-time-record-for-streams-in-a-single-day/#:~:text=Spotify%20has%20confirmed%20that%20on,a%20single%20day%2C%20says%20Spotify.
https://remezcla.com/music/bad-bunny-most-lucrative-tour-world-el-ultimo-tour-del-mundo/
https://remezcla.com/music/bad-bunny-most-lucrative-tour-world-el-ultimo-tour-del-mundo/
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/music/story/2022-08-28/vmas-2022-bad-bunny-artist-of-the-year-yankee-stadium
http://www.billboard.com/articles/events/oscars/7694383/egot-winners
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/14/945401085/50-years-later-feliz-navidad-still-delivers-on-its-bilingual-message
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PUERTO RICO FAST FACTS!

•  Puerto Rico has a rich culinary scene influenced by a variety 
of cultures. Mofongo (fried green plantains with garlic and 
pork cracklings) is widely considered to be Puerto Rico’s most 
popular dish -- a meal with strong roots in Western Africa, and 
Spanish and Taíno ingredients. (Source: Washington Post)

•  Puerto Rico imports nearly 85% of its food, a situation made 
worse by the Jones Act. Puerto Rico is heavily dependent on 
imported goods to meet local food and beverage demand. 
(In 2019, food and beverage imports from the U.S. totaled 
over $6.5 billion, surpassed in imports only by Mexico and 
Canada in most categories.)

POLITICS AND GOVERNMENT
•  The island’s system of government is called a 

Commonwealth. It is a republican form of government 
(3 branches) with the highest elected office being the 
Governor who is elected to a four-year term. This system 
was formed in 1952 after Puerto Rico voters approved a 
constitutional convention, a constitution and amendments 
to it requested by Congress and finally ratified by Congress 
and the people (Source: Welcome.toPuertoRico.org).

•  There have been at least 10 Members of Congress of Puerto 
Rican descent and 20 Resident Commissioners elected to 
Congress. The first Puerto Rican elected to serve as a Member 
of Congress was Hernán Badillo, who represented New York 
from 1971 to 1977. This list includes: Charles Rangel, Robert 
García, José Serrano, Luis Gutiérrez, Nydia Velázquez, Raúl 
Labrador, Darren Soto, Ritchie Torres and Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortés. (Source: Library of Congress) Resident Commissioners 
are non-voting members of Congress. 

• In 2016, Congress passed the PROMESA federal law, which 
gave the island a debt restructuring mechanism not 
available to the states. The law also imposed an unelected 
Financial Oversight and Management Board (FOMB) 
that has the final say over all laws, contracts, regulations, 
and financial and fiscal matters; even over the wishes of 
the island’s elected officials. This puts into question the 
“republican form of government” Congress approved and 
the people of Puerto Rico voted for in 1952.

•  Puerto Rico imports 85% of its food leading to higher prices 
and dependency on imports. (Source: NBC)

•  Puerto Rico has its own tax system and revenues go to the 
Commonwealth and its municipalities. But Puerto Ricans 
also pay U.S. payroll taxes (Social Security, Medicare, etc.) on 
any income source they receive from the mainland, but do 
not receive the same level of federal benefits received by 
those living on the mainland. (Source: Vox)

•  Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens by birth. More than 3.2 million 
Puerto Ricans live on the island and almost twice as many, 
5.3 million live on the U.S. mainland, making eligibility to 
vote in federal elections dependent on where a Puerto 
Rican happens to live. (Sources: Newsweek, Pew Research 
Center)

•  43.4% of the Puerto Rican Population lives under the federal 
poverty line, which is almost four times higher than the U.S. 
national average of 12.8%.

The median income in 
Puerto Rico is $21,058. That is less than 

half of the median income 
in the poorest U.S. state, Mississippi, 

which is $46,511.

AFTER MARIA - DID YOU KNOW?
•  Between 80% and 90% of houses were damaged by 

Hurricane Maria. (Source: PBS)

•  It took nearly two weeks for President Trump to visit the 
island. The five hours he spent there were marked by him 
tossing paper towels, jump-shot style, into a crowd of 
residents as opposed to doing a substantive review of the 
damage or the needs of the island. In comparison, both 
President Obama and President Bush visited the areas 
affected by Hurricane Sandy and Hurricane Katrina just two 
days after they made landfall. (Source: TIME)

•  In a tweet, Trump denied that nearly 3,000 people died in 
the aftermath of Hurricane Maria. He expressed skepticism 
about the death toll, suggesting that individuals who died 
of other causes were included in the hurricane count.

•  A devastating internal report by FEMA featured in The New 
York Times underscores how unprepared the agency was 
for the hurricane response.

(For more information about the Federal Response to Puerto Rico 
following Hurricane Maria go here.) 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/mofongo-the-beloved-puerto-rican-mash-with-deep-ties-to-africa/2017/08/01/07e468e0-6252-11e7-84a1-a26b75ad39fe_story.html?utm_term=.dbe014668034
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/01/opinion/puerto-rico-jones-act.html
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-act-puerto-rico
https://www.uprm.edu/portada/2020/05/08/seguridadalimentaria/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14L4H4GHLN2waf8hBX0iSuhmXq_bzm_HC/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14L4H4GHLN2waf8hBX0iSuhmXq_bzm_HC/view
http://welcome.topuertorico.org/government.shtml
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resident_Commissioner_of_Puerto_Rico
http://www.loc.gov/rr/hispanic/congress/badillo.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/puerto-rico-crisis/push-we-needed-puerto-rico-s-local-farmers-step-efforts-n875491
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/10/4/16385658/puerto-rico-taxes-hurricane
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/26/puerto-rico-population-2018/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/26/puerto-rico-population-2018/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/26/puerto-rico-population-2018/
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/all?t=Poverty&g=0400000US72
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/all?t=Poverty&g=0400000US72
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/all?t=Poverty&g=0100000US
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/all?t=Poverty&g=0100000US
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/historic-hurricane-maria-devastates-housing-puerto-rico
http://time.com/4968074/donald-trump-paper-towels-puerto-rico/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/oct/31/obama-new-jersey-sandy-victims
http://www.usnews.com/news/the-report/articles/2015/08/28/hurricane-katrina-was-the-beginning-of-the-end-for-george-w-bush
http://time.com/4988841/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-numbers-recovery/
https://www.cnn.com/2018/09/13/politics/trump-puerto-rico-death-toll/index.html
http://time.com/4988841/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-numbers-recovery/
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/12/us/fema-puerto-rico-maria.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/12/us/fema-puerto-rico-maria.html
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/632274fcf5cf17358bf2885e/1663202556927/RESPOND+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT-2022-SEPT-04.pdf
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
On September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria - a severe category 
5 hurricane - hit the island of Puerto Rico causing thousands 
of deaths and billions of dollars in damage. This was less than 
two weeks after the island was recovering from Irma, another 
category 5 hurricane. The entire island lost electricity in the 
longest blackout in U.S. history. Some communities lacked 
electricity for up to eleven months creating a situation that 
devastated the economy, resulted in thousands of deaths, and 
left many people homeless, jobless, without access to life-saving 
medical care, clean water to drink, and living under plastic 
sheeting. According to the Puerto Rico Department of Housing, 
as of May 2022, 3,646 homes impacted by Hurricanes Irma and 
Maria still have blue tarps as partial or whole roof. One death 
toll calculates the number of deaths related to the aftermath of 
the hurricanes to be at least 3,000, making Hurricane Maria the 
deadliest in modern American history. 

Damage reports in aftermath of Hurricanes Irma 
and Maria in Sept 2017:

Graphic source: Rand Corporation, Homeland Security Operational Analysis 
Center data.

Five years later, many of the conditions continue. People living 
in Puerto Rico are exhausted from the ongoing struggle of 
daily living that includes two years of a global pandemic, rising 
energy costs, protests, political turmoil, ongoing droughts, 
flooding, earthquakes, and energy blackouts. Mental and 
emotional health issues are a serious concern. Critical mental 
health facilities have closed and mental health infrastructure is 
poor on the island. 

Our federal government has 
a moral and legal responsibility to 

help the people in Puerto Rico recover 
from these compounded crises just as 

it would help any other group 
of U.S. citizens. 

We would argue that the federal government has even greater 
responsibility given its role in discriminatory policies that have 
systemically weakened Puerto Rico’s social, environmental and 
economic infrastructure, and through the intentional delaying 
of recovery efforts following Maria, compounding the suffering 
of its citizens living in Puerto Rico.

Five years after Hurricanes Irma and Maria devastated Puerto 
Rico, the reconstruction of the island has barely started. Two 
years after Maria, 30,000 homes still had blue tarps instead of 
roofs. Five years later 3,646 families on this tropical island are 
still officially reported as living with plastic sheeting instead of 
a roof. 

Of the approximately 27,000 applications received for rebuilding 
assistance by the Puerto Rico Housing Department’s CDBG-DR 
Repair, Reconstruction or Relocation Program (R3 Program), 
as of August 8 2022, a total of 3,841 cases - or less than 14% - 
have been reported as repaired, reconstructed, or relocated. 
Additional rebuilding has been financed and accomplished 
much more efficiently through private and non-profit programs 
out of frustration with government denials and cumbersome 
processes. (See TA4PR Response of the Federal Government here 
for more detail.)

Roots and Legacy of Discrimination in Federal 
Funding 
The widely criticized Insular Cases, decided by the Supreme 
Court  between 1901 and 1923, held that the “half-civilized,” 
“savage” “alien races” living in Puerto Rico, Guam, and other U.S. 
territories were not entitled to the same constitutional rights 

Policy Asks - 5 Years Later
How the Federal Government and 
Congress Can and Must Help Puerto Rico

More than 95% of Puerto Ricans
lacked drinking water

health centers were damaged

applied for assistance

people lost their lives

28% of federally qualified

90% of households

Almost 3000

100% of the power grid

95% of cellular sites

43% of wastewater treatment plants  
          were  inoperable

more than 40,000   landslides

more than 97% of roads were 
  impassable

https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/cdbg-mit-action-plan-amendment-1-substantial-draft-for-public-comment-july-12-2022/?ind=1659550258182&filename=ADM_POLI_CDBG-MIT%20APA1%20(Substantial)_EN.pdf&wpdmdl=26081&refresh=62f1b4c887a541660007624
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/29/us/puerto-rico-growing-death-toll/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/29/us/puerto-rico-growing-death-toll/index.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2018/05/29/hurricane-maria-new-death-toll-among-deadliest-u-s-history/652510002/
https://www.rand.org/hsrd/hsoac/projects/puerto-rico-recovery/hurricanes-irma-and-maria.html#:~:text=Hurricane%20Irma%E2%80%94a%20category%205,service%20interruptions%20for%20several%20days.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/us/coronavirus-puerto-rico-economy-unemployment.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/hundreds-protest-demand-puerto-rico-scrap-contract-with-power-grid-operator-2022-07-20/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/13/americas/puerto-rico-corruption-bad-bunny-rant/index.html
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-06-29/worsening-drought-forces-state-of-emergency-in-puerto-rico
https://www.redcross.org/about-us/news-and-events/news/2022/red-cross-responds-as-flooding-damages-homes-in-puerto-rico.html
https://disasterphilanthropy.org/disasters/puerto-rico-earthquakes/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-plunged-darkness-power-station-fire-rcna23352
https://www.latinorebels.com/2022/08/22/mentalhealthpuertoricoyouth/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-trump-delayed-aid
https://www.newsweek.com/puerto-rico-residents-bracing-hurricane-dorian-still-have-blue-tarps-homes-hurricane-maria-1456622
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/cdbg-mit-action-plan-amendment-1-substantial-draft-for-public-comment-july-12-2022/?ind=1659550258182&filename=ADM_POLI_CDBG-MIT%20APA1%20(Substantial)_EN.pdf&wpdmdl=26081&refresh=62f1b4c887a541660007624
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/transparency-portal/transparency-reports/housing-reports/r3-dashboard/
https://hispanicfederationpuertorico.org/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/632274fcf5cf17358bf2885e/1663202556927/RESPOND+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT-2022-SEPT-04.pdf
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/the-insular-cases-the-racist-supreme-court-decisions-that-cemented-puerto-ricos-second-class-status.html
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and protections afforded to other U.S. citizens because they 
could not understand “Anglo-Saxon principles.” Much like the 
infamous Plessy v. Ferguson, which justified “separate but equal” 
racial segregation, and Korematsu v. United States, which upheld 
the mass internment of Japanese Americans during World War 
II, the Insular Cases represent a shameful legacy our nation 
would do well to move past. Civil and human rights advocates 
are urging the federal government to abandon reliance on this 
legal doctrine. Supreme Court Justice Neil Gorsuch said in a 
recent federal benefits decision, U.S. v Vaello Madero, that was 
unfavorable to Puerto Rico, that overturning the “shameful” 
Insular Cases was long overdue.  Although many in Congress 
agree, it is not enough to end this discrimination. 

The United States government has discriminated against Puerto 
Rico with respect to federal benefits and programs, such as 
Medicaid, SNAP (food stamps), SSI for the blind, disabled, and 
elderly, the Child Tax Credit (until 2021, unavailable to Puerto 
Rican families with fewer than three children), among others, 
since it forcibly acquired the island as a “territory” in 1898. (For a 
basic Puerto Rico History 101 go here.)  

The lack of parity and discrimination in funding for federal 
benefit programs, especially those designed to alleviate poverty, 
have worsened the economic, social, and environmental 
vulnerabilities in the island. 

The irrational and discriminatory 
treatment by the federal government 

is one of the main causes of Puerto 
Rico’s current economic crisis and has 

directly contributed to the island’s 
high poverty levels. 

This disparate and harmful treatment was recently affirmed by 
the Supreme Court at the request of the Biden Administration 
in spite of multiple requests that President Biden withdraw the 
appeal of the lower courts cases finding this treatment to be 
discriminatory and unconstitutional.  

This type of historic discrimination by the federal government 
towards Puerto Rico has allowed for the inequitable delivery 
of federal benefits - including disaster response and recovery. 
Systemic discrimination, compounded by intentional neglect 
on the part of the federal government, put Puerto Rico in a more 
vulnerable position that made damage even more catastrophic 
and resulted in a high death toll. 

The only way Puerto Rico 
can build a sustainable future is by 

ending nearly 125 years of systemic 
discrimination by the federal 

government against Puerto Rico 
and its residents.

TODAY IN PUERTO RICO

Poverty 
According to the most recent Census data, in 2021, 43.4% 
of the 3.2 million people in Puerto Rico lived in poverty. For 
comparison, the U.S. national poverty rate was dramatically 
lower at 12.8%. Puerto Rico’s poverty rate has remained fairly 
steady since the economic crisis started in 2006.

Even more disturbing are the high rates of childhood poverty 
on the island. 57% of children in Puerto Rico live in poverty 
compared to  18% of children in the U.S. Puerto Rico widely 
outpaces even the poorest U.S. states in this terrible measure 
(for example, Mississippi’s rate of poverty is 18%). In 2019, 42% 
of families with children were unemployed. The lack of access 
to full participation in the federal Child Tax Credit (until 2021 
only available to families with three or more children in Puerto 
Rico) undoubtedly contributed to this situation. Growing 
up in poverty is one of the greatest threats to healthy child 
development. It increases the likelihood that a child will be 
exposed to factors that can impair their brain development 
and lead to poor academic, cognitive and health outcomes. 

About 38.5% of all seniors in Puerto Rico ages 60 and up had 
income below the poverty line in 2018. Low-income seniors 
living in Puerto Rico are denied access to Supplemental 
Security Insurance (SSI), a federal cash assistance program 
that provides monthly payments to low-income aged, blind, 
or disabled persons in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, 
and the Northern Mariana Islands. It is estimated roughly 
700,000 people are currently denied these benefits because 
they live in Puerto Rico. Two federal courts determined 
that denying SSI benefits to people was unconstitutional. 
However, following appeals by both the Trump and Biden 
administrations, the U.S. Supreme Court sided with the 
federal government saying Congress had a right to continue 
this discrimination. Puerto Ricans came very close to ending 
the decades of discrimination in federal programs through 
this case. The decision of the Biden Administration to defend 
this discrimination was deeply disappointing. 

https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://www.vox.com/2022/4/21/23035592/supreme-court-puerto-rico-vaello-madero-ssi-rational-basis-brett-kavanaugh-sonia-sotomayor
https://www.abajournal.com/web/article/gorsuch-says-shameful-insular-cases-should-be-overruled-as-scotus-rules-against-puerto-rico-resident
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/does-congress-hold-power-over-puerto-rico-through-racist-outdated-n1071056
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/latinojustice_and_kasowitz_file_amicus_brief_to_supreme_court_in_support_of_puerto_rico_equal_protection_case/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-medicaid-setting-the-facts-straight/
https://www.usa.gov/food-help
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/
https://www.cnet.com/personal-finance/taxes/hundreds-of-child-tax-credit-check-dollars-coming-today-faq-about-september-payments/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227a5ddbef2a71ad01d3e6/1663203933835/PUERTO+RICO+101-20220-REV-04.pdf
https://www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/20/20-303/191562/20210907152054194_Brief.pdf
https://newrepublic.com/article/161522/vaello-madero-supreme-court-puerto-rico-second-class-citizenship
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/family-lost-federal-benefits-living-puerto-rico-looks-supreme-court-rcna4682
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/discriminatory-puerto-ricans-decry-supreme-court-ruling-allowing-exclu-rcna25399
https://twitter.com/RepJenniffer/status/1366409232128610313?s=20
https://www.aarp.org/aarp-foundation/our-work/legal-advocacy/2021-supreme-court-preview/info-2021/access-to-benefits-for-residents-of-puerto-rico-supreme-court-case.html
https://www.hudoig.gov/sites/default/files/2021-04/HUD%20OIG%20Final%20Report_2019SU008945I.pdf
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/PR
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/PRto+Rico+poverty&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/PRto+Rico+poverty&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP
https://www.census.gov/search-results.html?q=national+poverty+level&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP&_charset_=UTF-8
https://www.cwla.org/child-poverty-in-puerto-rico/
https://data.ers.usda.gov/reports.aspx?ID=17826
https://idj-testproject-1.webflow.io/datos-dimensiones-economia/puerto-rico
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://www.theweeklyjournal.com/politics/biden-justifies-excluding-puerto-rico-residents-from-ssi-benefits/article_7eed166a-c858-11eb-947d-b39eed83cfd3.html
https://harvardlawreview.org/2021/01/united-states-v-vaello-madero/
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_and_civil_rights_groups_condemn_the_supreme_courts_decision_in_us_v_vaello-madero/
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Cost of living
The cost of living is increasing, with energy costs having 
nearly doubled since 2020 and inflation disproportionately 
impacting high food costs, compounded by the fact that 
Puerto Rico imports nearly 85% of its food, a situation made 
worse by the Jones Act. Puerto Rico is heavily dependent on 
imported goods to meet local food and beverage demand. (In 
2019, food and beverage imports from the U.S. totaled over 
$6.5 billion, surpassed in imports only by Mexico and Canada 
in most categories.) A recent study found that 40% of Puerto 
Rican families reported food insecurity during the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, because federal funding for the island’s 
nutritional assistance program (NAP) is limited and does 
not respond to actual need, eligibility and benefit levels are 
far under the levels of food assistance for the mainland and 
even other territories. That is why the TakeAction4Puerto 
Rico campaign and its partners have consistently called 
for full integration of Puerto Rico into the SNAP Program 
administered by USDA. (See Legislation We Support here.)

Health care 
Last September, the island faced yet another Medicaid “cliff” 
due to inequities in federal health care funding, putting the 
healthcare of hundreds of thousands of U.S. citizens living 
in Puerto Rico at risk. The Biden administration was able to 
successfully avoid the Medicaid “cliff” in 2021 by allocating 
nearly $3 billion per year in additional federal Medicaid 
funding. However, without additional congressional 
funding, the next “cliff,” or loss of funding for health services 
for the poor, is expected December, 2022. 

As a result of the inequity in Medicaid funding, Puerto 
Rico can only provide 10 out of Medicaid’s 17 “mandatory” 
services for the poorest of the poor in Puerto Rico (see 
eligibility chart below). For example, Medicaid in Puerto Rico 
does not cover home health services, hospice care, medical 
equipment and supplies, or nursing facility services. In 2019, 
before the global pandemic, $1.5 million or nearly half of 
the island’s residents qualified for Medicaid. That is why the 
TakeAction4PuertoRico campaign and its partners have 
consistently called for full integration of Puerto Rico into 
the Medicaid program so that low-income people living in 
Puerto Rico can receive the same minimal level of medical 
services as people living in the mainland U.S. (See legislation 
we support here.)

Nutrition and Food Insecurity 
For the past 40 years, Puerto Rico has received nutritional 
assistance aid through a federally-funded block grant that 
is capped at an annual amount. Unlike SNAP, a federal 
entitlement in which everyone eligible for benefits under 
its formula receives them at the full benefit level and which 
has special provisions to provide food aid after a disaster, 
Puerto Rico’s  funding is capped and not based on SNAP 
qualifications. This prevents the Nutritional Assistance 
Program (NAP) from meeting the basic food needs of poor 
citizens living in Puerto Rico, including children, seniors, and 
people with disabilities. As a result of the limited federal 
funding, the program is available to fewer low-income 
households and typically provides much smaller benefits.

The $1.9 billion capped block grant under NAP limits Puerto 
Rico’s ability to manage changes in need, including those 
due to demographic shifts, poverty levels, and economic 
stagnation. Close to 1.5 million island residents currently 
receive some level of nutrition assistance aid. Most of the 
beneficiaries are children, elderly, and disabled individuals. 
The levels of aid in Puerto Rico fall well below those of 
many states and territories. Puerto Rican children and 
families continue to experience food insecurity and inequity 
because of their exclusion from SNAP, which is fully available 
to residents of the Continental United States, U.S. Virgin 
Islands, Guam, and the District of Columbia. These disparities 
require legislative action to integrate Puerto Rico into SNAP 
(see chart below).

Graphic Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

https://www.utilitydive.com/news/puerto-rico-electricity-rates-doubled-since-2020-ieefa/627443/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/01/opinion/puerto-rico-jones-act.html
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-act-puerto-rico
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14L4H4GHLN2waf8hBX0iSuhmXq_bzm_HC/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14L4H4GHLN2waf8hBX0iSuhmXq_bzm_HC/view
https://publichealth.gwu.edu/content/survey-finds-40-percent-puerto-rican-families-reporting-food-insecurity-due-covid-19
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/introduction-to-puerto-ricos-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/increase_in_federal_food_stamp_program_is_overdue/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227313693883286977b894/1663202068276/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-04.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/territories-looming-medicaid-cliff-highlights-need-for-full-permanent-funding
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/puerto-ricos-medicaid-program-needs-an-ongoing-commitment-of-federal-funds
https://www.elnuevodia.com/english/news/story/white-house-confirms-medicaid-funding-for-puerto-rico-to-avoid-a-fiscal-cliff-in-the-short-term/
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/territories-looming-medicaid-cliff-highlights-need-for-full-permanent-funding
https://www.elnuevodia.com/english/news/story/pedro-pierluisi-asks-congress-to-address-potential-medicaid-funding-cliff/
https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/benefits/mandatory-optional-medicaid-benefits/index.html
https://www.medicaid.gov/Medicaid/downloads/puerto-rico-mcp.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227313693883286977b894/1663202068276/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-04.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/how-does-household-food-assistance-in-puerto-rico-compare-to-the-rest-of
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.camarapr.org/Presentaciones-Agosto/Parity/PP-Lillian-Rodriguez.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/puerto-ricos-medicaid-program-needs-an-ongoing-commitment-of-federal-funds
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Lack of democratic self-governance
A just recovery is not possible when those in power prioritize 
paying creditors instead of investing in the recovery and 
the future of Puerto Rico. Repaying an unaudited debt 
should not be a higher priority than the rebuilding and 
recovery of the island’s physical and human infrastructure. 
Though most of the debt restructuring has been agreed 
to, other outstanding bankruptcy-like agreements remain. 
Providing for the basic needs of people, especially the 
most vulnerable after years of repeated crises, should be 
the highest priority. Returning Puerto Rico to internal self-
governance by repealing PROMESA, the bill that created the 
FOMB, should also be a top priority, along with holding the 
board accountable for its austerity measures and conflicts of 
interest.

Energy Insecurity 
The federal government has allocated more than $10 billion 
for the optimization of the energy grid. Puerto Rico is in a 
perfect position to provide the model for transforming 
an outdated, centralized, fossil fuels dependent energy 
system, into a future-proof, bottom-up, resilient 
grid, fully based on renewable energy, primarily solar, 
and energy storage, at the distribution scale. Numerous 
government and NGO studies have shown the benefits of 
rooftop solar with storage to create resiliency, lower costs 
for low and moderate income (LMI) consumers, and to 
ultimately save lives.

Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority’s (PREPA) heavy reliance 
on a centralized fossil fuel grid made the island vulnerable to 
the longest blackout in U.S. history and resulted in a tragic 
loss of lives. 

Creating a resilient, 
decentralized energy system 

in Puerto Rico is not just about 
climate – it is literally a matter 

of life and death. 

Five years after Maria, Puerto Rico still depends on a 
vulnerable centralized fossil fuel grid. The constant 
blackouts and energy rate increases hold the population 
hostage to economic struggle and poverty. In addition, 
Puerto Ricans live in constant worry and anxiety about 
what will happen if Puerto Rico is hit by another hurricane 
like Maria.

In 2019, Puerto Rico passed Act 17, known as the Puerto Rico 
Energy Public Policy Act, which sets the parameters for a 
resilient, reliable, and robust energy system with reasonable 
rates for all customer classes, commits Puerto Rico to 
powering itself exclusively from renewable-energy sources 
by the year 2050 (40% by 2025, 60% by 2040), phasing out 
all coal plants by 2028. Act 17 also requires a 30% energy 
efficiency target by 2040.

Critical Infrastructure
When Hurricane Maria impacted Puerto Rico, the 
vulnerability and lack of maintenance of critical infrastructure 
was evident. Five years after the event, access to essential 
services have been significantly impacted by inadequate 
critical infrastructure. Many communities have constant 
interruptions or no access to energy, water, and broadband 
services. Also, education services have been limited by the 
lack of infrastructure safety and accessibility after the 2020 
earthquakes and the administrative closure of hundreds of 
schools around the island.   

For example, broadband is an essential service that failed 
during the emergency and its aftermath. It is the key tool 
to allow people to work, study, and receive medical and 
essential services remotely. Such an essential service must 
be accessible and affordable for everyone. Even before 
Maria, it was estimated that only 54% of the households in 
Puerto Rico had internet access.

Access to adequate water is a human right. Still, the lack of 
maintenance to Puerto Rico’s water dams, aquifers, aqueduct, 
sewer and drainage infrastructure, make communities 
vulnerable to severe weather events such as droughts and 
flooding.  

Graphic Source: Coalition for Food Security Puerto Rico

https://www.populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/%5BENGLISH%5D%20PROMESA%20Has%20Failed%20Report%20CPD%20ACRE%209-14-2021%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/%5BENGLISH%5D%20PROMESA%20Has%20Failed%20Report%20CPD%20ACRE%209-14-2021%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/nidhiprakash/joe-biden-florida-vote-puerto-rico
https://grupocne.org/2021/06/29/promesa-a-failed-colonial-experiment/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/bankruptcy-law/mckinsey-faces-conflict-disclosure-deadline-in-puerto-rico-work
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/bankruptcy-law/mckinsey-faces-conflict-disclosure-deadline-in-puerto-rico-work
https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy21osti/78756.pdf
https://earthjustice.org/blog/2021-july/puerto-rico-needs-solar-energy-not-fossil-fuels#:~:text=Rooftop%20solar%20would%20make%20Puerto,restore%20power%20across%20the%20island.%E2%80%9D
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/blog/2018/what-hurricane-marias-death-toll-reveals-about-health-care-puerto-rico
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/blog/2018/what-hurricane-marias-death-toll-reveals-about-health-care-puerto-rico
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/03/25/puerto-rico-has-just-passed-its-own-green-new-deal/?sh=3561f2d68fb0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/03/25/puerto-rico-has-just-passed-its-own-green-new-deal/?sh=3561f2d68fb0
https://cb.pr/gobernador-declara-estado-de-emergencia-en-la-infraestructura/
https://cb.pr/gobernador-declara-estado-de-emergencia-en-la-infraestructura/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-plunged-darkness-power-station-fire-rcna23352
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-plunged-darkness-power-station-fire-rcna23352
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/lack-water-puerto-rico-town-sparks-federal-lawsuit-85142020
https://estadisticas.pr/en/media/3218
https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/el-tiempo/notas/aumenta-la-extension-de-la-sequia-severa-en-puerto-rico-de-132-a-833-en-una-semana/
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FEDERAL RESPONSE: 5 YEARS LATER 
From 2018-2020 the majority of the money Congress 
appropriated to support recovery and building following Maria 
was intentionally obstructed by the Trump Administration. 
During its first year, the Biden administration took important 
steps to aid Puerto Rico’s recovery including amending FEMA 
guidelines so that property owners in a crisis situation can 
present alternative documentation to establish ownership 
interest, removing unnecessary barriers to emergency 
assistance. In January 2022, the administration approved nearly 
$3 billion in FEMA funds for 3,542 projects for Hurricane Maria 
and earthquake recovery. (For an explanation of the barriers 
the federal government has created for Puerto Rico’s recovery, see 
TA4PR section Response of the Federal Government to Puerto Rico 
Since Maria.)

While the Biden administration has moved aggressively to 
remove many of the barriers to money allocated by Congress, 
the process for approving appropriate projects and spending 
remains challenging. 

Planning and funding for critical infrastructure needs (schools, 
roads, water) has been extremely delayed and received band-
aids instead of long-term fixes. Effective prioritization and timely 
execution of rebuilding many other basic elements of the island’s 
infrastructure - especially rebuilding a lifesaving, sustainable 
grid - are still taking too long to get underway. Although money 
is finally being allocated for planning, there is no comprehensive 
plan for reaching the island’s goals of 100% renewable energy 
by 2050. In the meantime, projects are being approved and 
funded by FEMA (assisted by the U.S. Dept. of Energy), and the 
government of Puerto Rico that do not demonstrate serious 
commitment to achieving these goals. 

The island has continued to fight to receive federal dollars to 
recover following Maria, historic earthquakes, and COVID while 
experiencing a state of ongoing crises. Battered and exhausted 
residents have continued to experience energy insecurity, (on 
a near daily basis) devastating tropical storms and hurricanes 
(like Isaias in July 2020 during the Covid-19 pandemic), repeated 
droughts leading to water restrictions, damaging flooding on a 
regular basis, and severe austerity in public services imposed to 
repay debt, plus rising cost of living, growing food insecurity, and 
a severe public health care burden as a result of the pandemic.

Five years later, the Puerto Ricans on and off the island, 
are still waiting for Congress and the federal government 
to end the discrimination that has impeded Puerto Rico’s 
economic development and disaster recovery, and directly 
contributed to high poverty rates. 

WHAT IS NEEDED NOW
Both the U.S. Congress and the Biden Administration have a 
moral responsibility to end the systemic discrimination that 
treats people who live in Puerto Rico as second-class citizens. 

Below you will find some solutions to end discrimination by 
Congress and the Executive branch to promote equity and a 
sustainable recovery for Puerto Rico’s future. Recommendations 
range from legislative action, reform in bureaucratic processes 
by federal agencies, and Executive Action by the Biden 
Administration. These actions are not to “help” Puerto Ricans; 
they are the responsibility of a government that created these 
conditions. 

In order for Puerto Rico to rebuild and thrive 
economically in an equitable manner at least 
three things must happen:
 l. A just and sustainable recovery

•  Ensure all federal disaster recovery and 
infrastructure investment funds are effectively 
used by requiring transparency and civil society 
input in decision making processes for the 
sustainable recovery of Puerto Rico.

 ll. Equity and an end to discrimination
•  Congress and the federal government must end 

systemic discrimination against Puerto Rico in all 
federal programs. 

 lll.  Return democratic self-governance to Puerto Rico
•  By terminating PROMESA, accompanied by a 

transparent, independent review of the actions of 
the FOMB, and ensuring a responsible transition 
to local control. 

A JUST AND SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY POLICY ASKS
  WHAT CONGRESS must do to achieve a just and   

sustainable recovery

•  Congress should use its oversight and accountability 
authority to ensure that federal funding is effectively 
achieving its intended goals. 

➢ For example, Congress should ensure federal   
funds are used to rebuild PR’s energy grid  
to meet PR’s renewable energy mandates and 
not continue reliance on fossil fuels. They must 
also pass H.R. 8292 which would require a report 
on Puerto Rico’s progress towards rebuilding its 
electric grid. 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/new-probe-confirms-trump-officials-blocked-puerto-rico-receiving-hurri-rcna749
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_hosts_meeting_with_biden_administration_and_advocates_to_discuss_progress_in_puerto_rico/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/632274fcf5cf17358bf2885e/1663202556927/RESPOND+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT-2022-SEPT-04.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/632274fcf5cf17358bf2885e/1663202556927/RESPOND+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT-2022-SEPT-04.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-plunged-darkness-power-station-fire-rcna23352
https://www.npr.org/2021/06/11/1005413481/a-fire-and-cyberattack-cause-major-blackouts-across-puerto-rico
https://nationworldnews.com/power-failure-in-puerto-rico-would-put-the-lives-of-thousands-of-patients-at-risk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98Phq6V8dYQ&ab_channel=EyewitnessNewsABC7NY
https://news.utexas.edu/2021/06/07/puerto-rico-is-prone-to-more-flooding-than-the-island-is-prepared-to-handle/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2019/09/ed-morales-puerto-rico-fantasy-island-interview/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/us/coronavirus-puerto-rico-economy-unemployment.html
https://newrepublic.com/article/161522/vaello-madero-supreme-court-puerto-rico-second-class-citizenship
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8292/text?r=6&s=1
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➢ For example, Congress should promote radical 
transparency and democratization of the federal 
and local recovery and rebuilding process, by 
requiring agencies to integrate more effective 
public participation through all phases of 
recovery decision-making processes and ensure 
universal language access in all programs.

• Among other legislation, Congress should pass 

➢ Insular Area Climate Change Act (S.2613 & 
H.R.2780)

➢ Environmental Justice For All Act EJ4All 
(H.R.2021 & S.872) 

➢ Renewable Energy for Puerto Rico and the 
U.S.Virgin Islands Act (H.R.2791) 

 
• Ensure Puerto Rico is treated equitably and intentionally 

in all past and future recovery programs and policies. PR  
must be fully included in new programs and policies to 
help the country recover economically, and in any new 
legislation intended to spur economic development, 
meet the climate crisis, achieve environmental justice, 
and in any programs that provide support to those most 
in need. Policies and legislation should demonstrate an 
understanding of the realities of the island. 

WHAT THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION must do to achieve 
a just and sustainable recovery

•  The Biden Administration must do more to ensure 
that once funds are allocated, they require effective 
mechanisms for transparency, accountability, 
meaningful public participation, and are used in a way 
that addresses the real needs of communities. 

•  Ensure that all federal funds allocated to Puerto Rico’s 
energy grid, including the largest grant in FEMA history 
are used to achieve the island’s legislatively mandated 
climate goals of 40% renewable energy by 2025 and 
100%  renewable energy by 2050. Creating a resilient, 
decentralized energy system in Puerto Rico is not 
just about reaching climate goals – it is literally a 
matter of life and death. 

•  As of June 2022, a total of nearly $13 billion in FEMA 
funds and $1.9 billion in CDBG funds has been 
obligated for emergency and permanent energy 
projects on the island. 

•  The responsible use of federal funds must prioritize 
renewables, energy efficiency, solar energy based 
on rooftop and storage, microgrids, and programs 
like demand response to achieve electric bill 
reductions and ensure fair access to this critical 
service to all persons in Puerto Rico. 

•  See NREL 2020 study demonstrating that rooftop solar 
can meet all of Puerto Rico’s residential energy needs. 

•  FEMA should not approve any proposals in which 
renewables are merely incidental to the overall 
program - they must be central in any long or short 
term plans - funded by federal dollars in order to 
achieve local and federal goals. 

•  Ensure Puerto Rico is treated equitably and intentionally, 
and is not left out of new programs and policies to help 
the country recover economically, and in any new 
legislation intended to spur economic development, 
meet the climate crisis, achieve environmental justice, 
and in any programs that provide support to those most 
in need. Policies and legislation should demonstrate an 
understanding of the realities of the island. 

• Continue to eliminate bureaucracies and systemic 
discriminatory restrictions that have created unique barriers 
to rebuilding and slowed access to federal disaster funds. 
The federal government needs to create programs that 
recognize and respond to Puerto Rico’s unique realities, 
vulnerabilities, and legal framework. Examples include:

•  Transparency and anti-corruption: Ensure 
information about disaster recovery dollars and 
decision-making processes are publicly available, 
easily accessible, objectively verifiable at all stages 
of decision-making including needs-assessment, 
planning, implementation, and monitoring, and 
ensure official documents are bilingual in Spanish 
and English.  

•  Public engagement and democratization: Federal 
agencies should require meaningful and enforceable 
criteria for public engagement and transparency in 
every plan for disaster funding approved by federal 
and local agencies. For example: 

 ➢  an MOU to achieve the reconstruction of the  
 energy grid was signed between HUD, DOE,  
 FEMA, and the local government on Feb 2,

  2022. Under the agreement, HUD is 
  required to create a public engagement 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2613?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Insular+Area+Climate+Change+Act%22%5D%7D&s=10&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2780?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Insular+Area+Climate+Change+Act%22%2C%22Insular%22%2C%22Area%22%2C%22Climate%22%2C%22Change%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2021?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/872?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2791?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Renewable+Energy+for+Puerto+Rico+and+the+U.S.+Virgin+Islands+Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://aeepr.com/es-pr/QuienesSomos/Ley17/A-17-2019%20PS%201121%20Politica%20Publica%20Energetica.pdf
https://nationworldnews.com/power-failure-in-puerto-rico-would-put-the-lives-of-thousands-of-patients-at-risk/
https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20220606/fema-announces-progress-puerto-ricos-power-grid-work
https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20220606/fema-announces-progress-puerto-ricos-power-grid-work
https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy21osti/78756.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PA/documents/Memorandum_Understanding_DOE_DHS_HUD.pdf
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  plan to ensure input from impacted   
 communities. As of August, 2022, this has 

  not been accomplished. In the meantime,   
 plans are moving forward for reconstruction  
 without public engagement or  transparency  
 as required by the MOU.   

 ➢  $8.2 billion in CDBG-MIT funds released to   
 Puerto Rico for resiliency projects requires   
 the creation of Citizen Advisory Committee  
 (CAC). Local advocacy groups have attempted  

to engage in the process of creation of the
 CAC, however, the committee is not   
 functioning and  decision-making is taking
 place without the input of the CAC as 

  required by HUD.

•  Reimbursement and matching fund requirements: 
Waive reimbursement and matching funds requirements 
to facilitate maximum participation of local non-profit 
organizations doing the critical work on the ground. 

•  Language barriers: Ensure access to programs, funding, 
and information by requiring official documents, 
programs, and critical staff are available in Spanish.  

•  Ownership eligibility requirements for recovery 
funding: Ensure federal employees and contractors are 
trained to recognize Puerto Rico’s legal tenancy realities 
and property law which are different from those in the 
United States. 

•  Federal Tax Credits: Make federal tax credits available 
as direct pay options to residents and organizations 
that do not qualify under U.S. tax law.

•  Accessibility issues: Create programs that close the 
digital divide, increase access to affordable broadband, 
and immediately reform access to federal programs and 
funding that require broadband internet connectivity. 

•  Technical Assistance: Provide funding for education 
and technical assistance for local agencies, community-
based organizations, and businesses that may be 
eligible for federal funding but have difficulty accessing 
and complying with grant application and reporting 
requirements. 

•  Federal Coordination: Create effective, transparent 
processes for interagency collaboration to ensure 
an effective deployment and alignment of federal 
programs and resources for a holistic recovery. The 

announcement of a White House Puerto Rico Working 
Group was a welcome step toward creating interagency 
coordination of resources and technical assistance. 
Aside from one “inaugural meeting,” the President’s 
“Puerto Rico Working Group” has yet to publicly name 
its members, internal structure, or responsibilities 
which hampers their ability to effectively engage with 
Congress and Puerto Rico stakeholders, including 
community-based organizations that work directly 
with the people most impacted to ensure disaster relief 
and other federal funds are distributed in an effective, 
and equitable manner.

EQUITY AND DISCRIMINATION POLICY ASKS
 
 Congress and the federal government must   
 end systemic discrimination against Puerto   
 Rico in all federal programs 

 
WHAT CONGRESS MUST DO to end systemic 
discrimination against Puerto Rico in all federal 
programs 

•  Pass legislation that brings Puerto Rico permanently 
and equitably into all federal safety-net programs, 
including Medicaid, Food Stamps (NAP/SNAP), 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), among others not 
only to end second class treatment of the 3 million U.S. 
citizens living in Puerto Rico, but also to alleviate high 
rates of poverty.  For example, Congress must pass 

➢  the provisions in the Territorial Equity Act of 
2021 (H.R. 2713 & S. 1228), which would most 
comprehensively address inequities in federal 
benefits including Medicaid, SSI, and SNAP. 

➢  the Puerto Rico Nutrition Assistance Fairness Act 
of 2022; Congress must also include $3.63 billion 
for NAP in the 2023 appropriations bill, make 
permanent changes in the FARM Bill 

➢  For a full list of legislation we support, see TA4PR 
Legislation We Support to Move Puerto Rico 
Forward.

 WHAT THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION MUST DO 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2019-08-30/pdf/2019-18607.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59f7665face864ca55987eab/t/62828f40cc9d373eaf9f3ab5/1652723520303/Carta+MVD+-+Solicitud+Urgente+en+Relacio%CC%81n+a+Gui%CC%81a+Operativa+del+CAC+-+15+de+mayo+de+2022.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59f7665face864ca55987eab/t/62828f40cc9d373eaf9f3ab5/1652723520303/Carta+MVD+-+Solicitud+Urgente+en+Relacio%CC%81n+a+Gui%CC%81a+Operativa+del+CAC+-+15+de+mayo+de+2022.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/20/readout-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-white-house-working-group-on-puerto-rico/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_welcomes_inaugural_meeting_of_biden_white_house_working_group_on_puerto_rico_as_a_sign_of_much_needed_support_to_come/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1228?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227313693883286977b894/1663202068276/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-04.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227313693883286977b894/1663202068276/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-04.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/63227313693883286977b894/1663202068276/LEGISLATION+TO+MOVE+PR+FORWARD-2022-REV-04.pdf


27TAKE ACTION FOR PUERTO RICO!

POLICY ASKS 

to end systemic discrimination against Puerto 
Rico in all federal programs 

•   President Biden must actively work with Congress to 
fulfill his campaign commitments laid out in his plan for 
“Recovery, Renewal, and Respect for Puerto Rico. That 
includes providing families in Puerto Rico “equal access 
to nutrition assistance” through full participation in SNAP, 
ensuring Puerto Ricans receive SSI, and that Puerto Rico 
participates equitably in Medicaid, including receiving 
increased FMAP payments by directing the HHS Secretary 
to develop and recommend payment reforms. 

•   Biden must direct his Department of Justice stop 
defending discrimination in federal programs against 
Puerto Rico and make clear that the Insular Cases and 
the racism they represent are no longer sanctioned by 
the federal government. 

• This exclusion of Puerto Rico from federal safety 
net programs like SSI and the Medicare Part D Low-
Income Subsidy (LIS) was both discriminatory and 
unconstitutional.  In U.S. v. Vaello-Madero and Peña 
Martinez v. United States Health and Human Services, 
the courts determined that the government’s true 
purpose in denying SSI benefits to Puerto Ricans was 
“to impose inequality,” and, further, suggested that 
this exclusion amounted to a “de facto classification 
based on Hispanic origin” that should be subject to 
a more stringent “heightened scrutiny standard.” 

•  The Biden Administration must end systemic 
discrimination throughout all federal agencies by 
ensuring information and access to programs, funding, 
and critical staff are accessible to Spanish speakers who 
make up the majority of Puerto Ricans.

WHAT THE U.S. SUPREME COURT MUST DO to 
end systemic discrimination against Puerto Rico 
in all federal programs 
•  The Supreme Court must recognize the 

unconstitutionality of the systemic discrimination 
by the federal government towards Puerto Rico by 
overturning the so-called Insular Cases. 

  
•  Supreme Court Justice Neil Gorsuch said in a recent 

federal benefits decision, U.S. v Vaello Madero, that 
was unfavorable to Puerto Rico, that overturning the 
“shameful” Insular Cases was long overdue. They should 
use the next opportunity that comes before the court to 
put an end to this shameful legal chapter in U.S. history.

RETURN TO DEMOCRATIC SELF-GOVERNANCE 
POLICY ASKS

Return democratic self-governance to Puerto 
Rico by terminating PROMESA, accompanied 
by a transparent, independent review of the 
actions of the FOMB, and ensuring a responsible 
transition to local control. 

WHAT CONGRESS MUST DO to return Puerto Rico 
to democratic self-governance
•  Congress should repeal the failed PROMESA law that has 

created an unelected body leading to severe austerity 
in social programs on the island by passing a version 
of The TRUST for Puerto Rico Act of 2022 that includes 
mechanisms for transparency and accountability for 
the actions of the FOMB, and provides for a smooth 
transition to local governance. Accountability measures 
for the FOMB should include:

•  An independent audit performed and certified by 
civil society experts to determine the legality of 
the debt and the impact on any debt agreements 
entered into by the FOMB.

•  Establishment of “revolving door” prohibitions 
on any former FOMB employee or contractor 
prohibiting them from seeking employment with 
any agency or company that benefited from its 
decisions.

•  Analysis of the activities and decisions of the FOMB 
that is reviewed by Congress, and is available 
through open data mechanisms to the public.  

•  Congress must not grant any additional authority to 
the FOMB, which has undemocratic control over Puerto 
Rico budgetary and recovery matters. 

WHAT THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION MUST DO to 
return Puerto Rico to democratic self-governance 

• President Biden should pressure Congress to eliminate the 
failed PROMESA law.

• The Biden Administration should provide technical 
assistance through the U.S. Department of Treasury to 
all relevant Puerto Rican government agencies (AFAF, 
Hacienda, etc.) to expedite completion of financial audited 
statements in order for budgets to be certified as balanced 
in compliance with requirements to dismantle the FOMB.    

https://joebiden.com/the-biden-harris-plan-for-recovery-renewal-and-respect-for-puerto-rico/
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/Civil_Rights_Groups_Letter_to_DOJ_Re_Insular_Cases_02.10.2022.pdf
https://harvardlawreview.org/2021/01/united-states-v-vaello-madero/
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.prd.138868/gov.uscourts.prd.138868.97.0.pdf
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/wethepeopleproject/pages/237/attachments/original/1596503767/Pena_Martinez__District_Court_Decision.pdf?1596503767
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/wethepeopleproject/pages/237/attachments/original/1596503767/Pena_Martinez__District_Court_Decision.pdf?1596503767
https://www.vox.com/2022/4/21/23035592/supreme-court-puerto-rico-vaello-madero-ssi-rational-basis-brett-kavanaugh-sonia-sotomayor
https://www.vox.com/2022/4/21/23035592/supreme-court-puerto-rico-vaello-madero-ssi-rational-basis-brett-kavanaugh-sonia-sotomayor
https://www.abajournal.com/web/article/gorsuch-says-shameful-insular-cases-should-be-overruled-as-scotus-rules-against-puerto-rico-resident
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/bankruptcy-law/puerto-rico-debt-audit-sought-in-report-from-house-democrat
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/billions-puerto-rico-s-debt-might-be-invalid-federal-oversight-n958846
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/billions-puerto-rico-s-debt-might-be-invalid-federal-oversight-n958846
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•  President Biden should also keep his campaign 
promises to

•  carry out an audit of Puerto Rico’s debt to 
“determine if debt was issued illegally in violation 
of Puerto Rico’s constitution and hence be invalid,” 

•  hold the FOMB accountable by supporting ‘a 
review of the fiscal austerity policies imposed by 
the FOMB,’

•  chart “a new path for tackling Puerto Rico’s 
unsustainable debts that takes into consideration 
new challenges.” Significant debt restructuring is 
still being negotiated that will impact the ability of 
the local government to provide basic services for 
decades to come. 

https://joebiden.com/the-biden-harris-plan-for-recovery-renewal-and-respect-for-puerto-rico/
https://joebiden.com/the-biden-harris-plan-for-recovery-renewal-and-respect-for-puerto-rico/
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O n Sept. 20th, 2022, Puerto Rico will commemorate five 
years since Hurricane Maria devastated the island. Island 
residents, exhausted from five years of repeated hardship 

including floods, severe earthquakes, rising unemployment, 
austerity, high poverty levels, political instability, and a global 
pandemic, continue to mourn the more than 3 thousand lives 
lost. During the four years of the Trump administration, Puerto 
Rico also suffered the impact of the negligence of a federal 
government that intentionally blocked disaster relief 
and recovery funds which needlessly delayed the island’s 
recovery process. Recovery efforts were seriously hampered 
by this politicized response and suffering was compounded. 
Congress and the federal government have an obligation to 
assess what harms were caused by the slow and irresponsible 
federal response and work to mitigate them.  Our federal 
government has a moral and legal responsibility to help the 
people of Puerto Rico recover from this tragedy just as it would 
help any other group of people on U.S. soil. 

Two years after Hurricane Maria, while the island was still waiting 
for federal disaster recovery aid, Puerto Rico experienced over 
9,000 earthquakes and aftershocks (2019-2020), including the 
strongest series of earthquakes felt in Puerto Rico in over a 
century. Hundreds of buildings and thousands of homes were 
destroyed, resulting in an estimated $3.1 billion in damage. 
Many people slept outside with their families for months out of 
fear that their homes would collapse. Although the U.S. House 
of Representatives passed a disaster aid bill intended to help 
Puerto Rico recover from the earthquakes, the bill was never 
passed in the Republican controlled U.S. Senate and faced a veto 
threat from President Trump. In June of 2022, two years after the 
earthquakes, the Biden Administration approved funding for 
700 earthquake-related projects. 

As President Biden reaches the halfway mark of his first term, 
his administration continues to push forward a successful 
policy agenda to strengthen the entire country's economy and 
infrastructure. Serious recovery efforts in Puerto Rico have also 
commenced under the Biden administration, and the island 
has also benefited from historic legislation in the wake of the 
pandemic such as the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, 
the American Rescue Plan (ARPA), and the recently passed 
Inflation Reduction Act.  

However,  Puerto Rico continues to experience the effects of 
inequitable access and unique barriers to federal programs.  
The federal government must acknowledge the systemic 
discrimination that has been imposed for over 100 years, 
compounded by the intentional negligence following Maria 
and assume responsibility by taking immediate action to treat 
Puerto Rico equitably in those policies. 

CONGRESS MUST END DISCRIMINATION AGAINST 
PUERTO RICO IN FEDERAL FUNDING
The federal government has discriminated against the U.S. 
citizens of Puerto Rico since it forcibly acquired the island as a 
“territory” in 1898. For example, Puerto Rico receives limited or no 
funds for many federal benefits and programs, such as Medicaid, 
SNAP (food stamps), SSI for the blind, disabled, and elderly, and 
the Child Tax Credit (until 2021, only available to Puerto Rican 
families with at least three children), among others. The lack of 
parity in funding for federal benefit programs, especially those 
designed to alleviate poverty, has worsened the economic, 
social, and environmental vulnerabilities in the island. 

Legislation To Move Puerto Rico Forward

Congress and the Biden 
administration share equal 

responsibility for treating Puerto Rico 
with dignity and for ending 

the systemic discrimination against 
the residents of Puerto Rico.

This discriminatory (at best) 
and unconstitutional (at worst) 

treatment is one of the main causes 
of Puerto Rico’s current economic 

crisis and the island’s high 
poverty levels.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/28/hurricane-maria-new-death-toll-estimate-is-close-to-3000
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/new-probe-confirms-trump-officials-blocked-puerto-rico-receiving-hurri-rcna749
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/11/us/puerto-rico-earthquake-inspections-aid.html
https://disasterphilanthropy.org/disaster/puerto-rico-earthquakes/
https://appropriations.house.gov/news/press-releases/house-passes-puerto-rico-earthquake-supplemental
https://thehill.com/opinion/finance/496679-dont-hold-puerto-rico-hostage-pass-the-earthquake-supplemental-act
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2020/02/05/white-house-threatens-veto-puerto-rico-earthquake-aid-package-ahead-house-vote/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2020/02/05/white-house-threatens-veto-puerto-rico-earthquake-aid-package-ahead-house-vote/
https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20220629/fema-approves-funding-700-earthquake-related-projects
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/PUERTO-RICO_Infrastructure-Investment-and-Jobs-Act-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/ARP-Puerto-Rico-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/08/16/fact-sheet-how-the-inflation-reduction-act-helps-latino-communities/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/latinojustice_and_kasowitz_file_amicus_brief_to_supreme_court_in_support_of_puerto_rico_equal_protection_case/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/latinojustice_and_kasowitz_file_amicus_brief_to_supreme_court_in_support_of_puerto_rico_equal_protection_case/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-medicaid-setting-the-facts-straight/
https://www.usa.gov/food-help
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_decries_biden_administration_decisions_to_defend_discrimination_against_puerto_ricans/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_decries_biden_administration_decisions_to_defend_discrimination_against_puerto_ricans/


30 TAKEACTION4PR.ORG

Funding for nutrition assistance provides one stark example. 
U.S. citizens residing in Puerto Rico are excluded from the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which 
prevents them from receiving the same nutrition assistance 
provided to other low-income U.S. citizens that reside in the 
states. Since the COVID-19 pandemic hit globally in March 2020, 
Puerto Rico has seen over 250,000 more NAP beneficiaries – a 
19% increase.

For an explainer about food insecurity and inequities in Puerto 
Rico watch Mazon’s Insider Briefing Series — Addressing Food 
Insecurity in Puerto Rico (May 12, 2022). 

NAP GRAPHIC SOURCE: COALITION FOR FOOD 
SECURITY PUERTO RICO
Inequitable funding for Medicaid provides another example 
of the injustice faced by Puerto Rico, which receives much 
lower funding levels. Unlike the U.S. states that receive needs-
based federal funds, Puerto Rico’s Medicaid program is funded 
through a statutory cap and fixed matching rate, resulting in a 
more restricted Medicaid program.  Among other things, the 
funding structure means that Puerto Rico can’t afford to cover 
seven of Medicaid’s 17 mandatory services, including nursing 
home care and nurse practitioner services. To make the limited 
federal grant dollars cover as many people as possible, only the 
very poorest of Puerto Rico residents qualify for Medicaid (See 
chart on right). 

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
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NAP Graphic Source: Coalition for Food Security Puerto Rico

https://mazon.org/events/puertoricobriefing/
https://mazon.org/events/puertoricobriefing/
https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://grupocne.org/2019/10/07/sick-and-abandoned/
https://www.cbpp.org/medicaid-eligibility-limits-much-lower-in-puerto-rico-than-in-states
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A ROADMAP

T his document provides you with a range of actions Congress 
can take to address decades of inequities and help the island 
rebuild sustainably. They range from ensuring Puerto Rico 

receives equitable treatment in federal programs intended to 
support the most vulnerable residents, to rebuilding sustainable 
infrastructure, to providing assistance to address climate challenges. 
The overwhelming majority of bills introduced in the 117th Congress 
to provide equity to Puerto Rico are never even considered in 
Congressional committees, much less presented for votes.  

Many of these provisions could and should be considered for 
inclusion in any appropriate spending or legislative package. 
We must insist that Congress treat Puerto Rico equitably in all legislation 
moving forward. See TakeAction4PR 2022 Policy Asks here.

EQUITY IN FEDERAL PROGRAMS
Territorial Equity Act of 2021 (H.R. 2713 & S. 1228) 
Representative Nydia M. Velázquez (D-NY) and Senator Bernie 
Sanders (I-VT) introduced the Territorial Equity Act of 2021 in 
April of last year. This is a broad bill that contemplates equitable 
solutions to federal safety-net programs which would help Puerto 
Rico, and all the territories, gain more equitable access to federal 
programs such as Medicaid, SNAP, and important tax credits. 
Similar bills were introduced in 2017 and 2018, however they 
did not receive a vote in the Senate floor. Territorial residents are 
currently treated as second-class citizens under these programs 
which is not only morally wrong, but also exacerbates social and 
economic inequalities. After more than 120 years of discriminatory 
funding which has contributed to some of the highest poverty rates in 
the country (43.4%), this bill will end discrimination against residents 
in Puerto Rico in Medicaid, SSI, and SNAP programs. The most recent 
House and Senate bills were introduced on April 20, 2021. 
Cosponsors: Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), Rep. Raul 
Grijalva (D-AZ), Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-NY), Del. Michael San 
Nicolas (D-Guam), Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), and Sen. 
Edward Markey (D-MA).
Status: Referred to the Committee on Ways and Means, and the 
Committees on Energy and Commerce, Agriculture, Education and 
Labor, and Natural Resources by the House of Representatives to 
date. Also referred to the Subcommittee on Health by the Committee 
on Energy and Commerce and to the Subcommittee on Nutrition, 
Oversight, and Department Operations by the Committee on 
Agriculture to date. No further action has been taken.

Supplemental Security Income Equality Act (H.R. 537) 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is program in which the 
federal government financially assists people ages 65 and older 
with income under the poverty level and minors with disabilities 
or conditions that affect the family and the individual’s ability 
to generate enough income to live. Currently, most residents 
of the U.S. territories are not eligible for this federal program. 
Introduced by Resident Commissioner González-Colón (R-PR-
At Large), this bill would extend the SSI program to Puerto Rico, 
the Virgin Islands, and Guam. 
Cosponsors: Rep.Ritchie Torres (D-NY), Rep. Darren Soto (D-
FL), Del. Stacey Plaskett (D-VI-At Large), Del. Amata Coleman 
Radewagen (R-AS-At Large), Del. Gregorio Sablan (D-MP-At 
Large), Del. Michael San Nicolas (D-GU-At Large).
Status:  In January 2021, the bill was referred to the House 
Committee on Ways and Means. It was then referred to the 
House Subcommittee on Social Security.

Territories Statistics Collection Equity Act (H.R.8593) 
Introduced by Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-AZ), this bipartisan bill 
will direct the Interagency Council on Statistical Policy (ICSP) 
to develop a plan to collect and publish statistics regarding 
the U.S. Territories in the same manner as states and It would 
require the agency to publish a list and assessment of existing 
federal statistical programs that collect and publish data for 
the U.S. Territories comparable to the States. H.R. 8593 would 
also require the agency to submit a plan to collect and publish 
statistics regarding territories within one year along with 
recommendations and costs to implement.
Cosponsors: Del. Gregorio Sablan (D-MP), Del. Stacey Plaskett 
(D-VI), Del. Michael San Nicolas (D-GU), Resident Commissioner 
Jenniffer González-Colón (R-PR), and Del. Amata Coleman 
Radewagen (R-AS).
Status: In July of 2021, the bill was referred to the House Natural 
Resources Committee and to the House Committee Oversight 
and Reform. No further action has been taken. No Senate 
companion bill has been introduced. 

House Resolution Rejecting the Supreme Court's 
decisions in the Insular Cases (H.Res. 279)
H.Res 279 was introduced by Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-AZ) on 
March 26, 2021. This bipartisan resolution acknowledges that 
the United States Supreme Court’s decisions in the Insular Cases 
and the “territorial incorporation doctrine” are contrary to the 
principles of the United States Constitution. The resolution 
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Legislation Your Member of Congress 
Should Support  

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1228?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://velazquez.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/rep-velazquez-senator-sanders-introduce-territorial-equity-act-2021
https://theintercept.com/2017/11/28/bernie-sanders-puerto-rico-elizabeth-warren-propose-146-billion-marshall-plan-for-puerto-rico/
https://www.warren.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/U.S.%20Territorial%20Relief%20Act%20Summary%20Final%207.24.18.pdf
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/PR
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/PR
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713/all-actions?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&r=3&overview=closed&s=1#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/537?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+537%22%2C%22HR%22%2C%22537%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8593/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.R.+8593%22%2C%22H.R.%22%2C%228593%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=2
https://naturalresources.house.gov/media/press-releases/chair-grijalva-and-territorial-delegates-introduce-bipartisan-bill-to-address-disparities-in-data-collection-for-us-territories
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5519/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=1#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/279?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+Res+279%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/279?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+Res+279%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/the-insular-cases-the-racist-supreme-court-decisions-that-cemented-puerto-ricos-second-class-status.htmlk/the-insular-cases-its-time-to-turn-the-page
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states that these cases are relics of the racial views of an earlier 
era that have no place in our Nation today, and opposes their 
application in all future and present cases. This resolution sends a 
strong message in Congress that constitutional and democratic 
principles must also apply to the U.S. territories. 
Cosponsors: Del. Stacey Plaskett (D-VI), Del. Gregorio Sablan (D-
MP),  Del. Michael San Nicolas (D-GU), Resident Commissioner 
Jenniffer González-Colón (R-PR), Rep. Nydia Velazquez (D-NY), 
Rep. Chuy Garcia (D-IL), Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-NY), Del. Eleanor 
Holmes (D-DC), Rep. Jared Huffman (D-CA), Rep. Rashida Tlaib 
(D-MI), Rep. Grace Napolitano (D-CA), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), 
Rep. Ruben Gallego (D-AZ), Rep. Steve Cohen (D-TN), Rep. Earl 
Blumenauer (D-OR), Rep. James McGovern (D-MA). 
Status: On March 26, 2021 it was referred to the House Natural 
Resources Committee and the House Judiciary Committee. 
In May of 2021, the resolution was examined during a House 
Natural Resource Committee hearing. Most recently, in October 
of 2021, the legislation was referred to the House Subcommittee 
on the Constitution, Civil Rights, and Civil Liberties.

NUTRITION ASSISTANCE FOR LOW 
INCOME FAMILIES
Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and 
Drug Administration, and Related Agencies 
Appropriations Act, 2023 (H.R. 8239 & S.4661)
H.R. 8239, the House appropriations bill for FY 2023, introduced 
by Rep. Sanford Bishop (D-GA), includes $3.63B in funding for 
Puerto Rico’s Nutritional Assistance Program (NAP). This includes 
an additional $1 billion amendment to restore basic nutritional 
benefits for Puerto Rico.  Even this level of funding does not 
bring Puerto Rico to the standards of the SNAP benefits. Multiple 
members of Congress from both the House and Senate have 
called on their respective appropriations committees to increase 
the program’s funding by $1 billion in order to combat food 
insecurity on the island.  The TakeAction4 Puerto Rico Campaign 
stands with these Members of Congress and local advocates in 
their call for extra funding as the bill makes its way to the House 
and Senate floor for a final vote. 
Status: On June  23, 2022, H.R. 8239 was passed by the House 
Appropriations Committee with a 31 to 26 vote.  Now the Senate 
version, S. 4661 must be amended to include the provisions of 
the House version and then voted on in both the House and 
Senate for final passage. 

Puerto Rico Nutrition Assistance Fairness Act of 2022 
(H.R.8495)
The bipartisan Puerto Rico Nutrition Assistance Act was 
introduced by Resident Commissioner Jenniffer González-
Colón (R-PR-At Large) on July 26, 2022.  If passed, the bill would 
amend the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008 to transition Puerto 

Rico to the supplemental nutrition assistance program (SNAP), 
granting low-income Puerto Rican families access to some 
much needed funding for nutritional assistance. The Puerto 
Rico Nutrition Assistance Fairness would also ensure that the 
government of Puerto Rico is offered the technical assistance 
needed in order to make a smooth transition from the current 
Nutritional Assistance Program (NAP) to SNAP. 
Cosponsors: This bill has five cosponsors: Rep. James McGovern 
(D-MA), Rep. Jahana Hayes (D-CT), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), Rep. 
Val Demings (D-FL), Rep. Chrissy Houlahan (D-PA). 
Status: In September of 2021, the legislation was referred to 
the House Committee on Agriculture. It was later referred to the 
House Subcommittee on Nutrition, Oversight, and Department 
Operations. No further action has been taken. 

Closing the Meal Gap Act of 2021 (H. R. 4077 & S. 2192)
Rep. Alma Adams (D-NC) introduced the Closing the 
Meal Gap to amend the Food and Nutrition Act of 2021 to 
expand and strengthen Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) benefits for vulnerable community 
members struggling to make ends meet and put food on 
the table. Senators Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY), Bernie 
Sanders (D-VT), Cory Booker (D-NJ), Alex Padilla (D-
CA), and Elizabeth Warren(D-MA) introduced the bill in 
the U.S. Senate. The bill would provide for a transition for 
the territories into the SNAP program, ending the inequity 
of excluding Puerto Rico and other territories from full 
participation in SNAP.  Congress has allowed a two-tier 
system of nutrition benefits for U.S. citizens residing in 
Puerto Rico for nearly 40 years and it must end. See the 
fact sheet here.
Cosponsors: The Senate version is co-sponsored by Sen. Alex 
Padilla (D-CA), Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), Sen. Cory Booker 
(D-NJ), and Sen. Bernie Sanders (D-VT). The House bill has 110 
co-sponsors.
Status: Introduced on June 23, 2021. S. 2192 was read twice and 
referred to the Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and 
Forestry. On July 28, 2021, H.R. 4077 was referred to the House 
Subcommittee on Nutrition, Oversight, and Department 
Operations.

HEALTHCARE
Puerto Rico Health Care Fairness, Accountability, 
and Beneficiary Access Act of 2021 (H.R.1722) 
Rep. Nydia Velazquez (D-NY) re-introduced the bipartisan 
Puerto Rico Health Care Fairness, Accountability, and 
Beneficiary Access Act of 2021 to provide a path for Puerto 
Rico to be treated equitably when it comes to health care 
for low-income people. Although the Biden administration 
approved an additional $3 billion in Medicaid funding to 

https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/the-insular-cases-the-racist-supreme-court-decisions-that-cemented-puerto-ricos-second-class-status.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8239/text?r=3&s=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8239/text?r=3&s=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8239/text?r=3&s=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8239/text?r=3&s=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4661/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Senate+Agriculture+Appropriations%22%2C%22Senate%22%2C%22Agriculture%22%2C%22Appropriations%22%5D%7D&r=3&s=2
https://amendments-rules.house.gov/amendments/VELAZQ_103_2xml220712182220082.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ztgOo8ueVaX7l9IeS4w6CZ6cADzY5MCf/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ztgOo8ueVaX7l9IeS4w6CZ6cADzY5MCf/view
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1z9rIGAdKSCFf9K-6aOv-fEzdYGrZyWHd6hZ-dsLGyGU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Z7VB6Y5z76c4yA9JTFZSkql1_FtZQY4oH3JGSDlcNcM/edit
https://theamericanonews.com/floricua/2022/02/10/democrats-request-additional-1b-for-puerto-ricos-food-assistance-program/
https://newsismybusiness.com/coalition-for-food-security-calls-on-us-congress-for-more-funding/
https://appropriations.house.gov/news/press-releases/appropriations-subcommittee-approves-fiscal-year-2023-agriculture-rural-0
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8495/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%228495%22%2C%228495%22%5D%7D&r=2&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8495/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%228495%22%2C%228495%22%5D%7D&r=2&s=1
https://grupocne.org/2022/08/10/nap-vs-snap-an-analysis-on-federal-nutrition-assistance-for-residents-of-puerto-rico/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4077?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+R.+4077%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4077?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+R.+4077%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2192?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22S.+2192%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
https://adams.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/senators-harris-gillibrand-and-sanders-introduce-alma-adams-snap-bill
https://www.gillibrand.senate.gov/news/press/release/senator-gillibrand-and-congresswoman-adams-push-to-expand-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://adams.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/adams-evo.house.gov/files/Closing%20the%20Meal%20Gap%20Act%20-%20One%20Pager%206.17.2021.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4077/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+R.+4077%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4077/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.+R.+4077%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1722?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+1722%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1722?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+1722%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1722?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+1722%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://velazquez.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/vel-zquez-reintroduces-bill-provide-medicaid-parity-puerto-rico
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2021/jan/how-states-fare-medicaid-block-grants-per-capita-caps-puerto-rico
https://www.elnuevodia.com/english/news/story/white-house-confirms-medicaid-funding-for-puerto-rico-to-avoid-a-fiscal-cliff-in-the-short-term/
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the island, that amount still keeps Medicaid funding in 
Puerto Rico below funding for the states. However, Puerto 
Rico now faces a health care crisis with supplementary 
Medicaid funding set to expire in December 2022 (the so-
called Medicaid “cliff”). If passed, the bill would provide $15.1 
billion in federal funding to raise the federal government’s 
portion to align with funding levels received by the states 
(83% FMAP).  The bill provides for a 10-year transition period 
and includes funding to cover mandatory health benefits 
received by other Medicaid recipients in the states. 
Co-sponsors: Rep. Adriano Espaillat (D-NY), Rep. Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), Rep. Jesus Garcia (D-IL), Rep. Raul Grijalva 
(D-AZ), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), and Resident Commissioner 
Jenniffer González-Colón (R-PR).
Status:  Introduced March 9, 2021; referred to Subcommittee on 
Health date.

Territories Health Equity Act of 2021 (H.R.3434) 
The bipartisan Territories Health Equity Act of 2021 was 
introduced by Del. Plaskett (D-VI) in May 2021. The bill would 
eliminate the annual federal Medicaid funding cap that limits 
the Medicaid funding in all U.S. territories. It would also increase 
the federal matching rate (FMAP) to the same levels as received 
by the states, provide increased funding for prescription drugs 
to low-income seniors, and update historically low hospital 
reimbursement rates which has contributed to health care 
providers leaving the territories. 
Cosponsors:  This bill has 18 co-sponsors including original co-
sponsors Rep. Nydia Velázquez (D-NY), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), 
Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-NY), and Resident Commissioner Jenniffer 
Gónzalez-Colón (R-PR).  
Status: On May 20, 2021, H.R. 3434 was referred to the 
Committee on Energy and Commerce and the Committee on 
Ways and Means. No further action has been taken. 

Supporting Medicaid in the U.S. Territories Act of 
2021 (H.R.4406) 
The bipartisan Supporting Medicaid in the U.S. Territories Act of 
2021 was a bipartisan measure introduced by Rep. Darren Soto 
(D-FL) and Rep. Gus Bilirakis (R-FL) in July 2021 to address the 
looming Medicaid cliff in Puerto Rico and other territories. It would 
provide a stopgap measure of five years of Medicaid funding for 
Puerto Rico and other U.S. territories. The bill would ensure low-
income Puerto Ricans continue to receive Medicaid benefits by 
temporarily extending the federal assistance percentage and 
capped dollar amount for U.S. territories. In addition, this bill 
would also increase the cap amount in the Covid-19 response. 
Cosponsors: This bill has 34 co-sponsors.
Status: On July 21, 2021, H.R. 4406 was marked up in the 
Committee on Energy and Commerce and passed with a 
majority vote. See Hispanic Federation statement here. No further 
action has been taken.

Vieques Recovery and Redevelopment Act of 2021 
(H.R.1317 & S. 405) 
Rep. Nydia Velázquez (D-NY) and Sen. Bob Menendez 
(D-NJ) introduced the bipartisan Vieques Recovery and 
Redevelopment Act of 2021. This bill provides compensation 
to residents of the small island in the archipelago who may 
have contracted a chronic or life threatening case of cancer, 
hypertension, cirrhosis, kidney disease, diabetes, or heavy metal 
poisoning during or after the U.S. Navy bombed the island for 60 
years for military training purposes. The island has some of the 
highest sickness rates in the Caribbean and compensation from 
the U.S. government is long overdue. 
Cosponsors: The Senate bill co-sponsored by Sen. Roger Wicker 
(R-MS) and the House bill by Rep. Jesus Garcia (D-IL), Rep. Trent 
Kelly (R-MS), Rep. Bennie Thompson (D-MS), Rep. Raul Grijalva 
(D-AZ), and Resident Commission Jenniffer González-Colón 
(R-PR-At Large). 
Status: On July 30, 2021, the House Natural Resources Committee 
held a hearing on the bill. This year, during the House Natural 
Resources Committee Build Back Better Markup, the committee 
approved a partial $500 million dollar allocation for Vieques.

Territories Medicare Prescription Drug Assistance 
Equity Act of 2022 (S. 3778)
The Territories Medicare Prescription Drug Assistance Equity 
Act of 2022 was introduced by Sen. Bob Menendez (D-NJ) in 
March 2022. This bill would amend titles XVIII and XIX of the 
Social Security Act to make healthcare more affordable for low-
income seniors such as Medicare part D beneficiaries who reside 
in Puerto Rico or other territories. 
Cosponsors: This bill has four cosponsors including Sen. 
Richard Blumenthal (D-CT), Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY), Sen. 
Cory Booker (D-NJ), and Sen. Ben Ray Lujan (D-NM).
Status: On March 8, 2022, the legislation was referred to the 
Committee on Finance. No further action has been taken since. 

Achieving Equity in the Treatment of Dual Eligible 
Beneficiaries Act (H.R. 7997)
Introduced by Resident Commissioner González-Colón 
(R-PR-At Large), this bipartisan bill would address Medicare 
funding disparities by giving seniors in the territories access 
to the Medicare Savings Program and establishes a Medicare 
Advantage geographic adjustment (AGA), which would ensure 
rates accurately reflect the cost of delivering care in different 
geographic regions. 
Cosponsors: Rep. Nydia Velázquez (D-NY), Rep. Darren Soto (D-
FL), Rep. Maria Elvira Salazar (R-FL), Rep. Charlie Crist (D-FL), Rep. 
Brian Fitzpatrick (R-PA), Rep. Don Bacon (R-NE), Rep. Adriano 
Espaillat (D-NY), Del. Amata Coleman Radewagen (R-AS-At Large), 
Rep. Mario Diaz-Balart (R-FL), Rep. Stephanie Murphy (D-FL). 
Status: On July 9, 2022, it was referred to the House Committee on 
Energy and Commerce and the Committee on Ways and Means. 

https://www.hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_applauds_bipartisan_legislation_to_temporarily_extend_medicaid_funding_to_puerto_rico_and_us_territories/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3434?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territories+Health+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3434?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territories+Health+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://plaskett.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=3796
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11012
https://v2aconsulting.com/the-disparity-in-hospital-quality-metrics-between-puerto-rico-and-the-us/
https://v2aconsulting.com/the-disparity-in-hospital-quality-metrics-between-puerto-rico-and-the-us/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3434/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territories+Health+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3434/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=3#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4406?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Supporting+Medicaid+in+the+U.S.+Territories+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4406?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Supporting+Medicaid+in+the+U.S.+Territories+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4406?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Supporting+Medicaid+in+the+U.S.+Territories+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://soto.house.gov/media/press-releases/soto-bilirakis-introduce-bipartisan-bill-provide-increased-financial-support
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Medicaid-and-CHIP-in-Puerto-Rico.pdf
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Medicaid-and-CHIP-in-Puerto-Rico.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4406/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Supporting+Medicaid+in+the+U.S.+Territories+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=4
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_applauds_bipartisan_legislation_to_temporarily_extend_medicaid_funding_to_puerto_rico_and_us_territories/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1317?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+1317%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1317?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+1317%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/405?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Vieques+Recovery+and+Redevelopment+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/09/vieques-invisible-health-crisis/498428/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/3778?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22S.+3778%22%2C%22S.%22%2C%223778%22%5D%7D&r=10&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/3778?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22S.+3778%22%2C%22S.%22%2C%223778%22%5D%7D&r=10&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/3778?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22S.+3778%22%2C%22S.%22%2C%223778%22%5D%7D&r=10&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7997/text?r=18&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7997/text?r=18&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7997/text?r=18&s=1


34 TAKEACTION4PR.ORG

LEGISLATION WE SUPPORT  THAT TREATS PUERTO RICO EQUITABLY 

CLIMATE
Environmental Justice For All Act EJ4All 
(H.R.2021 & S.872) 
The Environmental Justice For All was re-introduced on March 
18, 2021 in both chambers of Congress by Sen. Tammy 
Duckworth (D-IL) in the Senate and by Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-
AZ) and Rep. A. Donald McEachin (D-VA) in the House. This bill 
would establish several environmental justice requirements 
and programs to address the disproportionate environmental 
effects of federal laws or programs on communities of color, low-
income communities, or tribal and indigenous communities. 
The main purpose of this bicameral legislation is to address 
the disproportionate effects the climate crisis has had on 
communities of color across the nation. 
Cosponsors: The House version has 104 cosponsors. The Senate 
bill is cosponsored by Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), Sen. Tina 
Smith (D-MN), Sen. Jeff Merkley (D-OR), Sen. Richard Durbin 
(D-IL), Sen. Ron Wyden (D-OR), Sen. Brian Shatz (D-HI), Sen. 
Edward Markey (D-MA), Sen. Cory Booker (D-NJ), Sen. Richard 
Blumenthal (D-CT), Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT), Sen. Chris Van 
Hollen (D-MD), Sen. Alex Padilla (D-CA), and Sen. Robert Casey 
(D-PA). 
Status: On February 15, 2022, the House Natural Resources 
Committee held a hearing on the House version of the bill. Later 
in July of 2022, the committee held a markup session on the bill 
where it was voted out of committee (26-21) and is currently 
awaiting a house floor vote. The Senate version was read twice 
and referred to the Senate Committee on Environment and 
Public Works. No further action has been taken since. 

Insular Area Climate Change Act 
(H.R. 2780 & S.2613)
The Insular Area Climate Change Act was introduced in both 
chambers of Congress by  Sen. Bob Menendez (D-NJ) and Sen. 
Mazie Hirono (D-HI) in the Senate on August 4, 2021 and by 
Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-AZ) in the House on April 22, 2021. This bill 
would provide financial and technical support to the more than 
3.5 million U.S. citizens and nationals that reside in U.S. affiliated 
insular areas for climate change through planning, mitigation, 
adaptation, and resilience efforts.
Cosponsors: H.R. 2780 co-sponsors include Del. Gregorio 
Kilili Camacho Sablan (D-MP), Del. Michael San Nicolas (D-
GU), Del. Stacey Plaskett (D-VI), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), Rep. 
Nydia Velazquez (D-NY), Rep. Rashida Tlaib (D-MI) Rep. Grace 
Napolitano  (D-CA), Rep. Steve Cohen(D-TN), Rep. Donald 
McEachin (D-VA) Rep. Julia Brownley (D-CA), Rep. Ritchie Torres 
(D-NY), Rep. Melanie Ann Stansbury (D-NM), Rep. Joe Neguse 
(D-CO). The Senate version is cosponsored by Sen. Mazie 
Hirono (D-HI), Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), Sen. Richard 
Blumenthal (D-CT), Sen. Christopher Murphy (D-CT), Sen. Cory 
Booker (D-NJ).  

Status: On July 14, 2021, H.R. 2780 passed the House Natural 
Resources Committee and is currently awaiting a House floor vote. 
S. 2613 has been read twice and referred to the Senate Committee 
on Energy and Natural Resources. No further action has been taken. 

ENERGY
To require a report on Puerto Rico's progress 
toward rebuilding the electric grid (H.R. 8292) 
Introduced by Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-NY) with the co-
sponsorship of Resident Commissioner Jenniffer González-
Colón (R-PR-At Large), this bill would require a report on Puerto 
Rico's progress toward rebuilding the electric grid. The bill 
would also require the report to detail the efforts the Federal 
Government is undertaking to expedite the rebuilding process.
Status: On July 5, 2022 the bill was referred to the House 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure where it was 
subsequently referred to the Subcommittee on Economic 
Development, Public Buildings, and Emergency Management. 
No further action has been taken.

Renewable Energy for Puerto Rico and the U.S. 
Virgin Islands Act (H.R.2791) 
The Renewable Energy for Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands 
Act introduced by Rep. Ted Lieu (D-CA) on April 22, 2021, 
would direct the Secretary of Agriculture (USDA) to establish 
a renewable energy grant program for Puerto Rico and other 
territories. In addition, this bill intends to promote renewable 
energy in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands by awarding 
grants to nonprofits, and the Department of Energy’s National 
Laboratories may provide technical assistance. Specifically, 
the Department of Agriculture (USDA) must establish a grant 
program under which USDA may award grants for renewable 
energy systems, energy efficiency activities, energy storage, 
smart grids, or microgrids. In addition, USDA may award grants 
to train residents of Puerto Rico or the Virgin Islands to develop, 
construct, maintain, or operate renewable energy systems.
Cosponsors: This bill is cosponsored by Rep. Darren Soto (D-
FL), Rep. Albio Sires (D-NJ), Rep. Val Butler Demings (D-FL), 
Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-NY), Del. Stacey Plaskett (D-VI-At Large), 
Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-AZ), and Resident Commissioner Jenniffer 
González-Colón (R-PR-At Large). 
Status: On June 21, 2021, H.R. 2791 was referred to the House 
Subcommittee on Commodity Exchanges, Energy, and Credit. 
No further action has been taken. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2021?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/872?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.duckworth.senate.gov/news/press-releases/duckworth-introduces-sweeping-bill-to-help-bring-environmental-justice-to-every-american
https://naturalresources.house.gov/imo/media/doc/EJ%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20March%202021.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2021/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&r=2&s=1
https://naturalresources.house.gov/hearings/remote-full-committee-legislative-hearing-on-environmental-justice_february-15-2022
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2021/all-actions?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Environmental+Justice+for+All+Act%22%2C%22Environmental%22%2C%22Justice%22%2C%22for%22%2C%22All%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&r=2&overview=closed&s=1#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/872/all-actions?overview=closed#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2780?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Insular+Area+Climate+Change+Act%22%2C%22Insular%22%2C%22Area%22%2C%22Climate%22%2C%22Change%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2780?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Insular+Area+Climate+Change+Act%22%2C%22Insular%22%2C%22Area%22%2C%22Climate%22%2C%22Change%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2613?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Insular+Area+Climate+Change+Act%22%5D%7D&s=10&r=1
https://www.menendez.senate.gov/newsroom/press/menendez-hirono-introduce-legislation-to-tackle-impacts-of-climate-change-in-us-territories-freely-associated-states
https://naturalresources.house.gov/media/press-releases/chair-grijalva-introduces-insular-area-climate-change-act-with-vice-chair-sablan-democratic-lawmakers_seeks-broad-financial-and-technical-support
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8292?r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8292?r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8292?r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8292/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=1#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2791?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Renewable+Energy+for+Puerto+Rico+and+the+U.S.+Virgin+Islands+Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2791?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Renewable+Energy+for+Puerto+Rico+and+the+U.S.+Virgin+Islands+Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2791?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Renewable+Energy+for+Puerto+Rico+and+the+U.S.+Virgin+Islands+Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2791/all-actions?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Renewable+Energy+for+Puerto+Rico+and+the+U.S.+Virgin+Islands+Act%22%5D%7D&r=1&overview=closed&s=1#tabs
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PUERTO RICO ECONOMIC 
SELF-GOVERNANCE
TRUST for Puerto Rico Act of 2022 (H.R. 7409)
The TRUST for Puerto Rico Act of 2022 introduced by Rep. 
Ritchie Torres (D-NY) is bipartisan legislation that would 
provide a process for a speedier dissolution of the Financial 
Oversight and Management Board of Puerto Rico. It would 
terminate the Oversight Board no later than 90 days after the 
certification of two balanced budgets and transfers all duties 
and responsibilities to the Government of Puerto Rico after the 
Oversight Board is terminated. If the bill is passed by Congress 
and signed into law by President Biden, it could lead to the 
Oversight Board leaving Puerto Rico as soon as late 2023 or early 
2024, if the balanced budgets are certified. The TakeAction4 
Puerto Rico Campaign supports amendments to this bill that 
would require transparency and accountability for the actions 
of the FOMB and provide for a smooth transition to local 
governance. 
Cosponsors: The TRUST for Puerto Rico Act of 2022 has 10 
cosponsors: Rep. Jenniffer González-Colón (R-PR), Rep. Nydia 
Velázquez (D-NY), Rep. Darren Soto (D-FL), Rep. Raul Grijalva 
(D-AZ), Rep. Charlie Crist (D-FL), Rep. Adriano Espaillat (D-NY), 
Rep. Grace Meng (D-NY), Rep. Thomas Suozzi (D-NY), Rep. Chuy 
García (D-IL), Rep. Katie Porter (D-CA), and Rep. Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY).
Status: On April 5th, 2022, the bill was referred to the House 
Natural Resources Committee and the House Judiciary 
Committee. 

Territory Economic Development Tax Credit Act 
(H.R. 5032 & S.2485)
The bipartisan Territory Economic Development Tax Credit Act 
was introduced in both chambers of Congress by Rep. Thomas 
Suozzi (D-NY) in the House and Sen. Bob Menendez (D-NJ) in 
the Senate. If passed, the legislation would amend the Internal 
Revenue Code to provide a credit for economic activity. It 
establishes a new tax credit for wages and tangible investments 
made by U.S. domestic corporations with branches operating in 
U.S. territories. The bill requires that 80% of creditable income 
must be derived from a territory during a 3-year period, and 75% 
must come from an active trade or business in a territory.
Cosponsors: The house bill has four cosponsors: Rep. Nydia 
Velázquez (D-NY), Rep. Bill Pascrell (D-NJ), Rep. John Larson (D-
CT), and Del. Michael San Nicolas (D-GU-At Large). In the Senate, 
the bill has bipartisan support with the cosponsorship of Sen. 
Roger Wicker (R-MS).
Status: In August of 2021, the bill was referred to the House 
Committee on Ways and Means. The Senate version has been 
read twice and referred to the Committee on Finance. The 
House-passed version of the original Build Back Better bill 
included similar tax incentives like the ones in this legislation. 

The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) signed by President Biden in 
August, 2022 unfortunately did not include these provisions.

Puerto Rico Air Cargo Industry Empowerment Act 
(H.R. 1824)
For centuries the Jones Act, a protectionist shipping law, has 
made costs of consumer goods in the island unnecessarily 
expensive. Similar to the Jones Act, air cargo is also restricted by 
federal law in a similar way, which in turn has resulted in higher 
prices. Introduced on March 12, 2021 by Rep. Jenniffer González-
Colón (R-PR), this bill would modify foreign air cargo regulations 
to allow foreign civil aircraft to stop in Puerto Rico and exchange 
cargo with other air carriers in the same way that is allowed in 
Alaska. The TakeAction4 Puerto Rico Campaign supports this 
legislation as well as repealing the Jones Act. 
Cosponsors: This bill has 0 cosponsors. 
Status: On March 12, 2021, was referred to the House 
Subcommittee on Aviation. No further action has been taken. 

HOUSING
Housing is Infrastructure Act of 2021 (H.R.4497) 
This bill was introduced on July 16, 2021, by Rep Maxine. 
Waters (D-CA) as part of a package of bills intended to address 
the growing housing crisis by investing in affordable housing, 
increase access to homeownership and address the shame of 
mass homelessness in our country.  The creation of programs 
and investments in equitable, affordable, and accessible housing 
infrastructure and providing affordable housing to low-income 
families in the United States, including Puerto Rico and the U.S. 
territories is long overdue. 
Cosponsors: The bill has 80 co-sponsors. 
Status: On July 16, 2021, the bill was referred to various House 
Committees including the House Financial Services Committee. 
That same month, Rep. Maxine Waters made introductory 
remarks on the legislation during a House session for 
Congressional Record. No further action has been taken since. 

You can go here to see the legislation TakeAction4PR!  supported 
in 2021.  

LEGISLATION WE SUPPORT  THAT TREATS PUERTO RICO EQUITABLY 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7409/actions
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7409/actions
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5032?s=1&r=7
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5032?s=1&r=7
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1824/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=3#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1824/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=3#tabs
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/jones-act-explained-waiving-means-puerto-rico
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/5b4228_d72553c82b2c4ed7957a190a819efcfd.pdf
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/5b4228_d72553c82b2c4ed7957a190a819efcfd.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1824/all-actions?r=1&overview=closed&s=3#tabs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4497?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Housing+is+Infrastructure+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4497?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Housing+is+Infrastructure+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=1
https://financialservices.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=408154
https://nlihc.org/explore-issues/why-we-care/problem
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4497/cosponsors?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Housing+is+Infrastructure+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=9
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-167/issue-129/extensions-of-remarks-section/article/E800-4
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/volume-167/issue-129/extensions-of-remarks-section/article/E800-4
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4497/all-actions?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Housing+is+Infrastructure+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&r=1&overview=closed&s=9#tabs
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/614e90a1dee66e055eda3cbc/1632538785130/LEGISLATION+WE+SUPPORT+TO+HELP+PR.pdf
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INTRODUCTION

I t has been more than five years since Hurricane Maria 
impacted Puerto Rico. It was an unprecedented emergency 
that left death and destruction in its wake. Reconstruction 

is still a far way off. The more than 3,000 deaths, the 
displacement of hundreds of thousands of residents, the blue 
tarps on rooftops that make daily life challenging, the months 
of lost schooling, the long, anxious wait for expected help to 
arrive, and night after night, month after month of darkness, 
resulting from this tragedy. 3.2 million U.S. citizens struggled 
to live through the longest blackout in U.S. history (11 months) 
and one of the largest disruption to energy customers in U.S. 
history. One third of the deaths were attributed to delayed 
or interrupted health care. There is no doubt that both U.S. 
federal, and Puerto Rico central governments failed to manage 
the crisis and protect the people.

Immediate Aftermath/Response
The federal governments response was determined to be 
inefficient, ineffective, and unequitable. It was hampered from 
the outset by a lack of familiarity and insensitivity to cultural 
norms, local government and institution structures, a unique 
legal framework, and language barriers. The lack of cultural and 
language competence coupled with poor contracting processes, 
political interference alternating with the complete indifference 
of the Trump administration, and unprecedented bureaucratic 
barriers imposed on Puerto Rico, has undermined and severely 
hampered recovery and rebuilding efforts on the archipelago. 

A 2020 investigation of FEMA by the Department of Homeland 
Security Office of Inspector General (OIG) found that 
“Commodities successfully delivered to Puerto Rico took an 
average of 69 days to reach their final destinations.” The same 
OIG report found that “FEMA lost visibility of about 38% of its 
commodity shipments to Puerto Rico, worth an estimated $257 
million. Inadequate FEMA contractor oversight contributed to 
[problems] and delayed commodity shipments. FEMA did not use 
its Global Positioning System transponders to track commodity 
shipments, allowed the contractor to break inventory seals, and 
did not ensure documented proof of commodity deliveries." 
Given the lost visibility and delayed shipments, "FEMA cannot 
ensure it provided commodities to Puerto Rico disaster survivors 
as needed to sustain life and alleviate suffering as part of its 
response and recovery mission"

The U.S. government response was slow and underwhelming, 
especially when compared to the assistance offered by the 
Trump administration after Hurricane Harvey, which ravaged 
Texas and the southeast just weeks before Irma and Maria. 
Numerous analyses show that the disaster response to the three 
areas - Texas, Florida, and Puerto Rico - impacted by hurricanes 
within weeks of each other did not align with storm severity and 
likely affected deaths and recovery rates.

Response of the Federal Government to Puerto Rico 
Following Earthquakes 2019/2020
From December 2019 through December 2020, while the 
island was still waiting for federal aid for Maria, Puerto Rico 
experienced over 9,000 earthquakes and aftershocks, including 
the strongest series of earthquakes felt in Puerto Rico in over a 
century. Hundreds of buildings and thousands of homes were 
destroyed, resulting in an estimated $3.1 billion in damage. 
Many people slept outside with their families for months out of 
fear that their homes would collapse. Although the U.S. House 
of Representatives passed a disaster aid bill intended to help 
Puerto Rico recover from the earthquakes, the bill was never 
passed in the Republican-controlled U.S. Senate and faced a 
veto threat from President Trump. To date, Congress has not 
appropriated any disaster funds to help Puerto Rico address 
the resulting damage from the 2020 earthquakes. Finally 
in 2021, the Biden Administration allocated $3 billion for 
earthquake repairs. 

From 2018 - 2020 most of the money Congress appropriated to 
support recovery and rebuilding following Maria was withheld 
by the Trump Administration.

Five Years of Ongoing Crises 
For the past five years Puerto Rico has experienced an ongoing 
state of crisis. Continued energy insecurity, electricity rate 
increases, devastating tropical storms and hurricanes (like 
Isaias in July 2020 during the Covid-19 pandemic), repeated 
droughts leading to water restrictions, damaging flooding on a 
regular basis, earthquakes and severe austerity in public services 
imposed to repay debt, plus widespread unemployment and 
overburdened healthcare system as a result of the pandemic, 
growing food insecurity, have left the island and its residents 
battered and exhausted. 

Response of the Federal Government to 
Puerto Rico Since Hurricane Maria

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/national/puerto-rico-hurricane-recovery/
https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/8/15/17692414/puerto-rico-power-electricity-restored-hurricane-maria
https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2017/10/30/16560212/puerto-rico-longest-blackout-in-us-history-hurricane-maria-grid-electricity
https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2017/10/30/16560212/puerto-rico-longest-blackout-in-us-history-hurricane-maria-grid-electricity
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1803972
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/report-fema-fumbled-puerto-rico-after-storms-irma-maria-n1241755
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/how-the-response-to-hurricane-maria-compared-to-harvey-and-irma/
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/24/559864118/tiny-montana-firm-gets-300-million-contract-to-help-restore-power-in-puerto-rico
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-45511865
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-45511865
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-trump-delayed-aid
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-trump-delayed-aid
https://www.oig.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/assets/2020-09/OIG-20-76-Sep20.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/fema-admits-failures-in-puerto-rico-disaster-response-in-new-after-action-report/2018/07/12/b7900228-8636-11e8-9e80-403a221946a7_story.html
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/03/27/donald-trump-fema-hurricane-maria-response-480557
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/how-the-response-to-hurricane-maria-compared-to-harvey-and-irma/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/614e90d6e618cb0349106ace/1632538839328/RESPONSE+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/614e90d6e618cb0349106ace/1632538839328/RESPONSE+OF+THE+FEDERAL+GOVERNMENT.pdf
https://disasterphilanthropy.org/disaster/puerto-rico-earthquakes/
https://appropriations.house.gov/news/press-releases/house-passes-puerto-rico-earthquake-supplemental
https://thehill.com/opinion/finance/496679-dont-hold-puerto-rico-hostage-pass-the-earthquake-supplemental-act
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2020/02/05/white-house-threatens-veto-puerto-rico-earthquake-aid-package-ahead-house-vote/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/20/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-supports-puerto-ricos-recovery-and-renewal-in-its-first-year-in-office/
https://www.npr.org/2021/06/11/1005413481/a-fire-and-cyberattack-cause-major-blackouts-across-puerto-rico
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/puerto-rico-sets-7th-electric-rate-increase-year-85966653
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/puerto-rico-sets-7th-electric-rate-increase-year-85966653
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98Phq6V8dYQ&ab_channel=EyewitnessNewsABC7NY
https://www.drought.gov/drought-status-updates/drought-update-puerto-rico-and-us-virgin-islands-1
https://news.utexas.edu/2021/06/07/puerto-rico-is-prone-to-more-flooding-than-the-island-is-prepared-to-handle/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/puerto-rico-earthquake/2020/01/07/0cbe4c92-3143-11ea-9313-6cba89b1b9fb_story.html
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2019/09/ed-morales-puerto-rico-fantasy-island-interview/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/us/coronavirus-puerto-rico-economy-unemployment.html
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Response of the Federal Government to Hurricane 
Maria - Where Does It Stand?
During its first year, the Biden administration took important 
steps to aid Puerto Rico’s recovery including amending FEMA 
guidelines so that property owners in a crisis situation can present 
alternative documentation to establish ownership interest. 
Under President Biden, HUD also reached an agreement with 
the government of Puerto Rico to eliminate unique restrictions 
imposed on the CDBG $8.2 billion dollars in CDBG-DR funds. 

Since 2018, approximately "$62 billion has been Congressionally 
appropriated to Puerto Rico in federal disaster funding for 
rebuilding post-Maria. However, damage estimates range 
between $100 billion and $139 billion" leaving a significant gap 
between the money appropriated by Congress and the damage 
estimates. 

As of August 2022, of the $62 billion “appropriated” to Puerto 
Rico for hurricane disaster relief, only $19.8 billion, or 32% of 
the federal funds have been “disbursed.”1 (Puerto Rico Disaster 
Recovery Transparency Portal COR3 Financial Analysis and 
Summary updated 8/25/22.) Nearly 82% of the $62 billion 
appropriated by Congress in 2018 following Maria are allocated 
through two federal agencies: FEMA programs (more than $30 
billion), and HUD-CDBG-DR programs ($20.2 billion).

FEMA is the lead federal agency responsible for assisting Puerto 
Rico to recover from disasters. Locally, FEMA collaborates with 
the Puerto Rico Central Office of Recovery, Reconstruction, 
and Resiliency (“COR3”), and HUD works with the Puerto 
Rico Housing Department, Departamento de Vivienda. The 
Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery 
(CDBG-DR) Programs provide grants to states, territories, 
cities, municipalities, and non-profits to develop viable urban 
communities by providing decent housing and a suitable living 
environment, and by expanding economic opportunities, 
principally for low and moderate-income persons. 

As of August 2022, only 4% 
($823 million) of the $20 billion 
CDBG funds allocated for Puerto 
Rico’s recovery have been 
disbursed by FEMA.

1 The Federal Appropriations Process and Disaster Assistance | Congress makes decisions about spending specific funds through a complicated “appropriations process.” 
The key concepts to understand in this process are:

•  First, Congressional committees of jurisdiction draft and negotiate appropriation bills, which provide the legal authority to obligate and spend money from the U.S. 
Treasury.

•  Second, funds are then allocated, sometimes by legislation, but most often by the Office of Management and Budget (“OMB”), which authorizes the transfer of funds 
from a global appropriation account to fund a specific program run by a government agency.

•  Third, funds are then obligated, this occurs when a government agency makes a definite commitment that generates a legal liability of the federal government for 
the payment of goods and/or services.

•  Finally, an expenditure or outlay occurs when a specific amount is paid by a federal agency. In plain language, this is when the U.S. Treasury writes [disburses] a check 
to pay for the program.

Source: Center for a New Economy CNE “Taking Stock of Puerto Rico's Reconstruction Process.” Sergio M. Marxuach (May 27, 2020)

RESPONSE OF THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT TO PR SINCE HURRICANE MARIA

"$62 billion has been allocated 
by Congress for rebuilding 

post-Maria - however, damage 
estimates are between 
$100 to $139 billion."

https://www.metro.pr/pr/noticias/2021/04/18/vivienda-anuncia-eliminacion-restricciones-al-acuerdo-subvencion-fondos-cdbg-dr.html
https://www.raiznerlaw.com/blog/new-study-finds-hurricane-maria-cost-puerto-rico-43-billion/#:~:text=According%20to%20new%20estimates%2C%20original,Hurricane%20Maria%20exceed%20%24100%20billion.
https://www.npr.org/2018/08/09/637230089/puerto-rico-estimates-it-will-cost-139-billion-to-fully-recover-from-hurricane-m
https://recovery.pr.gov/en
https://recovery.pr/en/financial-analysis/financial-summary
https://recovery.pr/en/financial-analysis/financial-summary
https://recovery.pr/en
https://recovery.pr/en
https://www.vivienda.pr.gov/
https://grupocne.org/2021/05/27/taking-stock-of-puerto-ricos-reconstruction-process/
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Challenges Getting FEMA and CDBG 
Disaster Aid to the Island
FEMA - HOME REPAIRS/REPLACEMENT 
ASSISTANCE
The Individuals and Households Program IHP Home Repairs/
Replacement Assistance are intended to provide financial 
assistance to homeowners whose primary residence was 
damaged or destroyed when the damage is not covered by 
insurance. In addition to many findings in the Government 
Accountability Office report on 2017-2018 Hurricanes and 
Wildfires (GAO-18-472), the assistance program was riddled 
with obstacles for survivors including:

•  an online application for assistance, even though only 
half of Puerto Rico has broadband access and at the 
time telecommunications systems were not functioning 
(GAO report, p. 37)

•  limited regional assistance centers for in-person 
support (GAO report, p. 50)

•  inspectors who did not understand Puerto Rico’s 
home addresses or housing realities and left homes 
uninspected (GAO report, p. 37) 

•  FEMA did not have enough bilingual employees 
to communicate with local residents or translate 
documents (GAO report, p. 37) 

•  FEMA reliance on land-based emergency 
communications (GAO report, p. 38)

•  long waits for inspections, and lack of meaningful 
language access (GAO report, p. 37)

• shortage of debris removal contractors (GAO report, p. 
39-40) 

• deployment of FEMA personnel not physically able 
to handle the extreme or austere environment of the 
territories, which detracted from mission needs (GAO 
report, p. 36) 

According to FEMA’s Region II Hurricane Annex, information in 
Puerto Rico must be conveyed in Spanish—which is the main 
spoken and written language. Yet FEMA inspectors who could 
not communicate in Spanish were still deployed to inspect 
homes, which unsurprisingly resulted in incomplete inspections, 
misunderstandings, under-estimates for financial assistance, 
and denials. 

FEMA - DENIALS OF ASSISTANCE
Perhaps the most egregious problem that prevented 
survivors from participating in the assistance program was 
FEMA's decision to apply an arbitrary title documentation 
requirement for proof of ownership, which resulted in broad 
denials based on “ownership not verified.” In Puerto Rico, local 
housing law does not require homeowners to hold a title unless 
they have a mortgage. At the time, up to 55% of homeowners 
did not hold a “title” in the commonly used sense of the word in 
the United States. However, in Puerto Rico home ownership is 
officially recognized in different ways. Thousands of homes were 
built informally, some communities share a collective ownership 
through land trusts, and family property has been passed down 
and divided by family members over generations. Despite being 
informed by local government and advocates about Puerto 
Rico’s legal anomalies that do not require many homeowners to 
hold formal title, FEMA chose to continue requiring a formal title 
for almost a year using that as an excuse to deny homeowners 
desperately seeking assistance. In August 2018, after nearly 80% 
of applications had been denied mainly for title issues, FEMA 
finally conceded that the Stafford Act does not require a title to 
prove ownership and agreed to accept a sworn affidavit. FEMA 
made no meaningful effort to inform the public and those 
individuals previously denied that they could appeal the denial 
by FEMA and provide alternative proof of ownership. 

• This remained a problem for disaster victims following 
the 2020 earthquakes even after FEMA updated its 
guidelines (2019 and 2021).

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-472.pdf
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/vol--44--no-2--housing/the-lack-of-proof-of-ownership-in-puerto-rico-is-crippling-repai/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/vol--44--no-2--housing/the-lack-of-proof-of-ownership-in-puerto-rico-is-crippling-repai/
https://www.primerahora.com/noticias/puerto-rico/notas/anuncian-servicios-gratuitos-para-personas-que-no-tienen-titulos-de-propiedad/
https://www.fema.gov/press-release/20210318/additional-options-available-applicants-verify-home-ownership
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_stafford_act_2021_vol1.pdf
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/vol--44--no-2--housing/the-lack-of-proof-of-ownership-in-puerto-rico-is-crippling-repai/
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-09/fema_individual-assistance-program-policy-guide_11-29-2018.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_iappg-policy-amendments-memo.pdf
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FEMA PUBLIC ASSISTANCE BARRIERS
Although Congress appropriated $62 billion in federal funds 
for disaster relief and  reconstruction of Puerto Rico after 
Hurricanes Irma and Maria, the Trump Administration placed 
restrictions such as Section 428 of the Stafford Act that made it 
more difficult for the government of Puerto Rico and recovery 
partners to access the FEMA funds. See GAO’s report Puerto Rico 
Disaster Recovery: FEMA Actions Needed to Strengthen Project Cost 
Estimation and Awareness of Program Guidance that recommends 
FEMA revises its cost estimating guidance for Public Assistance 
funding for Puerto Rico and make information more accessible 
and easier to follow for recovery partners.2 
 
In addition, the reimbursement requirement of the PA program 
represents a huge barrier for the disbursement of the funds, 
since most of the 78 municipalities do not have enough money 
in their budgets to start the infrastructure projects. At the same 
time, the fact that the application process is in English created 
a language access barrier for municipalities because most of 
their staff mainly speak Spanish. The same could be said for 
nonprofits interested in participating in the program.

With regards to FEMA’s matching funds/cost share requirements, 
on September 25, 2017, eight members of Congress wrote 
to Elaine Duke, then Acting Secretary of U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, and requested a waiver of FEMA matching 
requirements for Puerto Rico. They rightly explained that “Puerto 
Rico’s current economic conditions have already pushed the 
local government’s financial resources to the breaking point. 
Requiring cost-sharing during this critical time could take local 
resources away from providing the essential services many 
citizens need.” 

CDBG-DR BARRIERS TO ASSISTANCE
In January 2020, the Trump Administration imposed a Federal 
Financial Monitor to oversee the grant administration and 
disbursement process of disaster recovery funds to Puerto Rico. This 
was a requirement unique to Puerto Rico and created unnecessary 
bureaucratic oversight that slowed down the recovery process. 
Also, allocation of the CDBG Mitigation ($8.2 billion) and energy 
funds ($1.9 billion), among other federal funds were unfairly and 
deliberately delayed by the Trump administration. 

Serious recovery efforts have commenced under the Biden 
administration, and Puerto Rico has also benefited from historic 
legislation in the wake of the pandemic such as the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act and the American Rescue Plan (ARPA).  
However, Puerto Rico continues to experience the effects of 
inequitable access and unique barriers to federal programs.  

URGENT, UNMET NEEDS
The Puerto Rico Housing Department (PRHD) Vivienda, has not 
moved quickly enough to repair roofs. These numbers show how 
slow progress has been and how much assistance is still needed. 

• In 2021, four years after Maria, PRHD reported that 
18,000 homes were still under blue tarps. 

•  As of August 2022, PRHD reports that they have 
only completed 3,958 requests for assistance out of 
approximately 27,000 applications received under the 
Repair, Reconstruction, and Relocation (R3) program. 

DISPLACEMENT BEFORE MITIGATION 
The PR Department of Housing (Departamento de la Vivienda, 
or Vivienda) estimates that more than 200,000 homes in Puerto 
Rico are located within 100-year flood plains. Numerous 
complaints have been filed with HUD’s Office of the Inspector 
General, complaining that the Puerto Rico Action Plan for CDBG-
DR funds failed to address any disaster mitigation strategies, 
focusing instead on the relocation of families in flood plains. 
Individuals and communities should know all their potential 
mitigation alternatives before having to relocate. Single-
home mitigation alternatives are not enough. Vivienda should 
provide technical assistance to communities and engage in 
participatory planning to evaluate and implement community 
level mitigation alternatives prioritizing safety and the right 
to decide where people want to live prior to relocating and 
disrupting communities. 

PROPERTY OWNERSHIP IN PUERTO RICO
The same challenge to access FEMA assistance because of 
mismanagement of property title issues also provides a 
barrier to accessing CDBG funds. Puerto Rico property laws 
are different from those in the United States. There is a historic 
issue of informal housing, especially in the most vulnerable 
communities. Many people lack a title or formal deed for their 
homes, yet this presents no problem for the recognition of 
ownership under Puerto Rico laws. During the first four years 
after the disaster, this was consistently one of the main barriers 
for people to access much-needed federal emergency and 
recovery funds. When pushed to make these requirements 
more flexible, Vivienda often cited federal policy as the reason 
they could not. After four years of denials based on inability 
to meet this requirement (which was not required by federal 
disaster guidelines), the flexibility was announced by FEMA and 
the Puerto Rico Housing Department. However, no provision for 
addressing the hundreds of thousands of denials based on this 
have been announced. 

2U.S. Government Accountability Office. (Feb. 5, 2020). Puerto Rico Disaster Recovery: FEMA Actions Needed to Strengthen Project Cost Estimation and Awareness of 
Program Guidance.
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https://devrecovery.pr.gov/tp3/documents/PAAP_Guide_for_Permanent_Work_DR_4339_PR_V3_2_10_2020_FINAL_508.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-221
https://cb.pr/nuevo-director-de-cor3-acepta-responsabilidad-en-atraso-de-los-fondos-de-recuperacion-a-municipios/?cn-reloaded=1
https://velazquez.house.gov/sites/velazquez.house.gov/files/09252017%20FINAL%20Letter%20to%20DHS%20JonesAct%20Federal%20requirements%20waivers.pdf
https://velazquez.house.gov/sites/velazquez.house.gov/files/09252017%20FINAL%20Letter%20to%20DHS%20JonesAct%20Federal%20requirements%20waivers.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/press/press_releases_media_advisories/HUD_No_20_008
https://www.hud.gov/press/press_releases_media_advisories/HUD_No_20_008
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-trump-delayed-aid
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-trump-delayed-aid
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/PUERTO-RICO_Infrastructure-Investment-and-Jobs-Act-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/PUERTO-RICO_Infrastructure-Investment-and-Jobs-Act-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/ARP-Puerto-Rico-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/transparency-portal/transparency-reports/housing-reports/r3-dashboard/
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Complaint-OIG-HUD-ENG-002.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Complaint-OIG-HUD-ENG-002.pdf
https://nlihc.org/resource/ayuda-legal-puerto-rico-submits-complaint-about-puerto-ricos-disaster-recovery-efforts
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-221
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-221
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CHALLENGES GETTING FEMA AND CDBG DISASTER AID TO THE ISLAND

REIMBURSEMENT AND MATCHING FUNDS 
Most non-profits in Puerto Rico are small by U.S. standards and 
lack the financial capacity and cash flow required to participate 
in CDBG-DR or CDBG-MIT programs, like the Whole Community 
Resilience Planning Program, with reimbursement mechanisms 
and or matching fund requirements in order to access federal 
assistance funds. HUD and PR Housing Department should 
waive reimbursement and matching funds requirements for 
local nonprofit organizations to facilitate maximum participation 
and get money to important stakeholders.

LACK OF TRANSPARENCY
The lack of transparency to ensure accountability is another 
issue. In July 2020, Hispanic Federation advocated for the 
creation of a R3 Program Dashboard in order to make data 
publicly available and shed much needed light on the federal 
contracting process and expenditures. In February 2021, the R3 
Transparency Portal was created. Despite this tremendous step 
forward, more data and information should be readily available, 
such as: (1) the demographic impacts of the programs; (2) the 
number of houses with blue tarps that have been repaired 
or are still waiting to be repaired by municipality; and (3) the 
correlation between awarded contracts, subcontracts and the 
impacts of each program and investment by municipality and 
vulnerable community.  

LACK OF EFFECTIVE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
Lack of effective public participation and community 
engagement from HUD and the PR Housing Department 
negatively impacts the sustainable recovery of the island. For 
example, the CDBG Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) - one of 
the few spaces created for community groups, philanthropy, 
and other stakeholders to participate and provide input about 
community needs -  is not yet fully active nor effective. Although 
it was reportedly reactivated on May 26, 2021, it took the 
Puerto Rico Housing Department over one year to even begin 
the nomination process for the committee's official members. 
Meanwhile, the first substantial amendment to the CDBG-MIT 
action plan is under review, with no opportunity to be evaluated 
by the CAC as required by HUD. The committee needs to be 
convened by Vivienda to start working immediately to comply 
with requirements for meaningful public participation in the 
reconstruction plans for Puerto Rico. 

In addition, for no specific reason, the PR Housing Department or 
Vivienda is now limiting the CAC’s jurisdiction to the CDBG-MIT 
action plan, leaving the CDBG-DR ($8.2 billion) and the CDBG-DR 
Energy ($1.9 billion) action plans without effective transparency 
and public participation mechanisms. This lack of effective 
participation in programs and guidelines has contributed to 
public controversies and even legislative investigations to 
address the ineffectiveness of programs, such as the R3 Program 
and the Regrow program intended to promote and increase 
food security. Communities know their needs best and are the 
first to come to the aid of their members after a natural disaster. 
HUD should ensure Vivienda complies with robust public 
participation best practices in all the CDBG-DR and CDBG-MIT 
action plans. 

“Recovery has been hampered 
in Puerto Rico by the previous federal 
administration’s politicized response 
and suffering has been compounded. 

The federal government has an 
obligation to assess what harms were 

caused by the federal response and 
work to mitigate them.”

https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/whole-community-resilience-planning-program/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/whole-community-resilience-planning-program/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59f7665face864ca55987eab/t/5f5f8c5106e6471d0fb49d25/1600097361859/2020_7_20+Hispanic+Federation-Solicitud+de+publicacio%CC%81n+de+viviendas+trabajadas+mensulmente+bajo+el+Programa+R3+.pdf
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/transparency-portal/transparency-reports/housing-reports/r3-dashboard/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/transparency-portal/transparency-reports/housing-reports/r3-dashboard/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/citizen-advisory-committee/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/cdbg-mit-action-plan-amendment-1-substantial-draft-for-public-comment-july-12-2022/?ind=1659550258182&filename=ADM_POLI_CDBG-MIT%20APA1%20(Substantial)_EN.pdf&wpdmdl=26081&refresh=630d63c1e5fc61661821889
https://senado.pr.gov/article.cfm?nwsid=141
http://www.tucamarapr.org/dnncamara/Documents/Measures/079f426b-58db-47da-9ced-c6ba0b522495.pdf
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/download/re-grow-pr-urban-rural-agriculture-program/
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U nder President Biden’s leadership, the federal government 
has eliminated many of the intentional bureaucratic 
barriers to access funds that were arbitrarily imposed by the 

previous administration and facilitated disbursement of needed 
funds. Nevertheless, more intentional efforts must be taken to 
effectively eliminate persistent systemic barriers. Current federal 
regulations, systems, and protocols create an undue burden for 
people that live in Puerto Rico to access federal aid. This makes 
it difficult for a long-lasting reconstruction process to actually 
happen. Still, it is important to recognize the following positive 
changes:

•  On September 2, 2021, FEMA relaxed the ownership 
documentation requirements to increase access to 
assistance by disaster survivors across the country 
including in Puerto Rico. (This change was based on 
an executive order issued in January 2021, Executive 
Order 13985, Advancing Racial Equity and Support 
for Underserved Communities Through the Federal 
Government.)

•  On July 22, 2021, the long-awaited reactivation of 
the White House Puerto Rico Working Group was 
welcomed as an important step to ensure interagency 
coordination of resources and technical assistance. 
However, the Working Group must immediately 
engage with Congress and Puerto Rico stakeholders, 
including community-based organizations that work 
directly with people most impacted to ensure disaster 
relief and other federal funds, including those intended 
for rebuilding the energy grid, are distributed in a 
timely, effective, and equitable manner.

•  On April 19, 2021, HUD approved the current CDBG-MIT 
Action Plan to begin the development of guidelines to 
implement the programs under the $8.2 billion CDBG-
MIT funding.   

•  On April 19, 2021, the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) removed the requirement 
of a federal financial monitor as well as other barriers to 
accessing $8.2 billion in CDBG-DR funds. 

•  On February 2, 2021, the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) finally began the 
process of final approvals of the Puerto Rico Housing 
Department’s CDBG-MIT Action Plan, required prior 
to allocation of disaster funds, including the release of 
$1.3 billion in CDBG-MIT funds to Puerto Rico for critical 
disaster and recovery funds. 

•  On June 22, 2021, HUD published Federal Register Vol. 
86, No. 117 (June 22, 2021), 86 FR 32681, which governs 
the use of the $1,932,347,000 allocated to Puerto Rico 
to enhance the electrical power system.

•  On February 2, 2022, an MOU to achieve the 
reconstruction of the energy grid was signed between 
HUD, DOE, FEMA, and the local government. Within the 
MOU, the federal government recognizes Puerto Rico’s 
legislatively mandated public energy policy, to reach its 
ambitious climate goals, and promotes greater inclusion 
of Puerto Rico energy stakeholders in federal energy 
initiatives. The MOU also requires the development of 
the “PR 100: Puerto Rico Grid Resilience and Transitions 
to 100% Renewable Energy Study,” a multi-lab effort by 
the Dept. of Energy. This study is intended to perform 
a comprehensive analysis of stakeholder-driven 
pathways to Puerto Rico’s renewable energy future. 
Unfortunately, the projected timeframe for the study is 
two years, during which time plans and approvals for 
projects to rebuild the energy grid will move forward 
without the benefit of the results of the study or the 
input of critical stakeholders in decision making.

2021 - The Biden Administration Charts 
a New Course for Reconstruction 

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_iappg-policy-amendments-memo.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_iappg-policy-amendments-memo.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/20/executive-order-advancing-racial-equity-and-support-for-underserved-communities-through-the-federal-government/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/20/executive-order-advancing-racial-equity-and-support-for-underserved-communities-through-the-federal-government/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/20/readout-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-white-house-working-group-on-puerto-rico/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_welcomes_inaugural_meeting_of_biden_white_house_working_group_on_puerto_rico_as_a_sign_of_much_needed_support_to_come/
https://hispanicfederation.org/media/press_releases/hispanic_federation_welcomes_inaugural_meeting_of_biden_white_house_working_group_on_puerto_rico_as_a_sign_of_much_needed_support_to_come/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/cdbg-mit/
https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/cdbg-mit/
https://www.metro.pr/pr/noticias/2021/04/18/vivienda-anuncia-eliminacion-restricciones-al-acuerdo-subvencion-fondos-cdbg-dr.html
https://www.hud.gov/press/press_releases_media_advisories/HUD_No_21_015
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/537014-biden-administration-moves-to-free-up-13-billion-in-funding-for
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2021-06-22/pdf/2021-12934.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2021-06-22/pdf/2021-12934.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PA/documents/Memorandum_Understanding_DOE_DHS_HUD.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/03/25/puerto-rico-has-just-passed-its-own-green-new-deal/?sh=584ec8a48fb0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/03/25/puerto-rico-has-just-passed-its-own-green-new-deal/?sh=584ec8a48fb0
https://www.energy.gov/oe/puerto-rico-grid-resilience-and-transitions-100-renewable-energy-study-pr100
https://www.energy.gov/oe/puerto-rico-grid-resilience-and-transitions-100-renewable-energy-study-pr100
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Take Action! to Support Puerto Rico

1.  Town Halls. Attend your Member of Congress’ Town 
Hall and ask questions about their role in Puerto Rico’s 
recovery efforts or organize your own!

a.  Check here to see if your member is hosting a Town Hall.

b.  Make the most of your time and the biggest 
impact for your efforts with this Guide to Town 
Halls (Indivisible).

b.  Use TA4PR Policy Asks here.

2.  Congressional Call-In Day. Organize a Congressional 
Call-In Day on Sept 20th, and on the 20th of each 
month, with your friends and neighbors to let them 
know their constituents care about Puerto Rico.

a.  Call 888-724-8791 to be connected to your 
representative to remind your elected officials that 
you care about Puerto Rico.

b.  Calls to congressional offices are usually short 
and sweet, so you have to be prepared with your 
topline message. Go to the TA4PR! Action Center to 
review current asks or see sample script below. 

3.  In-District Meetings. Call your Member of Congress/
Senator’s local district office to request a meeting to go 
in and talk about Puerto Rico. Let them know that their 
constituents care about Puerto Rico. Click here to find 

your Member of Congress’ local district office. Click here 
to find the nearest state office of your Senators. Refer to 
the talking points in this toolkit to guide your conversation 
with your congressional office. Ask your member to 
submit an “Extension of Remarks” regarding his or her 
support for Puerto Rico (an “Extension of Remarks” means 
your Member of Congress will make a statement for the 
Congressional Record about your cause or organization.)

4.  Proclamations. Secure a proclamation from your state 
or local elected official(s). declaring “We Are Puerto 
Rico Day.” Be sure to send out a press release about it!

5.  Tweet-a-Thon or Twitter Town Hall. If you like to 
tweet, do your own Congressional Tweet-a-thon on 
Sept 20th, the 20th of each month, or any day to let 
Congress know that people have not forgotten about 
Puerto Rico! 

6.  Op-ed or Letter to the Editor. Write an op-ed or Letter 
to the Editor for your local paper or website. 

7.  Stay Informed. TEXT “TakeAction4PR” to 40649 to stay 
updated about ways you can help Puerto Rico.

8.  Support a Non-Profit Organization in Puerto Rico. 
There are many organizations doing extraordinary 
work supporting communities on the island since 
before Hurricane Maria. To learn more, please go to: 
www.takeaction4pr.org

Join the TakeAction4PR! Campaign

Ways to Take Action in Support of Puerto Rico

Take the first step by signing up on the website http://
takeaction4pr.org to stay in touch and get the latest news
Download the TA4PR! ToolKit.

F ive years after the deadliest natural disaster in modern U.S. history, Puerto Rico still has not recovered. We need your help to 
ensure that every day counts and that your members of Congress and President Biden understand that Puerto Ricans are U.S. 
citizens and deserve to be treated like other U.S. citizens anywhere in the country. Tell the President, your Senators, and U.S. 

Representatives that our community is not afraid to get involved and hold them accountable. ¡En la unión está la fuerza! Together 
we are strong and powerful!

Host a Community Forum or Teach-In for 
TakeActionforPuertoRico! 
Go to the TakeAction Center and send a tweet or email 
today here.

https://indivisible.org/events
https://indivisible.org/resource/town-hall-guide
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/614a7847232e3561abc4ad33/t/631fefe06f85570a67c66adc/1663037409026/POLICY+ASKS-2022-SEPT.pdf
https://www.takeaction4pr.org/takeaction
https://www.house.gov/representatives/find-your-representative
https://www.senate.gov/senators/contact
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/2018/4/5/extensions-of-remarks-section
https://bigthink.com/digital-politics/twitter-townhalls
http://www.takeaction4pr.org
http://takeaction4pr.org
http://takeaction4pr.org
https://www.takeaction4pr.org/takeaction
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TAKE ACTION! TO SUPPORT PUERTO RICO

PHONE SCRIPT FOR CONGRESSIONAL CALL-IN DAY
Call your Member of Congress and Senators, and ask to speak to 
the staffer in charge of Puerto Rico or emergency preparedness. 
When you call, it’s very important that you say that you are a 
constituent and that you take down the name, email, and title 
of the person you spoke with. You will stay in touch with this 
person and this will be your point of contact as you develop 
your relationship with this office.

SAMPLE SCRIPT: 
Hello, my name is XXXX, and I live in your District/State. I am 
calling on behalf of the thousands of Puerto Ricans who live 
in your district* and who have U.S. citizen relatives and friends 
living on the Island.  

Can you tell me if your office supports ending systemic 
discrimination against Puerto Rico in all federal programs like 
SSI, Medicaid, and Food Stamps? Will you support legislation 
such as the Territorial Equity Act of 2021 (H.R. 2713 & S. 1228)? 
OR Can you tell me what steps your office has taken to help 
rebuild and secure a vibrant Puerto Rico? 

* NOTE: Use this link for the exact number of Puerto Ricans who live 
in your congressional district. NOTE: Do not use your zip code - use 
the drop-down menu to select your district to find demographic 
information for that district. 

https://www.house.gov/representatives/find-your-representative
https://www.senate.gov/senators/senators-contact.htm
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2713?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1228?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Territorial+Equity+Act+of+2021%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.census.gov/mycd/
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100 Hispanic Women
Abrazo Boricua Coalition
Afro Latin Jazz Alliance
Aid for AIDS
Alianza Americas
American Federation Teachers
American GI Forum
Americas for Conversation + Arts
Arab Community Center for Economic & Social
Services
ARTE
Asian American Federation
Asian American Business Development Center
Asian Americans Advancing Justice/Asian Law
Caucus
ASPIRA National
ASPIRA of New York, Inc.
Bienestar Human Services
Boundless Theatre Company
Bridgeport Caribe Youth League
Calpulli Mexican Dance Company
Casa de Esperanza: National Latin@ Network
Casita Maria Center for Arts and Education
Catholic Network. US
Center for Latino Progress CPRF
Center for Puerto Rican Studies
Centro Civico de Amsterdam
Chemical Abuse Services Agency, Inc.
Churches United for Fair Housing
Circulo de la Hispanidad
Clarita’s House Outreach Ministry, Inc.
Coalicion de Lideres Latinos
Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los
Angeles

Consumer Credit Counseling Service/Florida
Consumer
Committee for Hispanic Children and Families
Community Association of Progressive Dominicans
Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute
COPAY, Inc.
District Council 37
Dominican Women’s Development Center
Dominicanos USA
Dominico-American Society of Queens
EarthJustice
El Puente
Exodus Transitional Community, Inc.
Faith in Florida
Farmworker Justice
Fifth Avenue Committee
Georgia Association of Latino Elected Officials
Haitian Women of Miami (FAMN, Inc.)
Hispanic Alliance of Southeastern Connecticut
Hispanic Center of Greater Danbury
Hispanic Counseling Center
Hispanic Federation
Hispanic Health Council
Hispanic Health Initiatives, Inc.
Hispanics in Philanthropy
Hispanos Unidos de Buffalo
I Challenge Myself
Ibero-American Action League
Iniciativa Accion Puertorriqueña
Institute for Puerto Rican/Hispanic Elderly
Justice Shall be For All
La Casa de Don Pedro
Labor Council for Latin American Advancement
Latino Commission on AIDS
Latino Community Foundation
Latino Community Fund Georgia
Latino Community Fund Washington State
Latino Community Services, Inc.
LatinoJustice PRLDEF
Latino U College Access
Loisaida, Inc.
Make the Road New York
Mercy Center
Mi Familia Vota
Ministerio En Jehová Serán Provistos
Mision Boricua
Morris County Organization for Hispanic Affairs
National Day Laborer Organizing Network

National Hispanic Caucus of State Legislators
National Hispanic Medical Association
National Immigration Law Center
National Latina Institute for Reproductive Health
National Latina/o Psychological Association
National Low Income Housing Coalition
National Museum of Puerto Rican Arts & Culture
National Puerto Rican Agenda
National Puerto Rico Day Parade
New Haven for Puerto Rico
New York Council on Adoptable Children
New York Urban League
Northern Manhattan Arts Alliance
Northern Manhattan Coalition for Immigrant
Rights
Operation Exodus Inner City
Organize Florida
Oxfam America
People’s Theatre Project
Pregones Theater PRTT
Presente.org
Puerto Rico Action Initiative
R.A.I.N. Total Care, Inc.
Refugees International
Repertorio Español
San Juan Center Inc.
Ser Familia, Inc.
Southside United HDFC – Los Sures
Spanish Community of Wallingford
Spanish Speaking Elderly Council
St. Ann’s Corner of Harm Reduction
St. Simon of Stock and St. Joseph Church
Tantai Teatro
Teatro Circulo
Thalia Spanish Theatre Inc.
Transdiaspora Network
Union of Concerned Scientists
Unites States Hispanic Leadership Institute
United We Dream
Violence Intervention Program
Vision Urbana, Inc.
VOCES Latinas
Zone 126

*List in formation

Coalition Partners*



www.takeaction4pr.org 
info@takeaction4pr.org


