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Executive Summary  
Save the Children, the national leader in child-focused relief, quickly mobilized a response to Hurricane 
Maria and had our first team of humanitarian experts on the island within 96 hours of the massive storm. 
Today, we have an ongoing and robust response, delivered by our staff and trusted local partners, that 
has benefited over 27,600 children and adults to date. 
 
Through our immediate relief, we have distributed large quantities of clean water, infant and family 
hygiene supplies, shelter/home repair kits and solar light kits. We are providing psychosocial support to 
children dealing with the stress and uncertainty created by the storm.  Our education team is working 
with local education and childcare partners to restore programs and help ensure that children are able 
to access learning and educational activities.  
 
The scale of destruction—Maria was the largest disaster in Puerto Rico since 1928—and the large 
population of highly vulnerable children and families are driving our long-term response strategy. It 
emphasizes community engagement and collaboration to ensure that children are thriving in learning 
environments and safe and protected in the aftermath of Hurricane Maria. We will also seek to ensure 
that children, families, caregivers and communities are resilient and ready for the next disaster. We seek 
to benefit more than 200,000 children and adults in 40 communities through September of 2019.  
 
While our donors have responded generously, we have yet to reach our target of $20 million to 
fully fund our two-year response strategy. We welcome your investment in this vital work for 
children and families whose recovery is far from assured.  
 

Our Long-Term Response Strategy 
 

The Ongoing Need 
The hurricane left the entire island without power and innumerable families without running water. 
Thousands of residents continue to live without electricity and water and sanitation. Recovery progress 
overall has been slow; the level of destruction is massive and families are struggling under the hardship 
and loss that the storm has caused. While we continue to provide immediate relief in some of the more 
remote communities, we are also initiating a full array of programmatic support as detailed below. 
 
Geographic Focus 
Save the Children is prioritizing rural, low-income communities where damage was extreme and where 
children and families have the fewest resources to aid in their recovery. In many of the areas where we 
are working, power is still out and it is not anticipated to be restored for months. Many communities 
currently do not have running water. Schools are unable to provide full day programs and children’s 
education continues to be disrupted. 

 

Cover photo: A girl enjoys activities at the child-friendly space we opened at an evacuation center in Canovanas. 
Children read, played and began to recover from the distress experienced as a result of Hurricane Maria.  
Photo: Ebed Carrasquillo/Save the Children 
 



 

We will work in municipalities in both coastal and mountain regions, where Hurricane Maria made 
landfall and then tracked across the island. Priority municipalities are Yabucoa, Humacao, Las Piedras 
Ciales, Morovis, Orocovis, Canovanas, Corozal, Naranjito, Comerio, Aguas Buenas and Barranquitas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Our Approach 
Our response strategy is based on the most urgent needs of children and families, as well as on our 
expertise and experience in domestic emergency response and recovery programming.  

• Direct Engagement with Communities: Our goal is to support at least 40 communities that were 
affected by the hurricane. We will have an intensified engagement with and resource 
allocation to 10 of the hardest hit barrios across the island (see description below). 

• A Partnership and Local Capacity Building Approach: We can have the greatest impact and reach 
for children through a partnership approach. We are identifying and supporting key local 
partners who provide programming for the most vulnerable children. 

• Advocacy and Coordination: We are leading a Children’s Task Force1 and are coordinating with 
federal and local actors to ensure immediate relief as well as longer-term policy change for 
children. 

                                                
1 We established the Children’s Task Force with support from FEMA and Puerto Rico’s Department of Families to address 
children’s protection needs. We have coordinated meetings, provided and shared information and have created four sub-
working groups: Basic Needs, Head Start and Child Care, Education and Child Protection. Local businesses, organizations, 
associations serving children and families, Head Start providers, FEMA and local government agencies all attend.  

Hurricane Maria’s Track 
rackStorm 
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Program Areas  
Our programming includes the following areas: 
 
Child Protection: Our psychosocial support programs help children, parents and teachers build 
resiliency skills while supporting them to understand and process their feelings, fears and sense of loss 
after experiencing the disaster. We are organizing safe places for children to gather in community 
centers and supporting schools and child care facilities to allow them to stay open longer and provide 
extended learning. Each location has activity-based programs through which we provide emotional 
support to help children understand their experiences and move forward.  

• Community Engagement: We will organize targeted distributions related to child well-being, 
and early childhood program recovery work.  

• Partnerships: We are working in partnership with schools and child care centers, including 
Head Start facilities, as well as partnering with organizations such as the NY Shine 
Foundation, which supports 17 early learning sites across the island. 

 
Return to Learning: Many schools 
and early learning programs were 
closed for long periods and are now 
only offering programs for part of 
the day. Our goal is to provide 
children and adolescents ages 0-18 
with access to quality educational 
environments so that they can 
continue to develop and learn, 
despite interruptions in regular 
school learning programs. We are 
and will continue to support schools 
through teacher trainings, 
afterschool and extended-day 
programming and tutoring, and 
other services to keep children in 
school, help improve the quality of 
learning (including classrooms and 
libraries), and address missed class 
time. In order to engage children and 
their families, teachers and child care 
workers, special events will be organized, with continued and special attention given to supporting the 
emotional needs of children.  

• Community Engagement: Our staff works with schools, families and the community to assess 
each school’s needs and to create an individualize recovery plan. At most school and 
community sites we are providing teaching supplies, books and materials, backpacks filled 
with school supplies and solar powered lights, and sports equipment for activities.  

• Partnerships: Our primary partners are the Department of Family and the Department of 
Education.   

                                                                                                                                                                     
	  

Three boys participate in Community Based Children’s Activity site in 
Orovocis. The site provided children with access to learning and play 
activities while their schools were closed. 
Photo: Ebed Carrasquillo?Save the Children 
 



 

 
Nutritional Support: The nutrition and care of infants and young children, especially from conception 
to age 2, has significant impacts on a child’s health and ability to learn. Young children, particularly infants 
and toddlers, are highly vulnerable in emergencies. To help ensure their specialized needs for nutrition 
are met, we are providing information and support for recommended infant and young children feeding 
practices to parents, caregivers and community members so that they know the best practices to 
support children up to age 5. For children ages 0-2, our aim is to promote and support breastfeeding 
and mitigate the risks of breast milk substitutes. Due to the limited access to clean drinking water and 
poor sanitation options, we are working to promote safe feeding practices. Through our focus on 
nutrition, parents and child care centers will be better prepared to safeguard the health and well-being 
of children in times of emergencies. 

• Community Engagement: We hold education sessions and distribute mother-baby kits and 
breastfeeding kits, which include essential hygiene items, diapers and other supplies. We also 
distribute insecticide-treated bed nets and repellent to help prevent the spread of mosquito-
borne diseases, including Zika. Each of our community-based activities provide safe spaces for 
parents to care for their children. 

• Partnerships: We are coordinating efforts through a Children’s Working Group and 
collaborating with Puerto Rico’s Health and Human Services, particularly the Maternal Child 
and Adolescent Department, WIC and Healthy Families. We will also coordinate with the 
American Association of Pediatrics in Puerto Rico as well as local breastfeeding and infant 
feeding coalitions including the Coalition on Breastfeeding Promotion. 

 
Direct Engagement with Communities  
Our programs are being implemented through a community-based approach that builds on community 
assets and empowers and strengthens local systems. Our community engagement specialists are building 
relationships with mayors, community leaders, local organizations, parents and caregivers to identify 
areas of greatest need and will design and deliver response activities to build on community assets.  
 
Our entry point in each community is through the creation of a Community Based Children’s Activity 
(CBCA) site. Using a school or local community center as a central programming “hub” within a priority 
area, this approach offers a menu of integrated programming to the local community to holistically 
support the needs of children and their adult caregivers and increase impact.   
 
Save the Children is targeting 40 sites for CBCAs. In these areas, we are directly implementing programs 
as well as working in partnership with local schools and child-serving organizations. We are working 
with local volunteers, teachers and community leaders, to identify key distribution needs, support 
psychosocial recovery, provide nutrition education and support for children under age 2 and their 
parents. And, we are working with local schools to help ensure that children excel in learning 
environments including day care and primary school.   
 
We are now identifying 10 smaller barrios within municipalities for further engagement and greater 
resource allocation. Six barrios have already been selected – Barrio Fronton, Punta Santiago, San 
Lorenzo, Calabazas, Cabuy and Gato – and programming in them is under way. 
 
In these barrios, Save the Children is collaborating with local leaders and others to develop 
comprehensive Child Resilience Plans, which will include details for two years of engagement to ensure 
children ages 0-18 recover, are resilient and ready for the next disaster.  



 

 
Based on the priorities and needs of the community, the recovery plans may include such activities as:   

• Care for children and supplemental learning opportunities to help mitigate learning loss that may 
result from interruptions to the regular school calendar and day. Due to the lack of power and 
water, many schools are operating for only a few hours in the morning, reducing the amount of 
learning time that students receive.  Working with schools and teachers, we are setting up 
programming for afternoon hours to help ensure that children continue to grow and develop, 
and are receiving appropriate care while their families work on recovery. In addition to academic 
activities, the CBCA’s offer an assortment of supplemental wellness and recreation activities 
including arts and sports activities. 

• Psychosocial support programs and activities to support children’s social and emotional recovery.  
Through our disaster-tested Journey of Hope program2, we are offering a range of support 
programs to children and adults. We will use direct delivery and capacity building to strengthen 
the ability of families, schools and barrios to support children. 

• Community transformation events. In partnership with the barrio, Save the Children will identify 
high-visibility locations and will provide not only clean-up and rebuilding support, but will sponsor 
events to help residents come together and celebrate their steps toward recovery. 

• Distributions of items essential to recovery, including water, clothing, household and school 
classroom cleaning kits. 

• Classroom and learning library restoration and refurbishment in schools and child care programs.  
We are providing material support and grants to schools and child care programs to help them 
serve children again and to help ensure that children have access to quality learning 
environments. 

• Nutrition support for infants through the creation of mother baby spaces that support infant and 
young child feeding, including providing support for nursing mothers, and material to help with 
refrigeration of breast milk and safe artificial feeding guidance to help ensure the wellbeing of the 
youngest children. 

 
Emergency Grants Program  
Save the Children’s Hurricane Maria emergency grants program began within days of the start of the 
response. As of 31st January 2018, Save the Children had received seventy applications, awarded fifty-
three grants to fifty unique recipients, for a total of approximately half a million dollars. Grant funds have 
been distributed to child-focused organizations and programs in twenty-five municipalities across Puerto 
Rico.  Some examples of how funds have been used include: resupplying and rehabilitating child care 
facilities, schools and community centers; afterschool tutoring; training for psychosocial support 

                                                
2 Developed in 2007 by our expert staff in response to the psychosocial needs of children affected by Hurricane Katrina, 
Journey of Hope addresses the specific needs of children who have been overwhelmed by traumatic experiences. Age-specific 
workshops for children and teens from pre-K to Grade 12 allow participants to understand and normalize key emotions, 
identify triggers and process stressors, and develop healthy positive coping strategies to deal with these emotions. 
Workshops also act as a referral mechanism for those requiring more intensive support. Our experts deliver hands-on, in-
person, experiential training in Journey of Hope to school counselors and local mental health professionals. Providers then 
conduct workshops for children and adolescents, while we monitor and support the program’s implementation to ensure 
quality and adherence to its intent. We also conduct program evaluations. This training model offers communities the 
opportunity to expand their capacity to deliver high-quality, school-based psychosocial programming for years to come. With 
limited staff and resources, we have also found this approach to be the most cost-effective and efficient way to reach many 
children, while maintaining overall program responsibility and the capacity to provide in-depth technical assistance and other 
support. 
	  



 

professionals; children’s activities (theater, dance, arts, sports, etc.); and, trainings across the island to 
promote breastfeeding and support safe and effective practices for infant and young child feeding. 
 

Our Domestic Response Capacity  
Save the Children, the national leader in child-focused disaster preparedness, response and recovery, is 
uniquely positioned to address the needs of U.S. children affected by emergencies. We have responded 
to every major domestic disaster since Hurricane Katrina in 2005, and in addition to our presence in 
Puerto Rico, our teams in Florida and Texas continue to help children and families affected by 
Hurricanes Irma and Harvey.   
 
We are a partner of the Red Cross and a member of the National Voluntary Organizations Active in 
Disasters. Our strength is our focus on children and the programs that support them, such as child care 
services and schools; this differentiates us from other aid agencies that respond to domestic 
emergencies. We have well-trained national staff ready to deploy at a moment’s notice to assess needs, 
help protect children and provide critical relief. We stay as long as it takes to help children, families and 
communities recover from their losses, rebuild and become more resilient to future shocks. We also 
involve and inspire communities with policies that protect children in emergency situations. 
 

Conclusion 
At a time when many children and families across Puerto Rico have far to go in their recovery from 
Hurricane Maria, Save the Children has committed to a two-year response strategy and to working 
closely with 40 communities on activities that will accelerate the rate of progress for children and 
families. Through direct programming and capacity building for communities and trusted local groups, 
our donor-driven approach will focus on three key concerns: 

• Protecting children and providing access to psychosocial support; 
• Restoring access to quality learning environments for children ages 0-18; and 
• Supporting the nutritional needs of children ages 0-2. 

 
Fully funding the work under our response strategy will require $20 million – and we continue to 
urgently seek support. Every investment in our strategy is an investment in the lives, wellbeing and 
future of children and families affected by the island’s worst disaster since 1928. We welcome your 
support and partnership with us on their behalf.  


