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A girl in Humacao, Puerto Rico, collects an emergency preparedness backpack from a distribution Save the 

Children organized. Thanks to you and all our donors, we are working nonstop today to help children, 

families and communities recover from Hurricane Maria.   

Photo: Gabriel Gonzalez/Save the Children 
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A Note of Thanks 
On September 20, 2017, the worst hurricane to strike 

Puerto Rico in nearly 100 years devastated the island. On 

September 24th, I arrived with Save the Children’s response 

team to begin addressing the urgent needs of children and 

their families.  

 

In the six months since storm, we have played a critical role 

in meeting the unique needs of children. In collaboration 

with over 30 local organizations, we have reached more 

than 30,000 children with relief supplies. We have also 

supported nearly 50 local partners, which has helped them 

to re-open their doors to children. These partners include 

private daycare providers, after-school programs and 

organizations serving children with special needs. We have 

reached children from the hardest-hit coastal areas to rural 
mountain towns; we have reached the youngest children 

with essential supplies and older children through support to 

schools and afterschool programs. 

 

I have seen children’s incredible resilience first-hand. A small 

boy in a rural mountain town embodies this resilience – his 

home still has no power, but he studies at night with a solar 

lamp we gave his family. He is eager to learn and was back 

to his school as soon as the doors reopened.  

 

But for him and for thousands of other children across the island, this is only the beginning. 

Experts estimate that this will be a 10-year recovery process, longer than after Hurricane 

Katrina. Save the Children is creating long-term recovery programs to ensure that we can 

continue to meet the unique needs of children on the long road ahead.  

 

Thank you for the support that you have provided so far, and we hope you will join us in our 

continued commitment to children throughout the recovery process. It will be a long road, but 

together we are making an immense difference for children affected by this disaster.  

 

With gratitude and with renewed determination, 

 
Casey Harrity 

Team Leader, Hurricane Maria Response 
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The Crisis in Puerto Rico at a Glance 
Hurricane Maria was the worst disaster to affect Puerto Rico since 1928, and the fifth-strongest 

hurricane to strike the United States. It carved a trail of destruction across the island on 

September 20th, 2017. Our relief team arrived to find children and families struggling with 

tremendous damage and challenges – no electricity; no cell-phone coverage to reach out to 

loved ones or request assistance; shortages of drinking water, food and fuel. Nearly 15,000 

people were living in shelters. 

 

All 1,113 public schools were closed, which resulted in children collectively missing more than 

13 million full days of learning. Day care and Head Start facilities were shuttered and 

playgrounds and parks were heavily damaged. There were immense logistical challenges. The 

airport and ports had sustained damage and the volume of supplies and personnel needed 

quickly overwhelmed local capacity. 

. 
After six months, a sense of normalcy is slowly returning. Roads are cleared and passable. The 

lights are back on in many places and clean water is increasingly available. Seventy percent of 

schools have reopened, although many are only operating on a limited schedule due to 

electricity, water and sewage problems. 

 

Significant challenges also remain in more remote and rural places like Yacuboa and Humacoa, 

two of the 12 municipalities in which we are working. Yabucoa was one of the last 

municipalities to receive power and today has power only in the central town. In Punta 

Santiago, a coastal barrio in Humacao, the damage is visible throughout town. Telephone poles 

are still down, power lines lay across the streets and metal roofs hang from homes and 

businesses.  

 

Ciales, like Yabucoa, was also one of the last municipalities to receive power, and only in the 

main town. Families in the surrounding areas still rely on generators or travel to town to 

charge phones, re-charge batteries or use lights and laptops.  
 

Our Response at Six Months: 
Your Support Has Made a Difference 
Your support, pooled with other resources, has enabled Save the Children to address urgent 

needs among children and their families in shelters and battered communities in Puerto Rico. At 

the six-month mark, here are highlights of work that continues in our priority municipalities of 

Humacao, Yabucoa, Las Piedras, Canovanas, Morovis, Orocovis, Ciales, Corozal, Aguas Buenas, 

Comerio, Barranquitas and Naranjito. 

To date, 63,126 people in Puerto Rico—of whom 33,821 are children—have directly benefited 

from relief made possible by you and all our donors. 
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Our teams in the Dominican Republic also mobilized a response after that island was affected 

by both Hurricanes Maria and Irma. To date, over 21,000 children and adults have benefited 

from our health-focused work. 

 

 

 

 

Meeting Basic Needs and Building Community Resilience 
 In the immediate days, weeks and months after the storm, we collaborated with over 30 

partners on aid distributions, including community organizations, schools and non-

profits. We delivered supplies for infants to shelters in metropolitan areas; we worked 

with authorities to deliver supplies by helicopter to remote mountain communities and 

worked with the Department of Family and the Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) to deliver 

supplies via plane to 

the island of Vieques. 

• We provided over 

18,000 cases of 

bottled water to 

families in 

municipalities where 

clean water was 

scarce, including 

Ciales, Morovis, 

Caguas, and Aguas 

Buenas. Our  

distributions continue 

as a lack of consistent 

access to drinking 

water in most of our 

target municipalties 

persists. 

• Together with Boys 

and Girls Club of America in San Juan, Isabella, Loiza and Arecibo, we helped to provide 

58,032 prepared meals. 
• With Habitat for Humanity of Puerto Rico, we provided shelter repair kits to 1,460 

low-income families in Guayama, Orocovis and Humacao. Hand tools, tarps, ropes and 

other materials helped the families repair their homes. 

Members of our response team work hard to deliver cases of bottled 

water to a school. 
Photo: Save the Children 
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 Our team and partners have provided over 3,500 hygiene kits to families. We have also 

reached over 800 preschool-age children with such essentials as diapers and hygiene 

supplies. 

 

In total, in the first six 

months of our response, 

we have distributed over 

$2 million in supplies to 

help meet immediate, 

basic needs.  

 

We also launched an 

emergency grants 

program. Over the 

course of the response, 
we awarded 49 grants, 

for a total of 

approximately $500,000, to child-focused organizations and programs in 25 municipalities. 

Examples of how funds have been used include: resupplying and rehabilitating child-care 

facilities, schools and community centers; afterschool tutoring; training for psychosocial support 

professionals; children’s activities (theater, dance, arts and sports); and trainings to promote 

breastfeeding and support safe and effective practices for infant and young child feeding. 

 

Supporting Early Childhood Development through Child-care Recovery and 
Infant and Young Child Feeding Programs 

 Our grants to trusted community organizations help them reach children and families 

with child-care services as well as child protection and psychosocial support activities. 

Services that these groups provide benefit more than 8,700 girls and boys. 

 Distributions since the start of the year have included books, water, sleeping mats for 

children and recreation items like toys to 40 Head Start programs in Las Piedras, 

Canovanas, Humacao, Ciales, Orocovis, Yabucoa and Barranquitas.  

 Our first nutrition subgrant was awarded to Alimentacion Segura Infantil (ASI), an 

organization with an island-wide presence. ASI is committed to promoting and educating 

women on breastfeeding and training community leaders to educate and support 

mothers. ASI used our grant to train 12 spokespeople and community leaders, conduct 

individual consultations with pregnant women and mothers, create support groups for 

women and lead community education events on breastfeeding and supporitng mothers. 

In the span of two months and with a grant of $10,000, ASI reached 411 women, 64 

men, and 219 children across all our target municipalities. 

 Our team has also distributed over 500 kits specifically designed for mothers with 

children under age 2. The kits included items to support young children and families’ 

immediate needs such as baby blankets, infant hygiene items, books and solar lights. 

We have received critical supplies from generous donors through 
gifts in kind. These items have been vital to our ability to 
implement and support the people of Puerto Rico. Items range 
from flights that brought our staff  to the island in the early days of 
the response, to water and food that helped children and families 
through the early days and recent months. Gifts in kind have been 
the backbone of our distributions, coupled with critical supplies 
procured to meet additional needs. These items include 
backpacks, school supplies, blankets, diapers, shelter kits, solar 
lights, books, hygiene supplies and household items.  
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Ensuring Children Return to Learning 
 We distributed over 300 book bags filled with school supplies and over 150 home 

library kits to help replace children’s lost or damaged school supplies. 

 12 schools have been selected as pilot schools to receive additional support, including 

access to internet and power.  

 Our education staff has teamed with teachers, principals and social workers to ensure 

that children have access to afterschool activities to help them recoup the lost months 

of learning. We estimate that approximately 200 children in each school in which we 

will be working will benefit from afterschool activities in the 2018–19 academic year. As 

schools are consolidated, we may reach significantly more children. Some 300 teachers 

will be engaged in activities to help children maintain or increase their academic 

performance in core subjects. We will also provide access to psychosocial programs 

such as Journey of Hope and Healing and Education through the Arts (HEART) to 

reduce children’s psychosocial distress resulting from the storm. 

 To ensure children do not fall further behind, the team will support summer learning 

through a summer grants program, which will award up to $25,000 to approximately 24 

local organizations. We estimate that each organization serves 100 children. The 

application period for the grants opens in mid-March. 

Providing Psychosocial Support and Protection to Children 
Hurricane Maria had a devastating 

impact on children’s emotional 

wellbeing. In many of the most 

heavily impacted areas, mental 

health and counseling support 

prior to the storm was limited or 

non-existent. As a direct result of 

Hurricane Maria’s impact and the 

loss, fear and stress that children 

experienced during the storm 

and continue to experience, 

children and their adult caregivers 

are struggling to cope and 

recover.  

 

A pillar of our recovery work is 

to build the capacity of local 

communities, families and children 

to work through the storm-
related emotional impacts. 

 To date, we have trained 79 teachers and social workers in Psychological First Aid, an 

evidence-informed approach for assisting children, adolescents, adults, and families in the 

Children in Punta Santiago play a game organized by our child 

protection team. The activity was part of our long-term work in 

the community to help children affected by Hurricane Maria 

become more resilient. 
Photo :Gabriel Gonzalez Save the Children 
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aftermath of a crisis. Those trained are able to deliver a sense of safety and comfort, 

gather information about current needs and concerns, establish connections with social 

support resources and share information on coping. These teachers and social workers 

have used their training to work with hundreds of local volunteers to provide distressed 

children with reassurance, support and comfort. 

 We have implemented community-based children’s activities in 21 locations so that 

children of all ages can take part in learning and development activities. We have also 

introduced arts-based activities in several locations to support children’s psychosocial 

well-being; thus far, we have reached 1,000 children through these services. 

 We’re preparing to launch our evidence-based psychosocial support programs so that 

children’s long-term emotional recovery continues. Our array of Journey of Hope 

programs, provide children, teens and their adult caregivers with access to activities and 

tools to support their recovery, help them express feelings and build resiliency.  

 
Our Unique Role in the Response 
We have a team of 30 staff working daily in Puerto Rico, of whom 25 are locally hired. They are 

intimately familiar with the island and its culture and the needs of children, families and 
communities affected by Hurricane Maria. 

 

In collaboration with FEMA, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and their 

Puerto Rican counterparts, and the Puerto Rican Department of Family, we formed the 

Children and Youth Task Force to highlight and prioritize the unique needs of these 

demographic groups. The task force brings together stakeholders from the local and federal 

government, as well as NGOs from across the island. Together, these organizations identify key 

gaps in the response and share resources to fill them, creating a referral network and 

monitoring trends and issues.  

 

Our child-centered response strategy also differentiates us from others. Our goal is to ensure 

children are thriving in learning environments, are safe, protected and supported to recover, 

and are resilient and prepared for the next disaster. We aim to reach 200,000 children by 

September 2019 through our programs. We will focus our work in 40 communities and also 

seek to strengthen systems across the island by engaging with government departments and key 

strategic leaders in San Juan. 

 

Authorities have estimated that the recovery period in Puerto Rico may be more than 10 years.  

To meet children and families’ ongoing recovery needs, we are creating development and 

learning opportunities for children up to age 6; providing children with psychosocial activities to 

ease their distress and support their recovery; ensuring that children in grades K-8 can maintain 

their pre-storm academic progress and have access to quality summer learning and after-school 

activities. We are also planning to help prepare children, families and communities for the next 

disaster. 
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We will also continue to meet urgent needs of vulnerable families through distributions of 

essential materials in the communities where we are working. 

 

Our Responses to Hurricanes Maria and Irma 
in the Dominican Republic 
The day after Hurricane Maria ravaged Puerto Rico, it came dangerously close to the 

Dominican Republic. The storm created additional damage in communities that had been 

battered two weeks earlier by Hurricane Irma. High winds and flooding from both hurricanes 

left homes, schools and local infrastructure across the Dominican Republic damaged or 

destroyed. Children and families’ health was especially at risk in these areas, given the likelihood 

of waterborne diseases, those transmitted by mosquitoes and poor sanitation. 

 

Save the Children has 

focused its response on 

protecting the health of 

affected children and 

families by helping to 

control disease outbreaks. 
We have also organized 

activities in schools around 

health and sanitation. Over 

21,200 children and adults 

have benefited from these 

donor-driven responses, 

for which we have raised 

$277,844 and spent 

$244,050 to date. 

 

Here are highlights of our 

work in communities in 

our response period from 

September 2017 to March 

2018: 

 

 We organized cleanup activities in Santo Domingo Oeste, San Juan de la Maguana, San 

Pedro de Macoris and San Cristóbal. Prior to these cleanup days, we held community 

awareness sessions to help residents eliminate possible mosquito breeding sites in 

homes and in public spaces.  

 Health promoters held over 70 community workshops on disease prevention. 

 We distributed hygiene kits to nearly 5,000 families and helped them improve hygiene 

practices for better health.  

Our Dominican Republic and United Kingdom staff share information while 

assessing children and families’ needs after Hurricane Irma.  Our relief after 

Hurricanes Irma and Maria benefited over 21,200 people. 
Photo: Maria de la Guardia/Save the Children 
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 We partnered with the Ministry of Public Health to distribute oral rehydration salts to 

help treat children suffering from diarrhea. 

 

Working in schools, our expert health staff:  

 Organized talks in 16 schools in San Cristóbal, San Juan de la Maguana, San Pedro de 

Macorís and Miches on how children can prevent diseases such as dengue, Zika and 

cholera. These talks reached nearly 700 children and adults. 

 Trained groups of 7th– and 8th-grade students and their teachers to form teams to 

cascade key messages about preventing disease to more students. 

 Arranged for a water filter at a school in Magdalena that is used as a shelter during 

hurricanes. The school’s septic system can overflow, causing contamination and 

unhealthy conditions. 

 Repaired school bathrooms in Miches and Santo Domingo West to improve sanitation. 

 Addressed water quality issues at eight schools so primary school students have better 

drinking water. 

  

Hurricane Maria Financial Snapshot 
Save the Children has received $17.4 million in contributions and in-kind donations for its 

response to Hurricane Maria. The total spending to date is $5.2 million.* 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

*does not include our spending on Hurricanes Irma and Maria relief and recovery in the Dominican Republic.    

Gift in Kind
38%

Sub-Grants
10%

Other 
Response and 

Recovery 
Activities

52%

Hurricane Maria Total Spending
September 2017 - February 2018
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A Story from Puerto Rico: 
Your Support Helps Mother and Son 
Pick up Life’s Pieces after Hurricane Maria  
 

“During the storm he was really scared.” Mia’s tone is soft. Her son Roberto, 4, has his face 

nestled into her hip, with one eye watching the strangers standing at the top of his driveway. 

They include Alfred, the point person on our community engagement team for the central part 

of the island.   

 

Mia and her husband lost their home in the storm. This is Alfred’s third trip to their remote 

mountain town, going door-to-door notifying people of Save the Children’s presence and 

assessing the most urgent needs. Mia is standing outside her cousin’s home, where the family is 

living in the basement while they rebuild. At the time we interviewed Mia, she was expecting 

her second child; Roberto had recently been sick with pneumonia. 

 

Their village still lacked power 

and it was difficult for them to 

sleep in the heat. Even though 
Mia was seven months pregnant, 

with a four-year-old son and no 

home, she was trying to get 

back to her job as an x-ray 

technician in a nearby town, but 

the medical facility where she 

works also had no power.    

 

One hundred yards down the 

street lay the remains of their 

house. “This is my 

grandmother’s favorite 

chair…my kitchen…this is my 

bed.” We’ve entered the house 

and Roberto is showing us 

around. He crosses his room, 

skirting the hole in the floor and hops up onto his old bike. The frame is intact but the tires are 

flat. That doesn’t stop him from spinning the pedals.   

 

The family has organized anything salvageable into big black trash bags. Everything else is 

scattered on the ground or swept into a corner. All the windows are broken and in place of a 

solid roof, there’s a tarp that casts a blue glow inside the home.  

 

Mia and Roberto stand with Mia’s cousin, with whom they are living. 
Photo: Save the Children 
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Mia’s simple desire is to return home and get her life back on track, especially with her second 

child on the way.  

 

That’s why Alfred and our community engagement team have been identifying families who face 

a long road back. We provided Mia with a mother-baby kit filled with new clothing and hygiene 

items. Our recovery plan will help, too. We are implementing it through community 

engagement and partnerships with schools, private child-care centers and Head Start programs 

like the one Roberto attends. 

 

We’ve established relationships with programs like these all over central Puerto Rico to help 

ensure that children have safe places to learn and play, giving mothers like Mia time to rebuild. 

 

Mia says all Roberto needs to know is that the wind caused some damage, and that she is doing 

her best to get them back home. 

 


