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Post-Disaster Recovery in Puerto Rico
and Local Participation: Introduction
edwin meléndez

Puerto Rico has suffered the compounded effects of
multiple disasters since the devastating impacts of hurricanes Irma and Maria in September 2017. At the end
of 2019, the island was impacted with recurrent seismic
activity in the southwest region, including a magnitude
6.4 earthquake on January 7, 2020. In early 2020, the
current COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting health
crises induced yet another economic contraction. All
these disasters are underscored by a crushing debt crisis
and a federally-mandated austerity regime since 2016.
Multiple natural disasters have exacerbated vulnerability and poverty; and public energy, telecommunications, water, health, and transportation systems have
deteriorated and become even more vulnerable, causing
systematic failures in social safety nets.
Recent disasters have revealed serious vulnerabilities in
Puerto Rico’s preparedness planning, institutional response
capacity and coordination, resource management at various levels of implementation, data availability, and the lack
of suitable and accessible mechanisms to support adequate
local community engagement. As Puerto Rico transitions to
long-term recovery, the prospect of one of the largest disaster
allocations in Community Development Block Grant funds in
U.S. history is increasingly shaping state-level planning and
decision-making processes. Used appropriately, these funds
represent an opportunity for communities to secure decent
housing, adequate infrastructure, and economic recovery.
The collection of studies included in this special volume of CENTRO Journal shows evidence of how postdisaster recovery is progressing in Puerto Rico, and the
challenges and opportunities for local participation in
reconstruction programs. To date, the available evidence

leads to a portrait of an uneven recovery, a recovery characterized by the bifurcation of efforts from the civic sector
and central and federal governments. Municipalities, the
small business community, and nonprofit organizations had
active engagement in the initial post disaster emergency
phase to the benefit and welfare of victims and communities. For the most part, private and philanthropic donations supported local engagement and disaster relief. The
Foundation Center estimates that philanthropic efforts
alone raised more than $375 million for relief and recovery
from the storms (Red de Fundaciones de Puerto Rico 2019).
In addition to donations from philanthropic organizations but with minimal support from the local or federal government, substantial donations and volunteerism
from individuals and the private sector made it possible
for the nonprofit sector to have an extensive and impactful participation in the immediate emergency phase of
post-disaster recovery (García and Chandrasekhar 2020).
In addition to civic sector engagement, federal disaster
spending during the emergency phase reached $15 billion—about half of total federal spending for all disasters
declared in 2017 in the United States and Puerto Rico.
This spending included, for example, the initial rehabilitation of the electrical grid, housing and other assistance
to families, and loans and grants to small businesses.
Exacerbating the harshness of the immediate impact
of the storms on the island people and economy, a close
examination of common indicators stresses that the transition to long-term disaster recovery has been grueling
and demanding. Census data for 2018 and 2019 indicate a
very modest gain in population, from 3,193,354 in 2018 to
3,193,694 in 2019—an 0.01 percent population increase—
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Post-Hurricane Maria: Origins and Consequences of a Crisis” (v.30 n.3, 2018) issues.
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definitely within the margin of error for the estimates. Yet
the significance of these figures lay in a reversal of more
than a decade of steady population decline spurred by a
relentless exodus and the signaling of a first step toward
recovery. Similarly, a modest increase of 1.6 percent in the
Index of Economic Activity (IEA) provides additional evidence of recovery in 2019, barely the second consecutive
annual positive growth after five years of uninterrupted
declines in the index.
However, because of the economic depression
induced by the COVID pandemic, from January to
September 2020 the IEA contracted by 5.7 percent. In this
context, federal long-term recovery funding allocations
to Puerto Rico for disasters declared in 2017 have stalled.
From the $19.9 billion congressional allocation to HUD
for disaster recovery and mitigation programs for Puerto
Rico, as of the end of July 2020, only $96 million had
been outlayed. In sum, three years after the 2017 storms
that devastated the island, indicators such as economic
activity and implementation of recovery programs point
toward a stalled long-term recovery.

That said, local capacity for disaster recovery participation is largely
a function of the policies and programs that facilitate or hinder civic
participation and local engagement.

Local participation and engagement are critical elements for long-term economic recovery (FEMA 2017).
The disaster recovery literature has established that community engagement, especially nonprofit and local government participation, is an important determinant of overall
community recovery (Dyer 1999; Mileti 1999; Smith and
Birkland 2012; Peacock, Morrow and Gladwin 1997; Scott
and Murphy 2014; Welsh and Esnard 2009). The nonprofit sector capacity’s to participate in the post-disaster
economic recovery phase is constrained due to several
factors. These factors are related to federal policies that
regulate recovery programs and local implementation, and
the various stages and capacity requirements for program
participation, such as community planning for project
development, competing for local and federal funding, and
local management of programs. Additionally, there is limited experience in the nonprofit sector with federal housing and economic development, and disaster mitigation
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programs, which constitute the bulk of the post-disaster
economic recovery phase. Even organizations with prior
knowledge in community economic development have a
limited capacity for real estate development and to meet
the Notification of Funding Availability (NOFA) requirements and be competitive for federal disaster recovery
and other ancillary funding. That said, local capacity for
disaster recovery participation is largely a function of the
policies and programs that facilitate or hinder civic participation and local engagement. Such is the dialectic that
motivates the studies herein presented.
The studies included in this special volume of
CENTRO Journal analyze challenges and opportunities
for local participation in reconstruction programs and
their potential to contribute to post disaster recovery
in Puerto Rico. In the next section, I discuss indicators
of disaster recovery or lack thereof three years after
Hurricanes Irma and Maria ravaged the island. One critical indicator of recovery is business sector responses to
the disaster, a topic addressed by Lobato, Álvarez and
Aponte (2020) in this volume. Then, I discuss the challenges and opportunities for local participation in longterm recovery. Two studies included in this volume discuss nonprofit sector responses and grassroots innovative
initiatives. The García and Chandrasekhar (2020) study
focuses on the nonprofit sector response during the emergency recovery phase, and the Villarrubia-Mendoza and
Vélez-Vélez (2020) study focuses on the emerging role of
grassroots organizations in post-Maria recovery.
The third section of the introduction addresses challenges and opportunities in disaster recovery for the
housing and community economic development industry. Meléndez (2020) identifies the absence of specific
state-level policies benefiting community development,
along with a weak support system, as important factors
holding back the nonprofit sector participation in federal economic recovery programs. Borges-Méndez (2020)
proposes that there is a disconnection between local
implementation of disaster recovery programs, though
many organizations already have a proven track record
of project completion and are actively overcoming barriers to expand their participation in disaster recovery
programs. In the final section of the introduction, Torres
Cordero (2020) enumerates more equitable policies from
other stateside jurisdictions aimed at producing a better and more just recovery, one that the Government of
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Puerto Rico can choose to implement in its CDBG-DR
and CDBG-MIT governance.
The last section of the introduction is devoted to
highlighting core findings from the studies and policy
recommendations. Whether Puerto Rico takes advantage of this unique window of opportunity to restore its
economy and infrastructure in a more resilient fashion,
while strengthening the nonprofit sector’s capacity for
community planning, housing development, and neighborhood revitalization remains an open question. The
studies included in this volume propose that the longterm benefits of federal disaster recovery programs are
contingent on reforming public policy to encourage and
support nonprofit developers’ participation in developing
reconstruction programs, strengthening nonprofit capacity, encouraging partnerships and collaborations, and providing professional development for economic recovery.
Where Is the Recovery Three Years After Hurricanes
Irma and Maria?

Common indicators of post-disaster recovery found in
the literature include the returning of population to
the affected areas after natural disasters, the renewal of
business activity, and the successful restoration of damaged infrastructure such as housing, public infrastructure, and government services. In this section I examine
empirical indicators associated with these different
aspects of disaster recovery.
Climate change and the devastating impact of more frequent and intense natural hazards in the United States and
worldwide have induced a renewed effort in understanding post-disaster recovery and building community resilience—the idea that post-disaster reconstruction should
go beyond restoring systems to their pre-disaster state and
to seek systems’ improvements that will mitigate potential damages from future hazard events. A recent review
of the literature concluded that despite conceptual and
methodological efforts across disciplines, to date we lack a
comprehensive community resilience model that incorporates the interdependence of physical infrastructure, social
and economic systems (Koliou et al. 2018). In this context,
I use the resilience inference measurement (RIM) model
to illustrate how different municipalities have adapted to
the devastation caused by the 2017 Hurricanes Irma and
Maria. The RIM model is adopted to measure community
resilience in Puerto Rico because it was successfully used
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to “quantify resilience to climate-related hazards for 52
U.S. counties along the northern Gulf of Mexico (Lam
2016),” a region that resembles the storms (hazard events)
that affected Puerto Rico. The RIM model uses exposure
(the relative damage of a hazard event in a municipality),
damage (the sum of all damages in a given period of time),
and recovery (population change over the period of time)
as indicators for the estimation of the index of community
resilience. Given these parameters, the RIM model ranks
municipalities on four clusters raging from low to high
community resilience.
Figure 1 depicts the RIM classification of community
resilience between 2016 to 2019, the period prior to and post
hazard events, and population change from 2017 to 2019 in
Puerto Rico by municipalities. After more than a decade of
steady population decline, Puerto Rico experienced a modest one-tenth of one percent (0.01 percent) growth in population in 2019. As a reference point, the island lost more than
two percent (-2.39 percent) population in 2017, and almost
four percent (-3.97 percent) in 2018, the year immediately
after the storms. Evidently the map shows that there is a high
correlation between community resilience and municipalities that experienced population decline or modest growth
after the storms. The data indicate that municipalities with
higher resilience have (to some degree) stalled population
losses, while communities with low resilience continue to
experience population decline. Municipalities that experienced the highest percentage gains in population and are
classified in the high community resilience group include
Dorado (1.03 percent population growth), Barceloneta (1.12
percent), Juncos (1.15 percent), Coamo (1.25 percent), Las
Piedras (1.30 percent), Naguabo (1.39 percent), Toa Alta (1.39
percent), and Gurabo (2.18 percent). Yet more than half of
the municipalities depict low community resilience and a
continuation of population loss. In sum, though there are
signs of a modest overall recovery as measured by returning population to communities affected by the storms, most
communities continue to experience the adverse impact of
the disasters and continued population losses.
The loss and renewal of business activity follows a
similar pattern to the one observed for post-disaster population losses and returning population across municipalities. Business activity before and after the hurricanes serve
as an indicator of recovery. In a study sponsored by the
Puerto Rico team of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) longitudinal research project, Lobato, Álvarez and

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Puerto Rico Community Survey, Annual estimates, various
years. FEMA Housing Assistance dataset.
Notes: Author’s estimates and data available upon request.

Figure 1. Community Resilience (2016 to 2019) and Population Change (2017 to 2019) in Puerto Rico.
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Aponte show how, immediately after Hurricane Maria,
Puerto Rico experienced “unusually high levels of closings
of establishments and employment contraction” (2020, 39)
But, by the beginning of 2018, from March 2018 to March
2019, business opening jumped 28 percent when compared
to the same period the prior year, and the “effect on job
creation was even stronger, with a raise of 39 percent in
jobs created in newly opened establishments” (Lobato,
Álvarez and Aponte 2020, 51). These rates of establishment
closings and impact on employment in Puerto Rico are
like those in Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina. However,
in the case of Puerto Rico, “the rise of opening establishments lasted longer and was accompanied by an increase of
expanding establishments from March 2018 on” (2020, 59).
In conclusion, Lobato, Álvarez and Aponte (2020, 62)
state that:
Despite the fact that Puerto Rico’s entrepreneurial activity suffered
an initial strong negative effect, it reemerged with strength after
the hurricanes. It may seem paradoxical, but the entrepreneurial
activity performance observed in Puerto Rico and Louisiana could
respond to entrepreneurial resilience behavior exposed in the
literature. This hypothesis needs to be tested in future empirical
research. Other possible reasons for the increase in business
activity could be the injection of aid funds to individuals and
businesses. After more than a decade of recession or stagnation,
the economy of Puerto Rico is in urgent need of new sources of
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Table 1. Federal Disaster Spending Data for All Disasters Declared in
2017, United States, and Puerto Rico (Billions)			
		
Allocated
Obligated
Outlayed
United States (a)

118.6

81.3

42.1

(%)

100%

68.5%

35.5%

DHS-FEMA

49.4

49.4

29.6
0.950

HUD

35.4

12.7

56.5

36.7

16.0

(%)

100%

65.0%

28.3%

DHS-FEMA

Puerto Rico (b)

29.4

29.4

13.8

SBA

2

2

1.3

HUD

19.9

3.2

0.096

CDBG-DR (FA)

1.5

1.5

0.112

CDBG-DR

8.2

1.7

--

CDBG-MIT

8.4

--

--

CDBG-DR (EP)

1.9

--

--

DOD (CE)

2.5

0.095

0.041

Source: FEMA’s Spending Explorer, Data as of September 30, 2020.
Notes:
(a) Includes: FEMA and SBA for Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, CA Wildfires, and
other 2017 Disasters; Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, CA Wildfires, and other 2017
Disasters (PL 115-123); Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, and CA Wildfires (PL 115-156);
Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, and CA Wildfires (PL 115-72).
(b) Includes DHS without FEMA and DOC.
(FA) First Allocation February 9, 2018.
(EP) Funding to be allocated specifically for enhancing and improving electrical
power infrastructure and systems.
(CE) Corps of Engineers-Civil Works.
Legend:
•Allocated: Congress appropriated the funds;			
•Obligated: government has entered a binding agreement to award funding;
•Outlayed: the money has actually been paid.

production and employment, but reports from GEM and other
international research projects point out that domestic business
activity faces an infertile context; several crucial factors hinder the
birth and survival of entrepreneurial initiatives.

Within this frame of reference, it is important to
examine in greater detail the implementation of federal disaster programs for Puerto Rico. FEMA’s Public
Assistance (PA) Program was deployed immediately after
the storms and by the end of July 2020 had outlayed
$13.8 billion of the $29.4 allocated, or 46.9 percent of the
total (Table 1). Most of the remaining funds are obligated
to FEMAs Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP,
Section 404) to help rebuild the electrical grid system
($9.6 billion) and for the recovery of the education system ($2 billion). These new programs are funded under
FEMA’s Public Assistance Alternative Procedures, pursuant to Section 428 of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief
and Emergency Assistance Act. Under these procedures,

intended to streamline projects while reducing costs, local
jurisdictions could take advantage of a fast track for the
approval and processing of small projects of up to $120,000
which may include mitigation projects on undamaged
facilities.. In contrast to PA, 404 mitigation projects are
considered to be part of the long-term recovery phase.
This $3 billion mitigation program is supplemented with
$1 billion from the CDBG-DR program to compensate for
the local share of the program, for a program total of $4
billion. Though hundreds of submitted projects remain in
the agency evaluation stage, in July 2020 FEMA approved
“525 letters of intent (LOIs) from municipalities, agencies, and private non-profit organizations in Puerto Rico
to be evaluated for risk mitigation” (Correa 2020). These
LOIs move to the proposal preparation stage, which may
take about a year, and if successful will move to project
implementation. Pending LOIs continue the initial evaluation process, and it is expected that, depending on avail-
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able funding, additional projects would be invited to move
to the proposal preparation stage. Despite extraordinary
measures imposed by President Trump’s administration
to federally funded programs in Puerto Rico (Fadulu and
Walker 2020), FEMA’s 404 mitigation program is slowly
progressing towards implementation.
The situation with Congressional allocations to
HUD for disaster recovery and mitigation programs to
assist Puerto Rico is more daunting than the implementation of FEMA’s long-term mitigation programs. Table
1 depicts federal data for all disasters declared in 2017
in the United States and Puerto Rico.1 Congress made
the first allocation to HUD for CDBG-DR programs for
Puerto Rico in February 2018, just a few months after the
2017 hurricanes. The CDBG-DR action plan was initially
approved by HUD in February of 2018 and since then
has undergone four substantial amendments to date.
The initial process of approval of the CDBG-DR action
plan for Puerto Rico conforms to the timetable for other
jurisdictions. Yet, the CDGB-MIT program, which with
a $8.4 billion is the largest allocation for HUD programs
for disaster mitigation in Puerto Rico, just completed
the public comments phase of the action plan and is currently undergoing revisions for final approval.
HUD’s disaster programs implementation in Puerto
Rico lags in comparison to other jurisdictions. Of the initial allocation of $1.5 billion in February 2018, disbursed
primarily for housing rehabilitation and assistance, only
$96 million had been outlayed as of the end of July 2020.
In a similar fashion, to date only $3.2 billion of the $19.9
billion has been obligated to program projects or administrative expenses. According to Martin (2018), the typical
process “take 9–12 months after an Action Plan is approved
(which typically occurs within months of HUD allocation
notice) to hire staff, procure contractors and consultants,
and develop management and information systems.” By
this standard, which is based on an examination of CDBGDR grantees action plans for disasters from 2003 to 2014,
so far program implementation in Puerto Rico is taking
twice longer than the typical timeline for other jurisdictions across the United States. Based on the cumulative
evidence from stateside jurisdictions, Martin asserts that
in regard to typical disaster projects, “[w]ithin the same
sample of grants, housing activities on average take 4.7
years to complete from the time a disaster is declared,
and overall grants (including non-housing activities) on
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average take 5.1 years” (2018, 5). Considering CDBG-DR
program implementation to date, we should expect Puerto
Rico’s program completion to exceed the typical CDBGDR program implementation timeline elsewhere.

Housing rehabilitation, reconstruction, or facilitating relocation of
disaster victims in Puerto Rico are activities tailor made for CDCs.

To date, the Puerto Rico Department of Housing
CDBG-DR contracts totaling $723 million have gone entirely to the private sector, with 62 percent of this total
awarded to foreign corporations (Meléndez 2020, 130,
Table 3). These contracts are primarily for the Repair,
Reconstruction, or Relocation (R3) housing program, which
represents 24 percent of the total allocation of $3 billion to
this program. Though the nonprofit sector capacity to bid
for these contracts was restricted given the specifications
of the Notification of Funding Availability (NOFA) of the
Puerto Rico Department of Housing (PRDOH) as approved
by HUD, other stateside jurisdictions have implemented
more inclusive policies to support capacity building for
municipalities and local nonprofit contractors. Housing
rehabilitation, reconstruction, or facilitating relocation of
disaster victims in Puerto Rico are activities tailor made for
CDCs. Many of the CDCs are already implementing some
of these activities in a modest scale with support from the
private sector. Given the appropriate policy (i.e., a more
inclusive NOFA), CDCs are positioned to participate as
contractors in future allocations of the remaining threequarters of funds in this program.
PRDOH’s CDBG-DR program subrecipients agreements have earmarked Government of Puerto Rico agencies, municipalities, and nonprofit organizations. Of the
total $679 million of PRDOH’s agreements with CDBG-DR
subrecipients from 2018 to 2020, 84 percent was allocated
to government agencies and two newly created governmentaffiliated nonprofit organizations. Municipalities are earmarked to receive 5.5 percent, and nonprofits were allocated
12.7 percent (Meléndez 2020, 131, Table 4). Considering
both contracts and agreements totaling $1.4 billion, $723
million (or 52 percent) are allocated to the private sector
(of which two-thirds are assigned to foreign corporations),
central government agencies are earmarked to receive $556
million (40 percent), non-government-affiliated nonprofit
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organizations are earmarked to receive $86 million (6 percent), and municipalities $38 million (2.7 percent). Despite
the grim picture of CDBG-DR allocations supporting program activities implemented by nonprofit organizations and
municipalities, it is important to consider that the CDBGDR programs implementation is in its initial phases, and
the CDBG-MIT action plan is still in the approval stage. A
change in administrations in local government and stateside
could lead to a policy framework more inclusive of nonprofit
organizations and municipalities, and the bulk of federal
disaster funding remains to be allocated.
In sum, three years after the Major Disaster
Declaration by federal authorities in relation to the
2017 hurricanes in Puerto Rico, economic, population,
and disaster program indicators offer a picture of an
uneven and sluggish recovery. For one, despite the lack
of coordination and erratic response from the federal
and Puerto Rico governments to the catastrophic event
and the collapse of the public infrastructure, the nonprofit sector, with support from the philanthropic and
private sectors and local businesses, had a strong initial
response during the emergency phase of recovery. But
the transition to long-term recovery, which requires
implementation of disaster recovery programs, has been
sluggish and largely divorced from engagement of local
resources. The next section examines the nonprofit sector in Puerto Rico and its ongoing and potential participation in economic recovery.
The Nonprofit Sector in Puerto Rico and Its Participation in
Economic Recovery

The catalyst role of nonprofit organizations in mobilizing local resources, coordinating emergency services with
government, and advocating for more resilient community
infrastructure is well established in the literature (Eller et
al. 2015; Luna 2013; Patterson et al. 2010; Robinson and
Murphy 2014). However, one of the critical questions for
disaster recovery policy in Puerto Rico is whether local
nonprofit organizations are capable to implement programs
effectively. This question is partially related to the sector’s
capacity in general, and specifically to its experience and
ability to participate in federal recovery programs over a
long period. I begin this section providing an overall portrait
of the nonprofit sector in Puerto Rico, and then summarizing key findings from the García and Chandrasekhar (2020)
study on the nonprofit sector response during the emer-
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Table 2. Employment in Puerto Rico by Sector, 2019 (Civilian population
aged 16 years and older)
					
Private

661,320

70.9%

Self-employed

26,671

2.9%

Nonprofit

40,676

4.4%

Government

204,510

21.9%

Total

933,177

100.0%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019 1-year American Community Survey,
TableID: C24060.

gency recovery phase and the Villarrubia-Mendoza and
Vélez-Vélez (2020) study on the emerging role of grassroots
organizations in post-Maria recovery.
First, as depicted in Table 2, the nonprofit sector in
Puerto Rico employs 40,676 (or 4.4 percent) of the civilian
population aged 16 and older. To put in context, the nonprofit sector constitutes 10 percent of the American workforce
In short, though the nonprofit sector constitutes a significant portion of the Puerto Rico economy and workforce, it is
about half the size of this sector for the average state.
Figure 2 illustrates the various types of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) comprising the nonprofit
universe. Keeping in mind that the graphic is intended to illustrate a concept and not actual proportions
of industry share, all nonprofit organizations are NGOs.
We use this distinction to denote a significant group of
international charitable organizations known typically as
NGOs. This type of organization is active in the United
States and includes well- recognized organizations such
as the International Olympic Committee and Amnesty
International among many others. Conversely, there are
U.S.-based NGOs with hefty international portfolios such
as the Red Cross or the Salvation Army. The legal definition
of a nonprofit in the United States is that they are charitable IRS Exempt Organizations.
For analytical purposes, as illustrated in Figure 2, I
divide the nonprofit sector engaged in community development into two types of organizations: community-based
organizations (CBOs) and community development corporations (CDCs). Both organization types are place-based,
which distinguishes them from other nonprofit organizations. CBOs and CDCs have a focus on one or several
neighborhoods, and they may operate at a local, regional,
or national level. CDCs are the backbone of the community
development industry. Many CDCs include social services,
community planning and organizing, and programs typical
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Figure 2. Types of Non-Governmental Organizations

NGOs
NPOs
CBOs

CDCs

of other types of CBOs or nonprofit organizations, yet they
are distinct from other community organizations because
they focus on affordable housing, business development
and other revenue-generating economic development
projects (Meléndez and Servon 2007).
The nonprofit sector in Puerto Rico comprises 1,510 organizations registered with the Puerto Rico
State Department and 114 cooperatives registered with
the Corporación Pública para Supervisión y Seguro de
Cooperativas de Puerto Rico (COSSEC). Of these 1,608
organizations, 466 were IRS exempt organizations. In
2019, as depicted in Table 3, the 466 IRS exempt organizations in Puerto Rico that filed 990 returns (for calendar
year 2018), arguably the more robust cohort within the
nonprofit sector in Puerto Rico, reported $3 billion in
total revenues and $7 billion in assets. Whether measured by average revenues or assets, health and education organizations represent the bulk of large nonprofit
organizations. These sectors include the top hospitals
and universities in the island, some of them exceeding

annual revenues and assets of over one hundred million.
The cooperative sector also includes large organizations.
It is necessary to keep in mind that less than one-third
of all the cooperatives filed 990 returns as IRS exempt
organizations and therefore the average revenues and
assets are not representative of the industry as a whole.
According to the most recent financial filings submitted
to the COSSEC in 2018, there were 114 cooperatives in
Puerto Rico with $8.8 billion in assets, 996,132 members, and 2,899 employees (COSSEC 2018). A handful of
credit unions are also CDFIs. Though the participation
of coops in the affordable housing development industry
is limited, a significant number of coops provide housing
mortgages to their members.
However, whether nonprofit organizations can successfully navigate the dynamism and uncertainty of the
disaster recovery process in Puerto Rico remains an open
question. Research shows that networking and communication can provide community organizations with new
avenues of information and action (Quarantelli 1999), boost
their diminished capacities, provide better means of community representation, and improve “cognition” of “emerging risk to which a community is exposed and to act on
that information” (Comfort 2007). Evidence also suggests
that neighborhoods that undertake social networking may
be better able to respond to disasters because it facilitates
information exchange, collective action, and access to new
resources for recovery (Aldrich 2012). Community organizations play a critical role in disaster recovery, given their
ability to motivate volunteerism, assess local needs, and
distribute goods and aid (Patterson et al. 2010).

Table 3. IRS-Exempt Organization Returns Filed in Calendar Year 2019 (From 990 Forms)
REVENUE
Sector

ASSETS

Count

Total

Average

Total

Average

Arts, Culture, and Humanities

23

29,126,795

1,266,382

85,557,722

3,719,901

Cooperatives

16

141,527,602

8,845,475

2,525,222,028

157,826,377

Education

89

1,014,567,503

11,399,635

1,829,698,789

20,558,413

Health

81

1,378,082,922

17,013,369

1,495,944,636

18,468,452

Housing and Com. Devel.

58

46,655,404

804,404

173,006,470

2,982,870

Comm, Dev. Corp. (CDCs)

12

12,124,396

1,010,366

56,257,777

4,688,148

Human Services

117

176,099,476

1,505,124

200,975,876

1,717,743

Other Civic

53

167,839,988

3,166,792

158,677,918

2,993,923

Public Safety

29

76,149,905

2,625,859

514,656,348

17,746,771

TOTAL

466

3,030,049,595

6,476,234

6,983,739,787

50,566

Sources: https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-annual-extract-of-tax-exempt-organization-financial-data; and https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/exempt-organizations-business-master-file-extract-eo-bmf/.
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Figure 3. Objectives of Work Focus or Social Impact of Nonprofits in Puerto Rico
Farming
Communications
Human Rights
Community Development
Economic Development
Education
Environment
Health
Housing
Disaster Preparedness and Response
Other

6%
9%
28%
43%
15%
51%
8%
31%
11%
7%
13%

Source: García and Chandrasekhar (2020). Impact of Hurricane Maria to the civic sector and disaster recovery capacity in Puerto Rico Survey,
2019. Center for Puerto Rican Studies, Hunter College CUNY.

With support from the Center for Puerto Rican
Studies, García and Chandrasekhar (2020) conducted
a study to ascertain the role of nonprofits in disaster
recovery, organizational and networking capacity, and
to what extent they are implementing capacity-building
measures. Selecting randomly from the universe of nonprofit organizations in Puerto Rico, they completed 235
telephone interviews as well as in-depth interviews with
twenty-one residents and executive directors of agencies.
First, the survey requested organizations to identify
the most frequent challenges that were faced since the
hurricane. As depicted in Table 4 and might be expected,
respondents reported the most frequent challenge faced
since the hurricane were damages to their building infrastructure and facilities (45 percent). The second most
frequent response was an increase in demand for services
provided by the organization (14 percent). “Other” refers
to loss of funding, lack of information on grants, greater
bureaucracy, and lack of communication, among other
answers. In terms of existing capacity, they found that the
primary focus of organizations were education programs,
with community development and health the next most
prominent (Figure 3). Yet, it is noticeable that housing
and economic development, the core activities of CDCs
and the focus of reconstruction programs, were activities
reported by a relatively small number of organizations, 20
percent or less of organizations.
Significant findings from the García and
Chandrasekhar (2020) study are as follows:
1. the natural disaster had a significant impact in
non-profit organizations physically and operation-

ally, while interactions with other local nonprofits
have increased substantially. But nonprofits organizations feel less connected to the government;
2. there is a lot of energy in the non-profit sector, as
demonstrated by increased demand for services
and changing missions to respond to this demand;
3. there has been intensified local interaction
among non-profits; however, non-profits are not
“hooked” into formal recovery structures (funding
or information) mainly relating to government,
and it is somewhat of a surprise that disaster preparedness is not among the top choices for programmatic development; and
4. organizations want more help with capacity building across the board—from better understanding
of recovery programs to grant-writing—to close a
large gap between availability of funding and successful acquisition of grants.
The García and Chandrasekhar (2020) study indicates that local nonprofit organizations are deeply
embedded in communities and should be encouraged
to participate in recovery efforts. Yet findings from the
survey of nonprofit organizations in Puerto Rico indicate the urgent need to improve the capacity of local
community organizations to participate more effectively in disaster recovery. There is a lack of organizations
dedicated to or with the capacity to implement housing
and economic development—which are key competencies required for local and federal recovery programs.
Effective participation from nonprofit organizations
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Table 4. Nonprofit Organizational Challenges in Puerto Rico Post-Maria
					
Number
Category

Percent

Affected buildings

105

Loss of employees

16

7%

Loss of information or data

15

6%

More demand for services

34

14%

45%

Lack of knowledge regarding reconstruction

9

4%

Other

55

24%

Total

234

100%

Source: García and Chandrasekhar (2020). Impact of Hurricane Maria to the civic sector and disaster recovery capacity in Puerto Rico Survey, 2019. Center for Puerto
Rican Studies, Hunter College CUNY.

would require access to government and federal recovery funding for community projects. In part, there is
a great need for more inclusive policies that support
local capacity building for reconstruction, and in part
the allocation of funding needs to be more independent from the local political structure. According to
responses to the survey, to date nonprofits participating in economic recovery are mostly being funded by
private sources and members’ contributions. Although
nonprofit organizations might have knowledge about
federal funding opportunities, they are not applying
successfully for this funding or, when they apply, are
not being successful in accessing these funds. Beside
the need to have policies that encourage participation,
these findings indicate that there is a clear need for
technical assistance and capacity building for accessing federal funding. These findings from the survey are
a first step torward an understanding of how nonprofit
organizations have an interest and are eager to increase
their capacity to engage in disaster recovery.
The Villarrubia-Mendoza and Vélez-Vélez (2020)
study on the emerging role of grassroots organizations in
Post-Maria recovery, included as part of this volume of
CENTRO Journal, examines citizens grassroot participation and local engagement in disaster recovery in Puerto
Rico through the prism of the emergence of communitybased initiatives known as “centros de apoyo mutuo”
(mutual support centers) or CAMs across the island.
CAMs are projects based on principles of “autogestión”
and are associated in the disaster recovery literature as
grassroots community organizing, mutual aid (“ayuda
mutua,” “apoyo mutuo”), community empowerment and
economic development, and social movements associated
with resistance to top-down state initiatives.7 The study
involved over a year of ethnographic participant observa-

tion and conducted in-depth interviews with leaders and
members of nine of the CAMs that emerged after the 2017
hurricanes. According to the Villarrubia-Mendoza and
Vélez-Vélez (2020) study, CAMs engage in a wide range of
projects and initiatives including community-coop housing programs, energy independence, sustainable agriculture, and entrepreneurship capacitation, among others.
Through community engagement these organizations are
redefining a vision of a more inclusive recovery process
that encompasses a broader social transformation. They
are confronting and raising awareness about pro-forma
participation in CDBG funding hearings, denial of access
to ownership deeds of abandoned schools and buildings, or the continued undermining of the basic needs of
impacted communities.
Three years after Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto
Rico, CAMs continue providing a grassroot model for
reconstruction and community resilience, a model of a
recovery process that questions how institutional structures have distributed the manifestation of damage.
CAMs establish a framework that seek to improve socioeconomic conditions within their communities, producing a model for social transformation beyond the disaster
context. As these grassroot groups engage in social entrepreneurship they are confronted with the challenges
that nonprofit organizations in general confront—how to
sustain these alternative models of recovery while continuing to challenge the current disaster recovery process
and reconstruction programs. In the next section of this
article I examine how nonprofit organizations and community development corporations (CDCs)—organizations that specialize in housing and community economic
development—build capacity to be able to take advantage
of the window of opportunity provided by the reconstruction process and disaster recovery
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The Housing and Community Economic Development
Industry and the Economic Recovery of Puerto Rico

There is a unique window of opportunity in Puerto
Rico to capitalize on federal reconstruction funding to
support the development of a more robust housing and
community development industry, anchored on principles of social entrepreneurship as a foundation for
neighborhood revitalization and local economic development. Social enterprises8 and ventures are undertakings by private, nonprofit organizations or special
units of local government that operate as businesses.
Yet social enterprise, a core component of the stateside
community development industry, which is also arguably the foundation of the most developed subsectors
among nonprofits in Puerto Rico (e.g., cooperatives,
education and health), is a critical need among community development and human services nonprofits in
Puerto Rico, especially considering the critical role that
the community development industry could play in economic reconstruction. There are numerous reasons for
the existing capacity or lack thereof of the community
development industry and the use of federal funding for
the development of social projects in Puerto Rico. As
I will discuss below, the absence of specific state-level
policies benefiting and often impeding development,
along with a weak support system, are important factors holding back the nonprofit sector participation in
federal economic recovery programs.
The distinction between community-based organizations (CBOs) and community development corporations (CDCs) is particularly relevant in the context
of implementing federally funded recovery programs.
Though both types of nonprofit organization are placebased, CDCs specialize in housing rehabilitation, affordable housing development, business development, and
other revenue generating economic development projects (Meléndez and Servon 2007). These organizational
capacities are necessary for most disaster recovery
projects. Table 5 shows the CDBG-DR programs for
Puerto Rico totaling $9 billion. Of this total, 50 percent
of funding is devoted to housing, 15 percent to economic
development, 14 percent to city (neighborhood) revitalization, and 1.2 percent to community planning. Besides
having been incorporated under IRS Section 501(c)
(3), affordable housing rehabilitation and construction program participation requires nonprofit organiza-
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tions to be certified by the Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) as Community Housing
Development Organization (CHDO), or to be certified
as a Local Housing Counseling Agency (LHCA) to assist
consumers to participate in HUD and other federal
agencies housing subsidies programs. CDCs often obtain
additional certifications from the U.S. Department
of Treasury as a Community Development Financial
Institution (CDFI) or a Community Development Entity
(CDE). These certifications are a precondition for
receiving federal funding for certain community development programs.9 CBOs lacking these capacities face
either a sudden capacity building challenge, or the need
to partner with CDCs that possess these capacities and
certifications to participate in federally funded reconstruction programs.
The relative size and strength of the housing and
community development industry in Puerto Rico must
be understood in the context of the nonprofit and cooperatives sectors. Assessing the housing and community
development nonprofit subsector by the same metrics
we used before, this subsector has the lowest averages
for revenues and assets, except for the human services
subsector (Table 3). If we consider the nonprofit sector
to be inclusive of all the cooperatives, whether these
are IRS exempt organizations or not, the total asset
base of this sector as a whole in 2018 adds to over $13
billion in assets, of which the housing and community
development sector and the CDC subsector represent a
very small fraction. We have identified one dozen active
CDCs, including some (currently or formerly) CHDOs,
and about half a dozen CDFIs in Puerto Rico. In reference to Table 3, the CDCs in Puerto Rico rank as the
organizations with the lowest average assets, and the
second lowest average revenues. According to BorgesMéndez (2020), CDCs exhibit a wide range of capacity
to implement development projects, most have limited
capacity for housing and real estate development, and
only few have undertaken any recovery-related projects
other than housing rehabilitation and other emergencyrelated activities. As in the case of the community development industry in the United States, housing policy has
had a determinant influence on the history of housing
and community development in Puerto Rico, and it is
perhaps the most significant element shaping the trajectory of the local industry.
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Table 5. CDBG-DR Programs (Millions)
PROGRAM
Planning

ASSIGNMENT
150

Puerto Rico Geospatial Framework (GeoFrame) Program

50

Municipal Recovery Planning Program

39

Whole Community Resilience Planning Program

55

Home Resilience Innovation Competition Program

6

Housing

4,489

Home Repair, Reconstruction, or Relocation Program

3,026

Rental Assistance Program

10

Homebuyer Assistance Program

350

Title Clearance Program

40

Social Interest Housing Program

33

CDBG-DR Gap to Low Income Housing Tax Credits Program (LIHTC)

413

Housing Counseling Program
Community Energy and Water Resilience Installations Program

18
300

Economy

1,318
35

Small Business Financing Program

225

Workforce Training Program

40

Construction and Commercial Revolving Loan Program

100

Economic Development Investment Portfolio for Growth Program

800
25

Infrastructure

1,475

Non-Federal Match Program

1,000

Community Resilience Centers Program

75

Critical Infrastructure Resilience Program

400

Multi-Sector

1,523

City Revitalization Program

1,223

Puerto Rico by Design Program
Total

14.7%

93

Small Business Incubators and Accelerators Program

Tourism & Business Marketing Program

50.1%

300

Multi-family Reconstruction, Repair, and Resilience Program
Re-grow PR Urban-Rural Agriculture Program

PERCENTAGE
1.7%

16.5%

17.0%

300
8,954

100%

Source: Puerto Rico Department of Housing, CDBG-DR Program. Accessed 10-6-20 from: https://cdbg-dr.pr.gov/en/.

In 2009 and 2010, nonprofit developers built more affordable
housing using federal tax credits than private developers who up
to that point (and after the ARRA program ended) dominated
the industry.

In a study included in this special issue of CENTRO
Journal and sponsored by the Center for Puerto Rican
Studies, I identified three significant barriers that have
hindered the development of the community economic

development industry in Puerto Rico: the exclusionary
role of federal and local recovery funding policy; the relative weakness of the industry ecosystem; and the relative
scarcity of professionals with community development
skills, especially professionals with the understanding of
reconstruction programs (Meléndez 2020). The potential
role that CDCs can play in the implementation of disaster recovery programs is illustrated by a case study of the
impact of nonprofit developers in affordable housing construction after the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA) of 2009 was enacted. In 2009 and 2010,
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Figure 4. Community Economic Development Ecosystem
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nonprofit developers built more affordable housing using
federal tax credits than private developers who up to that
point (and after the ARRA program ended) dominated the
industry. During the four-year window provided by the
ARRA funding, nonprofit developers built over 3,000 units
of housing. This is a particularly important finding in the
current context of post-disaster economic recovery and
the use of CDBG-DR funding for housing rehabilitation,
reconstruction, and new construction. Given an inclusive
policy implementation, nonprofit developers were able to
quickly respond to the challenge and developed as many
units as the private sector, demonstrating a rapid deployment capability and surpassing private sector production
in the initial years of the program (Meléndez 2020).
As illustrated in Figure 4, the community economic
development ecosystem is integrated by CDCs, CDFIs
and other financial intermediaries (such as capacity building and training vendors, often subsidiaries or affiliated
with financial intermediaries), and other sector-specific
networks that play a key role as regional and national
advocacy coalitions for the advancement of the industry.
Besides disaster mitigation and recovery funding, community economic development is financed through multiple
federal programs, and often these programs are combined

to finance different aspects of a project. programs broadly
utilized in the industry include the LIHTC and HOME for
subsidization of affordable housing, CDFIs for low interest community lending, New Market Tax Credits (NMTC)
for commercial development, USDA programs for housing
and other rural development, EDA programs for local economic development programs, SBA small business support
programs, and many others. These federal programs are
often paired with state and local subsidies. Yet, in Puerto
Rico, many federal social purpose programs are grossly
underutilized. The current window of opportunity for the
island is given by the availability of reconstruction funding and of other underutilized non-disaster related federal
programs. In Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina, for example, LIHTC 4-percent funding was combined with CDBGDR for leveraging $1.1 billion for the development of 8,448
units, of which 63 percent were affordable (Severino 2018).
In Puerto Rico, the current CDBG-DR program allocates
$413 million to the LIHTHC-Gap program to provide gap
funding for financing affordable rental housing units.
Puerto Rico has a relatively weak community economic development ecosystem. With the notable exception of
Banco Popular, which holds a portfolio of affordable housing investments, the island has no significant community
economic development financial intermediaries. However,
disaster recovery programs offer an opportunity for emerging intermediaries to expand their portfolios. There are
two nonprofit organizations that were created to serve as
community development intermediaries with programs
to support nonprofit and private organizations. Founded
in 1984, the Puerto Rico Community Foundation (PRCF)
is perhaps the oldest organization with an established
program to support organizations’ community-based economic development and social entrepreneurship, and to
a far less extent, affordable housing. Founded in 2011,
Foundation for Puerto Rico (FPR) is a nonprofit organization implementing an economic development initiative
based on destination tourism in partnership with local
governments and nonprofits organizations. Beginning in
2019, FPR received $37.5 million CDBG-DR funding from
the Puerto Rico Department of Housing to lead the coordination of the Whole Community Resilience Planning
Program (Foundation for Puerto Rico 2019). According to
the Foundation Center, in 2019, FPR and PRCF received
$6 million in grants to support community organizations
(Meléndez 2020, 143, Table 6).
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Beside the FCPR and the FPR, there are two other
important organizations that are initiating or renewing
efforts for community development programs and potentially can have great impact on fostering social entrepreneurship in Puerto Rico. Two of the most important emerging community development intermediaries are established
as public trusts. The Puerto Rico Science, Technology &
Research Trust (PRTRT) has undertaken several social ventures and developed specific business development models
that serve as capacity-building and financial intermediaries
especially for technology companies. The PRDOH recently
allocated $92.5 million from the CDBG-DR program to the
PRTRT for the implementation of the Re-grow PR UrbanRural Agriculture Program. Para la Naturaleza (PLN) is a
nonprofit subsidiary of the Conservation Trust of Puerto
Rico that oversees 42 natural areas throughout the island
that are managed as social ventures, and implement fundraising, educational and volunteerism initiatives. These two
public trusts have played a prominent role in reconstruction,
implemented numerous programs with local community
organizations, and have the revenues and assets capacity to
evolve into anchors of the community development industry. Despite having a robust cooperative sector, evident gaps
in the emergent community economic development industry eco-system are a specialized intermediary supporting
and financing affordable housing development, and a highrisk pre-development fund.
The development of CDCs and by implication the housing and community development industry in Puerto Rico
is in part a workforce development challenge (Meléndez
2020). In Puerto Rico, there is a wealth and abundant supply of well-trained, talented, and experienced nonprofit
and business professionals but not enough professionals
with the understanding of reconstruction programs and
other federal programs supporting the housing and community development industry. A survey of professionals
directly involved or overseeing programs that are part of
or align with the economic and disaster recovery plans
for Puerto Rico sponsored by the Center for Puerto Rican
Studies documented a significant skills gap in critical areas
such as community engagement and planning, economic and housing development, and disaster preparedness,
recovery and resilience. Even among those most educated
and actively engaged in the industry there is a recognition
for the need for the development of professional skills in
the industry moving forward (Meléndez 2020).
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Too few CDCs with significant operational capacity are a tangible barrier to the potential expansion of
financial intermediaries, the community economic development industry, and more specifically to the nonprofit
sector participation in federally funded disaster recovery
programs. CDCs typically maintain a steady pipeline of
local development projects or the volume required for
syndication and reasonable returns on the investment of
financial intermediaries’ organizational resources. In a
study included in this volume and sponsored by the Center
for Puerto Rican Studies, Borges-Méndez (2020) examines
the organizational capacity and potential for participation
in disaster recovery programs. Among the CDCs selected
for the study, some were certified as CHDOs and CDFIs,
but they operated other programs such as vocational education, special education, housing counseling, and others.
This mix of education and social service, typical of CBOs,
is related to the CDC’s origins and mission. Many of them
were created as CBOs and evolved into CDCs, while a
smaller fraction were founded specifically for community
economic development activities.
According to Borges-Méndez (2020), CDCs’ experience with federal funding is limited and uneven. Though
these CDCs have managed HUD (e.g., HOME, LIHTC)
and FEMA (Public Assistance) contracts, they reported a
limited capacity to prepare complex, multi-year projects,
such as those of the CBDG-DR. Among the barriers for
disaster recovery program participation they reported
the following:
• The complexity of federal funding applications
and the short project development cycle imposed
by federal agencies;
• The limited project management and compliance
expertise of the staff since every funding stream
comes with its own reporting requirements;
• Limited outreach resources and methodologies to
involve communities and other potential stakeholders in strategic planning, a salient requirement of federal applications.
In addition, CDC leaders were particularly critical
of an opportunistic environment in the search for local
and federal funding at the municipal level and would like
disaster recovery programs to have greater autonomy
from the island’s political system and electoral cycle.
Participating organizations recognized the imperative
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need to build organizational capacity in general and specifically for disaster programs participation but identified
lack of funding and the “downtime” of senior staff while
at training as practical impediments. They also would
like to receive assistance for strategic planning and community engagement. In addition to these obstacles above,
they identified several critical gaps in funding sources
and project support:
1. “Lack of financial intermediaries to facilitate
access to key pools of funding such as housing tax
credits, new market tax credits, and the benefits
and economic development incentives available
through Opportunity Zones designations;
2. Difficulties in financing pre-development costs
through the lengthy funding approval period, and
compliance with project requirements;
3. Lack of information flows as a result of intentional
political gatekeeping;
4. Lack of data, applied research, and information to
document community needs, to elaborate proposals, and for project monitoring and evaluation”
(Borges-Méndez 2020).
The experience of local CDCs with federal affordable housing and community development programs
offers a foundation for scaling up nonprofit sector participation in disaster recovery programs. Findings from
the Borges-Méndez (2020) study indicate that there is a
disconnection between local implementation of disaster
recovery programs and CDCs with experience developing federally-funded housing and economic development
programs. Collectively, these organizations have limited
experience with recovery programs and require organizational capacity building to become competitive in
the submission of proposals, and in the implementation
and management of the projects. Yet a fraction of them
already have a proven track record of project completion
and are overcoming barriers to expand their participation
in disaster recovery programs.
Policy, CDBG-DR Program Implementation, and Disaster
Governance Models

In contrast to the example of ARRA stimulus funding
presented earlier, we have documented that current
recovery funding policy in Puerto Rico largely excludes
nonprofit developers. Puerto Rico’s policy programs for
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disaster recovery are centralized into two agencies: the
Puerto Rico Department of Housing (PRDOH) for the
allocation of CDBG-DR and CDBG-MIT funding, and the
Central Office of Recovery, Reconstruction and Resiliency
(COR3) for the management of FEMA-funded programs.
In a study included in this volume and sponsored by the
Center for Puerto Rican Studies, Torres Cordero (2020)
asserts that these two agencies function independently of
each other and, in comparison to other U.S. jurisdictions,
centralize decision-making, while the implementation
of programs is restricting municipal and nonprofit sector participation in publicly sponsored reconstruction
projects. The conventional practice in most states is to
integrate reconstruction programs under one agency and
set up governance structures that promote interagency
collaboration and coordination with federal agencies and
are more inclusive of local governments and nonprofit
organizations. In light of these circumstances, Torres
Cordero asserts that “current federal guidelines for the
use of CDBG-DR funds allow for a certain measure of discretion and interpretation that the Government of Puerto
Rico can elect to exercise or not in order to develop more
equitable programs aimed at producing a better and more
just recovery” (2020, 200).
Torres Cordero (2020) identified governance models in jurisdictions affected by hurricanes with experience managing federal disaster programs and a collection of practices that foster local involvement and
equitable access to resources and programs. Case studies for CDBG-DR governance models in Puerto Rico,
Louisiana, South Carolina, Florida, and Texas provide
specific examples of local structural arrangements and
policies that support local participation and build nonprofit organizations’ capacity for community and economic development. Though the mechanisms for more
inclusive participation vary, examples of local policy
implementation within current federal law include:
• subrecipient agreements to provide direct allocations to local governments (Louisiana, post-hurricanes Gustav and Ike, 2008);
• multiple local grantees including partnerships
with nonprofit housing developers and community development corporations (South Carolina,
post-Hurricane Joaquin, 2015);
• regional differentiation through RFPs and joint
ventures and partnerships between government
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agencies and for-profit and nonprofit organizations (Florida, post-Hurricane Irma, 2017); and
• supplemental action planning and amendments to
the action plan to redistribute resources from the
state to county and city levels (Texas, post-Hurricane Harvey, 2017).
Evidently, these examples highlight potential policy
reforms in Puerto Rico that will lead to more inclusive
practices for municipalities and nonprofit organizations.
All these reforms are within the authority of the governor
of Puerto Rico. Torres Cordero (2020, 220) concludes the
study with a call to action:
The maneuvers referenced in this study are by no means easy
to implement and might require significant structural and
programmatic changes to the ways that disaster recovery is
managed and resourced. The decision is not whether to change
or not—the fact or reality is that change is inevitable. The
decision is how to change in a manner that is equitable and
that leads to a just recovery. The cases examined here show
that incremental changes are possible; however, awareness and
coalition building are crucial first steps toward the design and
implementation of more inclusive and equitable policies. Further,
what cannot be immediately changed, can be brought to light—
and casting such a light on policy failures in clear and descriptive
terms is a necessary precursor to change.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Post-disaster planning and federal funding for economic
recovery offer Puerto Rico a unique window of opportunity—to restore its economy and infrastructure in a more
resilient fashion. However, such an opportunity hinges
on local participation to join government efforts in planning and then executing a comprehensive reconstruction
and recovery program. Our main goal with this volume
of CENTRO Journal is to provide an assessment of local
participation in the economic recovery of Puerto Rico. The
studies included in this volume provide an assessment of
businesses and the nonprofit and municipal sectors’ participation in the economic recovery of Puerto Rico to date,
and the contingencies such as more inclusionary policies
and capacity- building initiatives that may shape such participation in the future.

But nonprofit and grassroots organizing efforts are confronted
with the challenge of how to build capacity to be able to take
advantage of the window of opportunity provided by the reconstruction process and disaster recovery programs.

Findings from the aforementioned studies indicate that the nonprofit and business sectors had a wide
participation in the immediate emergency phase of the
post-disaster recovery, primarily supported by private
donations and investments, with minimal support from
the local or federal government. We also saw grassroot
efforts for reconstruction and community resilience,
such as the CAMs, that integrates natural disaster and
social reconstruction. But nonprofit and grassroots organizing efforts are confronted with the challenge of how
to build capacity to be able to take advantage of the window of opportunity provided by the reconstruction process and disaster recovery programs. Their capacity to
participate in the post-disaster economic recovery phase
hereon is constrained due to the limited experience in
the sector with housing and economic development, and
mitigation and resiliency-building programs, which constitute the focus of the long-term post-disaster federal
economic recovery programs.
In this context, federal recovery programs implementation, and more specifically recovery funding policy,
have resulted in the outright exclusion or minimal participation of nonprofit developers in publicly-sponsored
reconstruction projects in Puerto Rico to date.
The recent awards for housing rehabilitation and
reconstruction were solely awarded to the private sector, with 62 percent of the contracts awarded to foreign
corporations. In contrast, CDCs and nonprofit developers
demonstrated that, when given the opportunity during the
ARRA program, they were able to build more than 3,000
units of housing using the LIHTC program and surpassed
the number of housing units built by the for-profit sector.
The Torres Cordero (2020) study introduces concrete
examples of policies implemented in other jurisdictions
benefiting from CDBG-DR and other federal disaster programs that are more equitable by supporting inclusiveness
of local governments and nonprofit organizations.
These general findings from the studies included in
this volume serve as a foundation for policy and community strategies recommendations.
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Policy Reform

1.

2.

Enact local inclusionary policy reforms consistent with
federal disaster recovery programs to support decentralization and municipal participation, and nonprofit
developers and CDCs participation. These policies
include subrecipient agreements to provide direct allocations to municipalities, promoting partnerships with
nonprofit housing developers and community development corporations, regional differentiation through
RFPs and joint ventures and partnerships between
government agencies, for-profit and nonprofit organizations, and supplemental action planning and amendments to the action plan to redistribute resources from
the state to county and city levels.
Development of a low-cost, high-risk predevelopment fund to support existing CDCs with some
experience in housing and other community development activities. In addition to subsidizing predevelopment costs, CDCs require technical support for submitting competitive proposals to FEMA,
CDBG-DR, and other economic recovery targeted
funding, as well as for the combination of such funds
with other traditional community development programs such as housing tax credits, new market tax
credits, USDA programs, and opportunity zones.

Organizational Capacity-Building

3.

4.

Development of supports for non-profits to become
CDCs though professional development for current
staff on housing and community economic development, for understanding federal funding for economic
recovery, and for partnerships with established CDCs
or other intermediaries for implementing projects.
Development of professional training for postdisaster economic recovery that will be delivered as comprehensive continuing education
courses, via online or other structured seminars.

Industry Ecosystem

5.

Strengthening community development intermediaries to provide technical assistance to nonprofit
organizations and developers. In particular, Puerto
Rico needs a specialized Community Development
Financial Institution (CDFI) for housing, financing,
and development. These financial intermediaries are

6.

7.

important for understanding the plethora of federal
programs available to nonprofit developers, including complex transactions involving syndication and
the combination of funding required for most housing and commercial development projects, and the
complexity of bidding, managing, and complying
with federal recovery programs.
Creation of a hub for the exchange of information
and networking to make available a directory of individuals and organizations, a calendar of activities,
and opportunities for volunteerism and collaborations.
Creation of a data hub for easy access to interactive GIS maps available for each community and
municipality in the island, to construct visualizations
for community planning and contribute to crowdsourcing data efforts, and for the training of community groups on the use of the platform for community planning and development for post-disaster
economic recovery.

In sum, post-disaster federal funding for economic
recovery offers Puerto Rico a unique window of opportunity to restore its economy and infrastructure in a more
resilient fashion while strengthening the nonprofit sector’s capacity for community planning, housing development, and neighborhood revitalization. However, such an
opportunity is contingent on implementing a comprehensive strategy for reforming public policy to encourage and
support nonprofit developers participation in reconstruction programs, building industry capacity by strengthening intermediaries and CDCs, encouraging intra-industry
partnerships and collaborations, and providing professional development for economic recovery.
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FEMA’s Spending Explorer, Data as of 7/31/20. Figure includes
various Congressional allocations though both FEMA and SBA
for Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, CA Wildfires, and
other 2017 Disasters; Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017, CA Wildfires,
and other 2017 Disasters (PL 115-123); Harvey, Irma, Maria,
2017, and CA Wildfires (PL 115-156); Harvey, Irma, Maria, 2017,
and CA Wildfires (PL 115-72).
2
The IEA correlates highly with the Gross National Product
and is used as an early indicator of economic activity.
3<?>
To estimate these elements—damage, exposure, and recovery—we used 28 indicator variables in a linear discriminant
analysis (LDA) to calculate the RIM index, and then classified
counties into the RIM’s four categories (susceptible, recovering,
resilient, and usurper counties) corresponding to low, mediumlow, medium-high, and high community resilience.
4
The Charitable Sector <https://independentsector.org/about/
the-charitable-sector/#:~:text=The%20nonprofit%20sector%20%E2%80%93%2010%20percent,2.7%20percent%20
increase%20from%202015/>.
5
Differences Between NGOs and Nonprofits <https://www.
thebalancesmb.com/differences-between-ngos-and-nonprofits4589762#:~:text=Nonprofits%20can%20be%20called%20
non,disaster%20relief%20and%20human%20rights/>.
6
Subtracting cooperatives that are registered as nonprofits with
the IRS, which are counted as nonprofits.
7
Autogestión is defined as a perspective on development and social organizing that centers peoples’ right to self-determination
and participation in the socioeconomic and political sphere of
their communities.
8
A social enterprise is an organization that applies commercial strategies to maximize improvements in financial, social,
and environmental well-being — this may include maximizing
social impact alongside profits for external shareholders. See
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_enterprise/>.
9
In addition, some states and state-wide associations of CDC
require local certifications for local program participation. In
Puerto Rico, there is no specific legal definition for CDCs at the
state level, yet nonprofit organizations seeking federal funding from specific programs will need to comply with various
required certifications (e.g., as CHDO or LHCA).
1
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