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LA ISLA OLVIDADA

INTERNATIONAL NGOS PICK UP THE UNITED STATE’S SLACK

IN PUERTO RICO Becca Buehler
Staff Writer

A damaged Puerto Rican national flag hangs from
the facade of a business after Hurricane Maria.
San Juan, Puerto Rico. September 2018.
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any Puerto Ricans call

their home la isla olvi-

dada—the  forgotten
island. This nickname reflects
Puerto Rico’s sense of neglect by
the United States government,
especially in the aftermath of
natural disasters.

Puerto Rico is a common-
wealth of the United States and
its inhabitants are American cit-
izens. They enjoy benefits such
as a limited version of Medic-
aid and US military protection.
However, citizenship does not
guarantee them political rep-
resentation: Puerto Ricans can-
not participate in presidential
elections, and the territory does
not have voting representatives
in Congress. While they are de-
nied a voice in government, they
share plenty of responsibilities
with mainland citizens. Puer-
to Ricans do not pay income tax
unless they are employed by the
US government, but they do pay
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payroll, business, estate, import,
export, commodity, and social
security taxes, and they can be
drafted into the US Army. Their
money and service supports and
protects the United States, but
many Puerto Ricans feel that the
country does not return the fa-
vor.

Is History Repeating Itself?

As Puerto Rico continues to
recover from the devastation
of Hurricane Maria, a series of
earthquakes have renewed its
sense of abandonment. How-
ever, while the current admin-
istration may have “forgotten”
its island territory, internation-
al non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) have not.

The earthquakes began on De-
cember 28, 2019 and have con-
tinued into the new year. In the
past several weeks, additional
temblors and hundreds of after-
shocks have rocked Puerto Rico.
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One even recorded a magnitude
of 6.4, the largest quake the is-
land has seen in a century. Many
say that the constant threat and
unpredictability of the ongoing
temblors make them worse than
Hurricane Maria. The seismic
activity has caused tremendous
damage to the island, collapsing
homes, schools, and churches.
Widespread power outages pose
a serious safety threat to patients
in hospitals and nursing homes,
and many affected schools have
been unable to reopen. For res-
idents whose houses remain
standing, the fear of collapse
forces them to sleep outside. Ac-
cess to clean water, food, elec-
tricity, and supplies remains a
major problem.

In a press release on January
7, 2020, House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi implored President Don-
ald Trump to react with “ur-
gency and compassion” to the
earthquakes in order to avoid
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“a repeat of the same failed re-
sponse” to Hurricane Maria. The
following day, Trump signed an
emergency declaration that au-
thorized the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) to
fund relief efforts in Puerto Rico.
However, despite this action,
many feel that history continues
to repeat itself.

Helping or Hindering?

In 2017, Hurricane Maria re-
sulted in the deaths of 2,975 peo-
ple in Puerto Rico. Many attri-
bute this death toll in part to the
Trump administration’s slow re-
sponse, whether it was the De-
partment of Housing and Urban
Development’s delayed release
of funding notices to the island,
or Trump’s deliberate stalling of
a disaster relief bill. As of May
2019, the island saw less than
US$14 billion of the federally
promised US$42.5 billion in re-
lief funds. As of November 2019,

GLOBAL NOTEBOOK

FEMA—an organization sup-
ported by Puerto Rican taxpay-
ers—has funded only 190 long-
term relief projects out of the
more than 1,500 requested.

Global nonprofit organizations
played a major role in the im-
mediate response to Hurricane
Maria and are still actively sup-
porting recovery efforts. Inter-
national NGOs such as Save the
Children, International Medical
Corps, Mercy Corps, and Oxfam
International provided immedi-
ate aid in the form of water fil-
ters, solar lanterns, meals, gener-
ators, and hard cash. They also
initiated long-term programs
to promote continued recovery
and resilience. Oxfam forged al-
liances between local organiza-
tions, introduced alternative en-
ergy sources to restore electrici-
ty, and offered legal aid to fam-
ilies whose claims were rejected
by FEMA. Mercy Corps helped
farmers and fishermen rebuild
their businesses, revived the
tourism industry with rehabil-
itation and promotion of popu-
lar sites, and nurtured not only
economic recovery but econom-
ic growth.

A Rocky Recovery

Now, Puerto Rico is facing a
new disaster, and it is receiv-
ing the same response. Accord-
ing to Dr. Adi Martinez-Roman,
a senior policy analyst on Puer-
to Rico for Oxfam America, “The
US continues to deny its citizens
the help they deserve.... These
earthquakes once again expose
the unacceptably slow pace of
recovery and absolutely shame-
ful US federal government re-
sponse.” As a result, internation-
al NGOs such as Oxfam have
stepped in to supplement insuf-

This content downloaded from

ficient federal aid.

Oxfam America is a sector of
Oxfam International, a nonprofit
organization committed to erad-
icating global poverty. Oxfam
International responds to crises
in impoverished nations by pro-
viding immediate humanitarian
aid and long-term recovery pro-
grams. It is currently support-
ing refugees of the violent con-
flicts in Myanmar, Syria, and the
Democratic Republic of Congo,
victims of hunger crises in Ye-
men and South Sudan, and those
affected by devastating cyclones
in Malawi, Mozambique, and
Zimbabwe.

After Hurricane Maria, Oxfam
America President Abby Max-
man acknowledged that it was
unusual for Oxfam to respond
to disasters in the United States
and other wealthy countries.
The United Nations classifies the
eight aforementioned nations
where Oxfam works as “devel-
oping economies,” while the
United States is a “major devel-
oped economy.” However, due
to insufficient federal aid, the
situation in Puerto Rico is dire
enough for Oxfam to become
involved. The organization has
been providing physical and
emotional support in the form of
tents and psychological counsel-
ing. It has also been supporting
the installation of solar and oth-
er alternative energy sources on
the island.

A Problematic Pattern

In 2017, Maxman described
Oxfam’s involvement as rare.
Now, it may be becoming a
pattern. The American gov-
ernment’s reluctance or refus-
al to send sufficient disaster aid
means that international orga-
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nizations have to pick up the
slack. However, as non-profits
they have limited resources. In
2019, Oxfam’s revenue from do-
nors, grants, and other contrib-
utors was just over US$88 mil-
lion. This number pales in com-
parison to the United States’s
budget for disaster relief spend-
ing in 2019, which totaled over
US$17 billion. The year before,
the enacted budget was nearly
US$70.8 billion. These numbers
suggest that the United States is
not unable to send aid —it is sim-
ply unwilling.

The United States’s neglect
of Puerto Rico hurts the mil-
lions of American citizens liv-
ing there. But it may also have
a detrimental impact globally.
Sending money, supplies, and
personnel to Puerto Rico means
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reducing the aid that Oxfam and
other NGOs can provide to oth-
er nations that tend to be pover-
ty-stricken and crisis-wracked.
As developing economies, they
do not have access to the same
resources as the US federal
government. Unlike the Unit-
ed States, it is not a question of
whether they are willing to send
aid, but whether they are able.

A Promise to Keep

When President Woodrow
Wilson granted US citizenship
to the inhabitants of Puerto
Rico, he insisted that the govern-
ment take moral, not just terri-
torial, ownership of the island:
“We must be free from every
unnecessary burden or embar-
rassment; and there is no better
way... than to fulfil our promis-
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es and promote the interests of
those dependent on us most.”

It is hard to know whether
Wilson would qualify the Unit-
ed States’s neglect of Puerto
Rico and consequent reliance
on international charity an “em-
barrassment.” However, the
federal government’s slow and
insufficient disaster relief efforts
undeniably create an “unneces-
sary burden.” This burden falls
on the people of Puerto Rico
struggling to recover from yet
another natural disaster, and
on international NGOs that are
already addressing countless
global catastrophes. For the sake
of American citizens in Puerto
Rico and crisis victims around
the world, the United States
needs to remember the island it
has forgotten.
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