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About This Report

In 2023, the government of Puerto Rico (GPR) asked RAND to assess the progress of recovery 
from Hurricanes Maria and Irma and to provide policy recommendations on how to accel-
erate that recovery. To respond to this request, RAND researchers examined policy areas 
important to Puerto Rico’s social, economic, and governance success. These assessments 
address the pace of recovery and opportunities to build back a more robust and resilient soci-
ety. RAND has produced a report for each of these topics that documents the research team’s 
analysis, findings, and recommendations to help Puerto Rico move forward. In addition, we 
have developed a Recovery Tracking Tool to provide actionable insights on the ongoing prog-
ress of the recovery. Finally, we have produced synthesis reports that provide a more holistic 
view of the recovery and highlight opportunities for Puerto Rico to leverage the recovery 
effort to foster a vibrant, resilient society. 

This synthesis report covers what Puerto Rico can do to improve the recovery in key social 
sectors, specifically in the areas of energy, the economy, health care, education, public safety, 
and emergency preparedness. This publication summarizes work that was fully documented 
in a series of unpublished reports provided to the government of Puerto Rico in 2025. Most of 
the data analyzed for this report reflect information collected or available as of 2024.

About the RAND Homeland Security Research Division
This research was sponsored by the Puerto Rico Department of Housing (Departamento de 
la Vivienda) via a grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to the 
Puerto Rico Department of Housing and conducted in the Disaster Management and Resil-
ience Program of the RAND Homeland Security Research Division (HSRD). HSRD operates 
the Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center (HSOAC), a federally funded research 
and development center (FFRDC) sponsored by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS). HSRD also conducts research and analysis for other federal, state, local, tribal, ter-
ritorial, and public- and private-sector organizations that make up the homeland security 
enterprise, within and outside the HSOAC contract. In addition, HSRD conducts research 
and analysis on homeland security matters for U.S. allies and private foundations. 

For more information on HSRD, see www.rand.org/hsrd. For more information on this 
publication, see www.rand.org/t/RRA2959-30.

http://www.rand.org/hsrd
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Priority Recommendations for 
Puerto Rico to Promote Well-Being 
and Economic Growth

In 2017, Hurricanes Irma and Maria struck Puerto Rico, causing widespread destruction 
and disruption across the island. In the years since, Puerto Rico has pursued recovery proj-
ects funded by more than $70 billion in federal aid, although progress in completing these 
projects has been slow. In addition to the immediate needs of the recovery, there are long-
standing challenges in Puerto Rico: an unreliable power system, persistent out-migration, an 
underperforming education system, and high rates of poverty, to name a few.

Concerned by the trajectory of the recovery, the government of Puerto Rico (GPR) asked 
RAND to assess progress to date and to provide recommendations for accelerating and 
improving the recovery. In response, RAND researchers examined policy areas important to 
Puerto Rico’s social, economic, and governance success:

• workforce
• supply chain
• fiscal (inflation)
• recovery processes
• economy
• energy
• education
• health care
• public safety
• migration
• emergency preparedness.1

The reports address the pace of recovery and opportunities to build back a more robust, 
resilient, and vibrant society. The topic areas are organized around three primary objectives:

• Accelerate the recovery. How can Puerto Rico increase the pace of the recovery?
• Improve the recovery. How can Puerto Rico ensure that the recovery yields broader

societal gains?
• Improve preparedness. How can Puerto Rico be better prepared for the next disaster?

1	 RAND has produced a report for each of these topic areas that documents that research team’s analysis, 
findings, and recommendations to help Puerto Rico move forward. 
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As these objectives suggest, the goal in spending the more than $70 billion in federal disaster 
funds goes beyond restoring damaged infrastructure to predisaster conditions. Puerto Rico 
has an opportunity to use these funds to build more-resilient infrastructure, improve gov-
ernance, and use the recovery as a catalyst to foster a more robust, prosperous, and vibrant 
economy and society.

This report is the second of two reports that synthesize the findings of the teams’ assess-
ments. The first synthesis focuses on the objective of accelerating the recovery; that report 
covers the key findings and recommendations from our analysis of recovery-related work-
force demands, the impact of inflation on recovery funds, supply chain constraints, and the 
speed and efficiency of the recovery process.2

This synthesis report covers what Puerto Rico can do to improve societal outcomes in key 
social sectors, specifically in the areas of energy, the economy, health care, education, public 
safety, and emergency preparedness. The research teams found that, with the exception of the 
electric power system, many of these sectors have returned to predisaster norms but continue 
to face significant, long-standing challenges that predate Hurricanes Irma and Maria. With 
the goal of addressing the most-pressing and most-impactful needs, this synthesis notes pri-
orities among and within the relevant policy areas critical to improving the competitiveness 
of Puerto Rico’s businesses and ensuring that Puerto Rico is considered a desirable place to 
live long after the recovery is complete.

Puerto Rico’s Top Priority Should Be the Energy Sector
Poor Performance in the Electric Power System Hurts Puerto Rico’s 
Economy and Residents’ Well-Being
In unpublished RAND research on the status of, challenges with, and recommendations on 
energizing Puerto Rico, Ismael Arciniegas Rueda and his colleagues found that, since before 
the hurricanes, challenges in Puerto Rico’s energy sector have affected both quality of life and 
economic success. They determined that utility customers in Puerto Rico face roughly five 
times the number of power outages than the average U.S. utility customer. And electric rates 
in Puerto Rico have been consistently higher than those in the mainland United States.3 Such 
frequent outages and high energy costs (1) are a driver of out-migration from Puerto Rico and 
(2) impair the competitiveness of Puerto Rico’s businesses—including those in the pharma-
ceutical and manufacturing industries—resulting in less economic activity, lower wages, and 
lower tax revenues.

2	 Kyle Siler-Evans, Keith Crane, Elvira N. Loredo, Vegard M. Nygaard, and Chandra Garber, Accelerat-
ing Puerto Rico’s Disaster Recovery: A Synthesis of Findings and Recommendations, RAND Corporation, 
RR-A2959-14, 2025.
3	 In this report, we use U.S. mainland to refer to the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
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Many of these challenges are related to Puerto Rico’s efforts to balance competing demands 
on its electric power system—namely, reliability, affordability, and sustainability. Recent poli-
cies appear to strongly favor sustainability, but Arciniegas Rueda and his colleagues caution 
that some of these policies can have serious consequences to the reliability of the grid. Fol-
lowing are some examples:

•  Inadequate generation capacity to meet demand is the primary reason for power out-
ages. On paper, Puerto Rico has sufficient capacity. However, the Arciniegas Ruedas 
team found that, in recent years, only two of six baseload generators delivered their full 
nameplate power;4 the other four never managed to do so. As a consequence, available 
generation capacity was below the target level for more than half the year. 

•  At the same time, the 2019 passage of the Puerto Rico Energy Public Policy Act will force 
the closure by 2027 of AES Guayama,5 a coal-fired power plant that accounts for 10 per-
cent of available capacity. The research team found that closing AES Guayama without 
a proven substitute in place will lead to a further deterioration in system reliability.

•  Puerto Rico’s net-energy metering program compensates distributed resource genera-
tors (primarily solar) at 100 percent of the retail rate. In addition to jeopardizing the 
financial health of the grid operator, such high payment rates reduce revenues needed to 
maintain the grid. Challenges with reliability related to further deterioration of the grid 
would likely undermine public and business confidence in the system. 

The issues affecting Puerto Rico’s energy sector are related to both policy and infrastructure 
challenges; the researchers include recommendations for both.

Recovery of the Energy Sector Lags That of Other Sectors, with Large 
Cost Implications
As of May 2024, only 15 percent of the 256 recovery projects in the energy sector had been 
completed. In part, this is because these projects are part of the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) Accelerated Awards Strategy (FAASt); although this program was 
intended to accelerate obligations, the research team concluded that the FAASt projects are 
slower to reach completion than non-FAASt projects are. And, as shown in Table 1, the Puerto 
Rico Electric Power Authority (PREPA) accounts for almost two-thirds of FAASt obligations, 
but less than half of PREPA projects have even entered the postobligation process. In other 
words, a significant share of recovery funds is still in the very early stages of the process.

4	 Baseload is “the minimum amount of electric power delivered or required over a given period of time at a 
steady rate.” Nameplate capacity refers to “the maximum rated output of a generator, prime mover, or other 
electric power production equipment under specific conditions designated by the manufacturer.” See U.S. 
Energy Information Administration, “Glossary,” webpage, undated-a.
5	 Act 17 of 2019, Puerto Rico Energy Public Policy Act, April 11, 2019; U.S. Energy Information Adminis-
tration, “Puerto Rico: Territory Profile and Energy Estimates,” webpage, undated-b. 
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As described in Accelerating Puerto Rico’s Recovery: A Synthesis of Findings and Recom-
mendations, higher-than-expected inflation rates and delayed timelines to complete recovery 
projects are increasing inflation costs for recovery projects.6 The slower the recovery, the 
greater the chance that projects will not be completed because of funding shortfalls. Even 
after accelerating the pace of the recovery to meet a target disbursement scenario, PREPA 
will nonetheless experience an estimated $3.6 billion funding shortfall, equal to roughly one-
third of the FEMA funds obligated to it. Given our recommendation in that report to priori-
tize “projects that are expected to achieve substantial long-term economic and social benefits, 
[including] repairing and improving infrastructure that creates a foundation for economic 
development, improves quality of life for people in Puerto Rico, and creates resilience for 
future disasters,”7 there is significant urgency to complete energy-sector projects, and the 
GPR might want to consider prioritizing recovery funds toward these efforts. 

Recommendations for the Energy Sector
Although Puerto Rico has challenges with all three objectives (reliability, affordability, and 
sustainability), the researchers conclude that reliability is the critical issue. Therefore, the 
overarching recommendation is that Puerto Rico should rebalance policy priorities and put 

6	 See Siler-Evans et al., 2025. 
7	 Siler-Evans et al., 2025, summary.

TABLE 1
Summary of FAASt Block Funding

Subrecipient
FAASt Obligation, in Billions  

of Then-Year Dollars

Percentage of Fundinga

In Postobligation Process Disbursed

PREPA 9.5 42 10.3

Puerto Rico Aqueduct and 
Sewer Authority 

3.7 41 3.5

Puerto Rico Department of 
Education

2.1 44 11.9

Puerto Rico Public Housing 
Administration

0.55 100 13.5

Total 15.7 45 13.7

SOURCE: Features data from unpublished RAND research by Vegard Nygaard, Kyle Siler-Evans, and Marco Hafner on 
Puerto Rico’s recovery progress to date and estimated funding shortfalls for financing the recovery.
NOTE: Of the $26.3 billion in obligated funds that Puerto Rico received from FEMA’s Public Assistance program for 
Permanent Work activities, just four FAASt obligations account for 59 percent ($15.7 billion).
a This percentage includes funds from the nine shared-resource projects. 
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much greater emphasis on reliability. The researchers’ more-detailed recommendations are 
as follows:

•  The Puerto Rico Energy Bureau (PREB), FEMA, Puerto Rico’s power companies, and 
the Central Office for Recovery, Reconstruction and Resiliency need to expedite the 
completion of projects crucial to the reliability and resilience of Puerto Rico’s power 
system. The researchers recommend a coordinated, focused effort to accelerate a small 
set of high-priority projects. They also recommend closely tracking, monitoring, and 
intervening quickly and aggressively in cases of delay. The projects on which they rec-
ommend focusing are shown, with their FAASt project numbers, in Table 2.

•  Under Act 17-2019, AES Guayama is to be closed in 2027, but Puerto Rico lacks sufficient 
generating capacity for its power grid without it. To ensure grid reliability and resilience, 
PREB should negotiate a new contract to keep the AES Guayama plant online until new 
generation has been shown to be capable of replacing it.

•  To enhance flexibility in considering all available technologies for improving reliability 
sustainability, and affordability, Puerto Rico’s Legislative Assembly should replace its 
Renewable Portfolio Standard goals with a market-driven, technology-neutral clean-
energy standard that requires a certain percentage of retail electricity sales to come from 
low- or non-emitting sources.

•  PREB should approve net-energy metering rates that accurately reflect the costs and 
benefits of distributed generation. 

TABLE 2
Projects Recommended for Focus

FAASt Project Number Description

165225 Substation 2501 Vieques

165209 Substation 3801 Culebra

672950 Costa Sur Power Plant permanent repair

169896 Costa Sur Steam Plant Transmission Center equipment repair and replacement

657300 Energy management system

168226 San Juan 115-kV underground transmission loop

178503 Substations: Aguirre Transmission Center breakers

169495 Substations: Tapia geographic information system rebuilt

169266 Substations 1327 and 1359 Centro Médico equipment repair

180692 Mobile generation unit purchases
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Economy: The Priorities Should Be Regulatory and Legal 
Issues That Constrain Growth
In unpublished RAND research on accelerating economic growth in Puerto Rico, Keith 
Crane and his colleagues found that, when the hurricanes hit the island, Puerto Rico’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) and gross national product (GNP) had been in decline for more 
than a decade. During this period, unemployment rates also increased, reflecting a decline 
in job opportunities that contributed to Puerto Rico’s substantial out-migration. Even with 
substantial GDP and GNP growth in 2022 and 2023, real (inflation-adjusted) GDP and GNP 
were still 5.4 and 2.7 percent, respectively, less in 2023 than their 2016 levels. Various factors 
have contributed to Puerto Rico’s poor economic performance, including legal and regu-
latory obstacles, an underperforming tourism sector relative to its Caribbean competitors, 
underperforming pharmaceutical and medical device industries, and low formal labor force 
participation by workers in Puerto Rico. Strengthening Puerto Rico’s economy and fiscal posi-
tion will be critical to the GPR’s ability to enact needed reforms in other sectors, including the 
health care sector. 

Key Challenges
The high cost of electricity and frequent outages, which increase the cost of doing business in 
Puerto Rico, came up often during the team’s interviews with industry representatives, and 
fixing the energy sector will go a long way toward accelerating economic growth in Puerto 
Rico. 

Researchers identified the following key challenges that limit Puerto Rico’s economic 
growth, beyond their energy-sector findings:

•  Puerto Rico’s inventory tax discourages businesses in Puerto Rico from holding inven-
tories. This constrains development of Puerto Rico’s wholesale sector, which contributes 
considerably less, proportionally, to Puerto Rico’s GNP (3.7 percent) than wholesaling’s 
contribution to overall U.S. GDP (6.0  percent). The researchers estimate that Puerto 
Rico’s GNP would increase by $1.8 billion (2.3 percent) if the inventory tax were to be 
eliminated because wholesalers would expand their operations. 

•  Relatedly, employment in the wholesale sector in Puerto Rico is lower than it would be 
if the inventory tax were eliminated. In 2023, employment in wholesaling in Puerto 
Rico was about 34,000. Crane and his colleagues estimate that increasing the share of 
wholesaling in Puerto Rico’s GNP by 2.3 percentage points could lead to an additional 
20,000 jobs in wholesaling.

•  The development of the Single Business Portal (SBP), which began in June 2018, was 
meant to make business and construction permit application processes more efficient, 
more transparent, and less expensive. Although applicants can use the SBP to submit 
approved documentation online, they must still obtain the various agency approvals, 
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often in person, before uploading documentation to the portal. Crane and his team 
determined that these additional steps lead to delays, uncoordinated designs, discrepan-
cies, and additional costs and increase the risk that applications will be rejected.8

•  Puerto Rico has many fewer nonstop international flights than its competitors in the 
Caribbean. There are also relatively few nonstop flights to Puerto Rico from either the 
central or western United States. Although major airlines offer connecting flights from 
those destinations, the lack of nonstop flights is an impediment to attracting visitors 
from those states due to much longer travel times. 

Recommendations for Puerto Rico’s Economy
•  The governor and the Legislative Assembly should repeal the inventory tax and replace 

the lost tax revenues by increasing and improving collections of taxes on real estate.
•  The Puerto Rico Office of Permit Management in Puerto Rico’s Department of Eco-

nomic Development and Commerce should integrate procedures from all agencies that 
issue permits into the SBP, moving the portal closer to its objective of fully digitizing all 
processes related to doing business in Puerto Rico.

•  The Puerto Rico Tourism Company should offer comarketing and other incentives to 
encourage airlines to open new nonstop flights to Puerto Rico from the U.S. Midwest 
and West, Western Europe, and Latin America. It should also directly promote Puerto 
Rico as a destination, particularly to senior cruise-company managers who make deci-
sions about cruise itineraries. 

8	 Progress on accelerating construction permits for recovery-related projects has been more successful 
than the progress on accelerating non–recovery-related business and construction permits. According to 
the research team, this is partially due to orders issued by the governor that allow expedited permit applica-
tion processes for emergency-related projects.

Volunteers plant coffee seedlings in a farm field in Adjuntas, Puerto Rico, on February 22, 2020.
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Education: The Priority Should Be Right-Sizing the System
In unpublished RAND research on recovery and rebuilding in Puerto Rico’s education sector, 
Benjamin Master and his colleagues found that Hurricanes Irma and Maria caused wide-
spread damage to school buildings and other education infrastructure and led to extensive, 
lengthy school closures at both the kindergarten through grade  12 (K–12) and university 
levels. Even after reopening, many K–12 schools ran on restricted schedules and faced lim-
ited supplies of electricity and potable water. The researchers determined that subsequent 
disasters—including earthquakes in early 2020, the coronavirus pandemic, and Hurricane 
Fiona in 2022—have contributed to most students in Puerto Rico’s public school system 
losing more than 16 months of access to in-person learning.

Although the demands of the recovery are significant, they are secondary to long-standing, 
systemic challenges that have left Puerto Rico’s public education system in crisis. 

Key Challenges
For many years, Puerto Rico has struggled to sufficiently invest in K–12 education, with lower 
levels of resources available per student than in any other state or territory. Simultaneously, 
these limited funds are not being allocated most effectively to address a crisis in student 
outcomes:

•  Despite ongoing declines in student enrollment and school closures, teacher numbers 
have remained high, with historically low student-to-teacher ratios. Master and his team 
estimate a surplus of more than 5,600 teachers (from 24,575 teachers as of the 2023–2024 
school year), which will increase to around 11,300 teachers by school year 2029–2030 if 
no action is taken.

•  According to the research team, the average absentee rate of teachers is greater than 
20 percent (i.e., missing more than 36 days of school per year), higher than that of any 
other large district in the United States; this has been the norm since at least 2015.

•  Student achievement is far lower than the national average. The team also found that 
more than 40 percent of students have been chronically absent (i.e., missing more than 
18 days of school per year) in recent years.

•  The researchers also found that high school graduation rates are among the lowest of 
any state or territory, at 75 percent (compared with 87 percent nationally); only 43 per-
cent of students who attend universities successfully graduate within four years (com-
pared with 61 percent nationally).

•  Frequent turnover in the Puerto Rico Department of Education (Departamento de Edu-
cación) leadership creates instability, disrupts the focus on student learning, and creates 
significant barriers to accomplishing long-term reforms. This high turnover is driven 
partially by the structure of the system, wherein Puerto Rico’s secretary of education—a 
politically appointed position with a history of short tenures—directly appoints regional 
and assistant superintendents.
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Recommendations for Education in Puerto Rico
•  To build a high-quality teacher corps capable of improving student outcomes, the Puerto 

Rico Department of Education and teachers’ unions should collectively work to right-
size the educator workforce to bring student–teacher ratios in line with those of other 
large districts in the United States. Reductions in the educator workforce should be 
accompanied by sizable increases in educator salaries, used to retain higher-performing 
teachers and provide incentives to improve job attendance. Accelerating the recovery 
will require an additional 20,000  jobs, many of which will be for accountants, book-
keepers, information technology professionals, operations managers, and administra-
tive assistants, among other nonconstruction occupations.9 This increase in demand 
could be a source of jobs for those no longer needed in the education sector.

•  To accelerate academic improvement, the Puerto Rico Department of Education should 
prioritize academics in reading and mathematics, sustain and enhance learning recov-
ery interventions and socioemotional supports, strengthen professional supports for 
teachers and school leaders, and employ more data-driven accountability throughout 
the system.

•  The Puerto Rico Department of Education and its appointed leaders should embrace 
civil service reforms in staffing and promote greater stability in key positions to help 
ensure recruitment and retention of qualified, skilled career staff even in the context of 
changes in political leadership.

•  The department should provide more–forward-looking and greater transparency in 
budget allocations and the underlying funding formulas used to apportion resources 
to schools. 

Health Care: The Priorities Should Be Advocating Federal 
Funding and Supporting Data Collection and Monitoring
In unpublished RAND research on opportunities to strengthen health care in Puerto Rico, 
Vanessa Parks and her colleagues found that the physical infrastructure of the health care 
system has largely recovered from the damage caused by the 2017 storms. However, health 
care in Puerto Rico continues to face long-standing problems that predate 2017, many of 
which relate to the population’s heavy reliance on government-funded health insurance pro-
grams. An aging population will increase the demand for health care, likely exacerbating 
many of the current challenges.10

9	 See Siler-Evans et al., 2025.
10	 The research team found that, in 2010, 13.4 percent of the population was at least 65 years old. By 2022, 
this had reached 22.1 percent.
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Key Challenges
Sixty-three percent of the people in Puerto Rico receiving public health insurance through 
Medicare or Medicaid (compared with a national U.S. average of 36 percent). Several ele-
ments of the design of these public health insurance options uniquely disadvantage Puerto 
Rico, including the following: 

•  Parks and her team found that, in 2023, 94 percent of Medicare beneficiaries in Puerto 
Rico with Part A and B coverage were enrolled in a Medicare Advantage plan, a much 
higher rate than in the rest of the United States. At the same time, Medicare Advan-
tage capitation rates for providers (fixed payments per beneficiary per month) are about 
40 percent lower in Puerto Rico than in the rest of the country. As a result, the research-
ers found, physicians are being paid about 40 percent less, on average, than they would 
be elsewhere in the United States.

•  Puerto Rico’s federal Medicaid funding is capped annually by federal law—a feature that 
is unique to U.S. territories.11 The research team found that, prior to the hurricanes, this 
cap covered only 14 percent of Puerto Rico’s Medicaid expenditures. Although tempo-
rary measures by Congress have improved the current funding situation, future federal 
Medicaid funding remains uncertain. Failure to address the long-term needs of Medic-
aid in Puerto Rico would have lasting and reverberating effects on the availability and 
quality of care across the island. 

Notwithstanding concerns with public health insurance, there are challenges in Puerto Rico’s 
health care system that are within the GPR’s purview to address. Notably, Parks and her col-
leagues found that a lack of quality health care data (1) makes it difficult to assess the quality 
and access to care across Puerto Rico and (2) impedes the GPR’s ability to design policy inter-
ventions to address key challenges: 

•  Electronic health records (EHRs) are not widely or consistently used in Puerto Rico, 
which leads to inefficiencies in care, delays in treatment, poor coordination of care, and 
extra costs for patients and providers.

•  Puerto Rico lacks a robust system to track developments in public health and collect 
survey data on health care provision and outcomes. The lack of such a system inhibits 
public health researchers’ ability to identify deficiencies in health care and developing 
solutions. In some cases, crucial data might have been collected but be unavailable to 
practitioners who need this information to develop new policies.

11	 Public Law 74-271, Social Security Act; Section 1108, Additional Grants to Puerto Rico, the Virgin 
Islands, Guam, and American Samoa; Limitation on Total Payments, August 14, 1935.
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Recommendations for Health Care in Puerto Rico
Addressing the Medicaid funding cap, although critical for the long-term quality of health 
care in Puerto Rico, will require an act of Congress, which might be unlikely in the present 
environment. The GPR might have better short-term success by targeting outreach efforts 
to implement funding-formula changes that can be accomplished without federal legislative 
actions. Specifically, the researchers recommend the following: 

•  The U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services could base Puerto Rico’s Medicaid 
annual funding cap inflation index on Puerto Rico’s actual program costs rather than 
the current approach of using the medical component of the national Consumer Price 
Index. Doing so would increase Medicaid funding to Puerto Rico and better reflect the 
actual Medicaid inflation rates there. 

•  Given the high rate of Medicare Advantage participation in Puerto Rico, the U.S. Cen-
ters for Medicare and Medicaid Services could change the formula to compute Medi-
care Advantage base rates in Puerto Rico so that they are based on spending on Medi-
care Advantage enrollees instead of the much smaller group of fee-for-service Medicare 
enrollees. Doing so would increase Medicare funding to Puerto Rico and better reflect 
the actual Medicare costs there. 

U.S. Coast Guard crews deliver supplies to a remote location in Maricao, Puerto Rico, on October 7, 2017.
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To improve collection and sharing of robust public health data, Puerto Rico should prioritize 
the following:

•  The Puerto Rico Health Insurance Administration and other organizations that manage 
health plans in Puerto Rico should seek changes through regulation or legislation that 
would allow them to use tax benefits or contractual requirements to incentivize provid-
ers to use EHRs.

•  The Puerto Rico Department of Health’s statistical office should set up monthly report-
ing systems with all hospitals and clinics in Puerto Rico to collect data on operations, 
admissions, and outcomes. The health department could work with the Puerto Rico 
Health Insurance Administration to agree on specific standardized measures for hospi-
tals and clinics and should link reimbursements to accurate data submission. These data 
could be used to ensure quality of care at health care facilities.

•  The Puerto Rico Department of Health should expand its efforts to collect public health 
data and collaborate with the Puerto Rico Innovation and Technology Service to make 
these data publicly available.

These steps are expected to result in better data that would improve that GPR’s ability to iden-
tify and address challenges going forward. However, the researchers emphasize that, with 
most of Puerto Rico’s health care funding dependent on federal sources, Puerto Rico’s health 
care situation will likely not fundamentally improve without federal action that results in 
higher levels of reimbursements in Medicare Advantage and Medicaid programs.

Public Safety: The Priorities Should Be the Consent Decree 
and Staffing Issues
In unpublished RAND research on improving public safety in Puerto Rico, Karlyn Stanley 
and her colleagues found that, in the immediate aftermath of the hurricanes, police, prosecu-
tors, judges, and court administrators made efforts to provide critical public safety services, 
even as work was hampered by the widespread destruction of roads, buildings, and public 
infrastructure. For approximately a year, prosecutors traveled to judicial regions around 
Puerto Rico to assist with prosecutions in storm-damaged areas. Judges and court admin-
istrators pushed to resume normal court activity quickly, despite serious damage to many 
courthouses and limited essential services (e.g., power and water); impressively, some court-
houses were functioning 48 hours after Hurricane Maria. 

Key Challenges
Notwithstanding hurricane-related damage that impeded emergency response, the three key 
components of public safety that researchers analyzed—police, prosecutors, and the criminal 
courts—all face long-standing systemic challenges that inhibit their effective functioning. 



Priority Recommendations for Puerto Rico to Promote Well-Being and Economic Growth

13

Puerto Rico’s fiscal crisis in 2016 significantly affected the pension programs of the police, 
prosecutors, and judges. The effect of the resulting financial instability was particularly 
severe because many public employees did not participate in Social Security or other retire-
ment programs. 

Policing
•  The research team found that, since 2013, the Puerto Rico Police Bureau (PRPB) has 

been operating under a federally mandated consent decree enacted in response to sig-
nificant issues with police policy and practice (see the box). Responding to the consent 
decree absorbs significant amounts of bureau time and resources. Although substantial 
progress has been made, there is currently no clear path to reaching compliance and 
exiting the consent decree. 

•  Although, overall, the PRPB is not significantly understaffed, personnel are poorly dis-
tributed across units. According to the research team, as of 2018, more than 1,300 sworn 
police officers were filling administrative roles rather than serving on patrol or engag-
ing in investigations.

•  The PRPB’s staff is heavily weighted toward older sworn officers. The retirement of 
these officers could lead to a staffing vacuum if enough cadets are not hired and trained. 

The Puerto Rico Police Bureau Consent Decree
Following a U.S. Department of Justice investigation into alleged practices of use of excessive force, 
unlawful searches and seizures, and unlawful discrimination within the PRPB, in 2011, the GPR entered 
into discussions about ways to reform the PRPB. The result was a consent decree filed in July 2013. 
The consent decree required improvements in 11 areas, with more than 200 measurable objectives. 
These objectives are monitored by the PRPB Reform Unit. 

Prosecutors
•  Puerto Rico struggles to maintain a seasoned team of career prosecutors; the reasons 

include uncompetitive salaries and benefits, term limits, policies requiring that pros-
ecutors be available 24/7 to go to crime scenes, and the political (rather than career) 
appointment of prosecutors. 

•  Prosecutors with whom the researchers met expressed concern about the need to fully 
staff prosecutor positions. Stanley and her team found that, as of spring 2024, there 
were 55 prosecutor vacancies, approximately 16.5 percent of the 326 positions approved 
by statute.

•  A special division to handle prosecution of domestic violence cases has existed since 
1998. However, as the research team found, prosecutors have reported that it is cur-
rently understaffed, constraining the number of prosecutions that prosecutors are able 
to undertake.
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Court System
•  It is challenging to recruit qualified candidates for judicial vacancies for municipal 

courts, partly because salaries and retirement benefits are not competitive. Stanley and 
her colleagues found that, as of spring 2024, there were 46 judicial vacancies, account-
ing for approximately 12 percent of the legislatively approved judicial staff, and judicial 
experts in Puerto Rico expressed concerns over increasing caseloads for judges. More-
over, there is a shortage of judges who have received training in domestic violence cases. 

•  Court records in many criminal courts have not been digitized. Court records in sev-
eral municipal courts were damaged or destroyed by Hurricanes Irma and Maria when 
courthouses were flooded. Mold and other residual issues have created ongoing prob-
lems that impede the use and maintenance of paper criminal court records.

Recommendations for Public Safety in Puerto Rico
•  The PRPB should work to successfully end the consent decree. To this end, it should 

create a project management office assigned to the Reform Unit for the duration of the 
consent decree. It should also expand staffing of the Reform Unit and create six to eight 
geographically aligned area teams to provide local support to comply with the consent 
decree.

•  The PRPB should continue efforts to transition the more than 1,300 sworn officers in 
strictly office roles back to line police duties while developing transition plans for offi-
cers in line duties who are not fit for field duty.

•  The PRPB should develop a succession plan to address future vacancies, especially those 
that will be created by the retirement of veteran officers. The bureau should also prepare 
its existing managers to ascend into command and executive ranks through manage-
ment training programs and mentoring.

•  To support recruitment and retention of prosecutors, the Puerto Rico Department of Jus-
tice should revise or end its crime scene attendance policy for prosecutors or, at a mini-
mum, designate the position as high risk, which would improve retirement benefits. 

•  The Puerto Rico legislature should remove the appointment of line prosecutors from the 
political process and instead make them career appointments like assistant U.S. attor-
neys in the U.S. Department of Justice. 

•  The Puerto Rico Department of Justice should hire and train more prosecutors for its 
special division that handles the prosecution of domestic violence cases. 

•  The GPR should approve increases in judges’ salaries and benefits in line with legal pro-
fessionals in other jurisdictions to attract qualified candidates and ensure the resilience 
of the courts.

•  The GPR should fund the digitization of criminal court records for the past ten years in 
all municipal courthouses. A backup copy of all digitized records should be maintained 
in a central location that has an alternative source of power.
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Emergency Preparedness: The Priority Should Be Ensuring 
That Preparedness Personnel Are Appropriately Trained 
and Resourced
In unpublished RAND research on the state of emergency preparedness in Puerto Rico, a 
RAND research team led by Jessica Jensen found that Hurricanes Irma and Maria uncov-
ered weaknesses in Puerto Rico’s emergency preparedness: Government operational plans 
were insufficient to respond to the disaster, and some municipal governments did not have 
operational plans; resource requests were haphazardly received and managed; and damage to 
facilities and emergency communications systems prevented Puerto Rico Emergency Man-
agement Bureau (PREMB) staff and other officials from fulfilling their responsibilities.

Puerto Rico has made some progress in the areas of planning, organizing, training, exer-
cises, and equipping, but many challenges remain. With future hurricanes a near certainty, 
continuing to improve emergency preparedness should be an ongoing priority. 

Key Challenges
Puerto Rico lacks well-trained career preparedness personnel at the commonwealth and 
municipal levels: 

•  There is high turnover among preparedness personnel. This is due, in part, to the domi-
nance of appointed—rather than career—positions coupled with low pay and limited 
benefits.

•  PREMB does not have the in-house financial or human capacity to offer the training and 
exercises outlined in the Office of Preparedness Training and Exercise Plan 2023–2027.12

•  PREMB’s use of limited resources for training is not aligned with training needs. Jensen 
and her team found that, of 50 trainings facilitated by PREMB in 2023, 44 were not asso-
ciated with the PREMB training and exercise plan or with FEMA’s training guidance for 
emergency management competencies.

12	 Office of Preparedness, PREMB, Office of Preparedness Training and Exercise Plan 2023–2027, 2023.
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Recommendations for Emergency Preparedness in Puerto Rico
Although there is a need for additional resources and personnel dedicated to emergency pre-
paredness, the team recognizes that the GPR is funding constrained. The researchers there-
fore recommend focusing on the highest-impact, lowest-cost means of improving prepared-
ness: improving the quality of the emergency preparedness workforce. Specifically, Jensen 
and her colleagues recommend the following:

•  To reduce turnover and ensure that the best candidates are taking emergency prepared-
ness positions, change from appointed positions to permanent, career positions.

•  Clarify the roles of preparedness personnel with respect to mitigation and long-term 
recovery.

•  Introduce a training requirement specific to emergency preparedness personnel.
•  Ensure that PREMB is using its limited resources to offer the right trainings—aligned 

with best practices and its training and exercise plan. 

Representatives from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, PREPA, restoration contractors Pike Electric and Fluor Corpora-
tion, and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration of Puerto Rico hold a prejob safety meeting in La Dolores, 
Río Grande, Puerto Rico, on November 10, 2017.
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Conclusion
Across many of the sectors considered here, the researchers found that the impacts of the 
2017 hurricanes—although significant—are secondary to the long-standing, systemic chal-
lenges that these sectors face. In other words, to meaningfully improve Puerto Rico’s econ-
omy and society, the GPR must enact broader reforms in concert with its efforts to rebuild 
damaged infrastructure. 

We conclude this report by emphasizing a few key points. First, although each sector dis-
cussed can be addressed by itself, there are ways in which the sectors’ interconnections create 
a more holistic picture of recovery needs and priorities. As noted in several areas, improving 
the reliability of the electric grid is foundational to efforts to improve economic growth. And 
such growth will be important to cover needed investments in health care, including com-
pensating for Medicare and Medicaid shortfalls and supporting the development of EHRs, 
as well as supporting effective emergency preparedness processes and staffing and ensuring 
that public safety agencies are able to attract and retain high-quality personnel. 

Given the criticality of the energy sector and the concerns raised in the other synthesis 
report regarding the pace and cost of related recovery projects,13 it is imperative that the GPR 
focus on improving Puerto Rico’s electric power infrastructure. However, physical infra-
structure alone will not solve the problem. Arciniegas Rueda and his team found that policies 
enacted by the GPR do not reflect the urgent needs of the electric power sector. On the con-
trary, many policies are likely to undermine reliability. The team’s overarching recommenda-
tion is that the GPR rebalance policy priorities to put much greater emphasis on the reliability 
of the electric power system.

Finally, Master and his team found that Puerto Rico’s public education system—which 
is charged with preparing the next generation to care for Puerto Rico—is in crisis: Poor stu-
dent outcomes are the norm, while funds are spent supporting an oversized teaching staff 
whose members miss, on average, more than 36 school days per year. Difficult reforms will 
be needed to right-size the system and improve student outcomes. In contrast with changes 
in many of the policy areas mentioned above, important changes to the education system will 
not call for new investment so much as new thinking. Right-sizing—even if accompanied by 
sizable increases in educator salaries—can be cost neutral or offer savings. 

13	 Siler-Evans et al., 2025.
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Abbreviations

EHR electronic health record
FAASt Federal Emergency Management Agency Accelerated Awards Strategy
FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency
GDP gross domestic product
GNP gross national product
GPR government of Puerto Rico
K–12 kindergarten through grade 12
PREB Puerto Rico Energy Bureau
PREMB Puerto Rico Emergency Management Bureau
PREPA Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority
PRPB Puerto Rico Police Bureau
SBP Single Business Portal
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