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The island of Puerto Rico endured sev-
eral emergencies/disasters between 
2017 and 2021 that threatened both 

its physical infrastructure and human re-
source capital. From a devastating hurricane 
to a worldwide pandemic, the Puerto Rico 
Department of Health (PRDOH) Environ-
mental Health Program faced each challenge 
with the mission-minded resolve that is key 
for rising above seemingly insurmountable 
setbacks. When Hurricane Maria made land-
fall in September 2017, the catastrophic Cat-
egory 5 storm brought a laal emsC-
cations, and use REDCap (www.project-red
cap.org) as an electronic assessment tool.

3. Design a long-term workforce development 
program for the department (e.g., develop 
and deliver classroom and �eld-based train-
ing on scienti�c, technical, and procedural 
aspects of environmental health).
Project activities involving facility inspec-

tions, equipment procurement, and IT 
infrastructure made rapid progress in 2018 
but slowed in the subsequent years when 
Puerto Rico experienced seismic activity and 
COVID-19. In late December 2019, a series 
of daily earthquakes struck the island and 
the Puerto Rico Seismic Network registered 
43 signi�cant aftershock quakes. Again, the 
island’s population was left with unstable 
and unsafe working and living conditions, 
power outages, water contamination, emo-
tional distress, and property loss (Photo 1). 
Many people were fearful of returning to 
their homes; temporary shelters were over-
run with thousands of people seeking refuge 
(Photo 2). The large in�ux of people into 
shelters resulted in major logistical chal-
lenges, including caring for older adults, 
immunocompromised individuals, children, 
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Edi to r ’s  Note :  The National Environmental Health Association 

(NEHA) strives to provide up-to-date and relevant information on 

environmental health and to build partnerships in the profession. In 

pursuit of these goals, NEHA features this column on environmental 



June 2021 • Journal of Environmental Health 29

A D VA N C E M E N T  O F  T H E  PRACTICEA D VA N C E M E N T  O F  T H E  PRACTICE

and other at-risk populations. Immediately,
project staff and resources shifted from hur-
ricane recovery to emergency response, spe-
ci�cally inspecting shelters, mobile medical
units, food service facilities, and water sup-
ply trucks. The department also addressed
issues involving stray animals, pests, food
safety, water sanitation, and sewage. In total,
the department developed 38 different edu-
cational resources for digital and print distri-
bution to provide guidance and help improve
food safety and water sanitation for the local
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project activities completed on time. Prog-
ress of the project activities could only be
possible through the teamwork of CDC,
PRDOH, project staff, NEHA, the Associa-
tion of State and Territorial Health Of� cials,
FEMA, Americares, and the Food and Drug
Administration. “We can only achieve suc-
cess by respecting and valuing everyone’s
role on the team,” says PRDOH Program
Manager Aura Ortiz Sánchez. She demon-
strated true resiliency by doing whatever
was needed to keep public health a priority
in Puerto Rico and helping department staff
to manage the stress of their personal and
professional responsibilities. As a result, the
project activities have improved the island’s
capacity to respond to future emergencies.
PRDOH has not only improved and updated
infrastructure and equipment to help them
do their jobs but also has staff with resil-
iency skills and the resources they need to
serve their community.

For more information on CDC’s disaster
response and recovery activities for environ-
mental health, visit www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/
rra/index.html.


