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Responders and Survivors (A): 

The Puerto Rico National Guard and Hurricane Maria 
 
 

On the morning of Wednesday, September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria slammed into Puerto Rico, a 
U.S. territory of 3.4 million people located in the eastern Caribbean. With wind speeds reaching at least 
155 miles per hour, the storm struck the island as an unusually powerful Category 4 hurricane.1,a  

A catastrophic event for Puerto Rico (as well as many of its Caribbean neighbors), Maria’s winds, rain, 
and storm surge caused unprecedented damage and suffering. Taking the lives of almost 3,000 Puerto 

Ricans, the hurricane ranked as one of the deadliest natural disasters in modern American history.b In 
fact, no part of the island escaped unscathed, with Maria decimating hundreds of thousands of residential 
and commercial properties, causing medical crises at multiple hospitals and nursing homes, leaving 

 
 
a Because Maria knocked out key measuring instruments on the island, the storm’s full strength was unclear. Indeed, there was 
reason to believe that Maria may have been a Category 5 storm (the highest classification for hurricanes) when it made landfall 
– an exceedingly rare occurrence (Michon Scott, “Hurricane Maria’s Devastation of Puerto Rico,” Climate.gov, August 1, 2018, 
available at https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/hurricane-marias-devastation-puerto-rico 
[accessed June 12, 2019]). 
b The fatality count for Maria was a highly controversial and politicized issue. Although the Trump administration and the 
Puerto Rican government initially determined that 65 people had died as a result of the storm (Richard J. Pasch et al, National 
Hurricane Center, “Tropical Cyclone Report: Hurricane Maria,” April 10, 2018, available at 
https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/AL152017_Maria.pdf [accessed November 11, 2018]), many critics considered that 
number far too low. Facing enormous pushback – and following several independent reviews that estimated fatalities in the 
thousands – the Governor of Puerto Rico commissioned The George Washington University (GW) to study the issue further. 
Approximately a year after Maria, GW announced that it had determined that 2,975 people had died directly and indirectly as a 
result of the storm. The territorial government subsequently accepted GW’s figure as the official death toll ((Milken Institute 
School of Public Health, The George Washington University, “Ascertainment of the Estimated Excess Mortality from Hurricane 
María in Puerto Rico,” August 27, 2018, available at 
https://publichealth.gwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/projects/PRstudy/Acertainment%20of%20the%20Estimated%20Ex
cess%20Mortality%20from%20Hurricane%20Maria%20in%20Puerto%20Rico.pdf; Joshua Hoyos and Alexander Mallin, “Death 
Toll in Puerto Rico from Hurricane Maria Officially Raised to 2,975 from 64,” ABC News, August 29, 2018, available at 
https://abcnews.go.com/US/death-toll-hurricane-maria-3000-puerto-rico-study/story?id=57179291). 

https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/hurricane-marias-devastation-puerto-rico
https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/AL152017_Maria.pdf
https://publichealth.gwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/projects/PRstudy/Acertainment%20of%20the%20Estimated%20Excess%20Mortality%20from%20Hurricane%20Maria%20in%20Puerto%20Rico.pdf
https://publichealth.gwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/projects/PRstudy/Acertainment%20of%20the%20Estimated%20Excess%20Mortality%20from%20Hurricane%20Maria%20in%20Puerto%20Rico.pdf
https://abcnews.go.com/US/death-toll-hurricane-maria-3000-puerto-rico-study/story?id=57179291
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roadways impassable, triggering life-threatening mudslides, and knocking the territory’s air- and seaports 
out of commission. Compounding the situation, the hurricane also caused the complete collapse of Puerto 
Rico’s power grid and destroyed its communications infrastructure.2 

The extensive damage caused by Maria necessitated a massive months-long relief effort that operated 
on multiple fronts, ultimately involving all levels of government, the private sector, international relief 
agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and many other elements of civil society. But almost every 
organization involved in the response encountered enormous challenges as they sought to relieve the 
suffering and help the island begin to recover. The Government of Puerto Rico was no exception.  

States and territories play a central role in responses to major emergencies – both by deploying critical 
services and resources of their own and by coordinating with the federal government on behalf of affected 
municipalities in need of external support. In the aftermath of Maria, however, the Commonwealth of 
Puerto Rico had a particularly difficult time performing these functions. To start with, a multi-year 
economic recession, coupled with a severe financial crisis and the subsequent implementation of crippling 
austerity measures, had curtailed Puerto Rico’s ability to invest in and build its response capacity.3 The 
scale and scope of the storm, along with the severity of the damage it caused, were also limiting factors. 
With the collapse of the island’s power grid and communications systems and extensive damage to its 
transportation infrastructure, obtaining good situational awareness and then acting on it proved 
exceedingly challenging. Further complicating matters, Maria completely overwhelmed the leadership of 
the Puerto Rico Emergency Management Agency (PREMA), paralyzing the very organization charged with 
coordinating the territory’s response.  

To bring much-needed order to relief efforts, Puerto Rico Governor Ricardo Rosselló tasked the Puerto 
Rico National Guard (PRNG) with providing support to PREMA. But before it could take on this critical task, 
the Guard first had to overcome a number of significant challenges of its own, as it struggled to stand up 
a command, organize its troops, and launch multiple missions in the immediate aftermath of the storm. 
Above all, as “citizen soldiers,” many members of the Puerto Rico National Guard – including some of its 
senior-most leaders – were directly affected by Maria. Before they could report to duty in the storm’s 
wake, they first had to care for themselves, their families, and their neighbors.  

By causing catastrophic damage across the island, Maria upended most of the response plans PRNG 
and its partners had developed and exercised in the years preceding the storm. At the same time, Puerto 
Ricans were now, more than ever before, in need of their aid. But what type of response would – or even 
could – emerge amidst so much destruction and in the face of such extreme novelty? Were the Guard’s 
leaders and its troops up to the task of organizing themselves as they dealt with their own personal issues? 
And could they successfully adapt and reconstitute themselves to help their fellow Puerto Ricans 
overcome one of the most severe crises in the territory’s history?   
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Hurricane Irma: Prelude to Maria 

Remarkably, despite its location in the warm waters of the Caribbean, Puerto Rico had not 
experienced a major hurricane since Georges in 1998. 4  But this stretch of quiet ended abruptly in 
September 2017 when the island endured two serious storms in quick succession. At the start of the 
month (and just two weeks prior to Maria), Hurricane Irma wreaked havoc across the eastern Caribbean 
as a Category 5 storm, triggering a major humanitarian crisis throughout the region, including in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands (USVI) where it caused catastrophic damage on the islands of Saint Thomas and Saint John. 
Fortunately, when Irma passed just to the north of Puerto Rico on September 6 and 7, the storm’s impact 
was far less severe than it had been in the USVI. All the same, it still caused serious flooding, landslides, 
and property damage, as well as widespread power outages.5 (See exhibits 1 and 2 for maps depicting the 
tracks of Hurricanes Irma and Maria.) 

In advance of Irma’s arrival, PRNG had taken a number of steps to ready for the storm.c To keep 
abreast of developments and discuss preparedness measures and needs, its leaders participated in daily 
conference calls with officials from the National Guard Bureau (NGB), various federal agencies, and other 
territories and states that lay in Irma’s projected path of destruction. It also made a concerted effort to 
review its contingency plans and preposition supplies and equipment. And in recognition of just how 
serious a threat Irma was, the Adjutant General (TAG) of Puerto Rico, Brigadier General Isabelo Rivera, 
worked with Governor Rosselló and leadership in the U.S. Department of Defense to appoint Colonel 
Narciso Cruz, Land Component Commander for PRNG’s more than 5,000 army troops, as Puerto Rico’s 
Dual Status Commander (DSC) for Irma.d  

A colonel at the time of his appointment, Cruz was a highly experienced officer with over 30 years of 
service, on the verge of becoming a brigadier general (his promotion had been submitted for approval to 
the National Guard Bureau (NGB) before Irma had formed). Cruz’s appointment also made sense because 
he had recently completed DSC training and thus had up-to-date knowledge of what the job entailed. As 
DSC, Cruz would command any Guard troops operating within the territory, as well as any federal military 
assets sent to the island in support of the response.  

 
 
c Unless otherwise noted, information presented in this case is based on interviews conducted with the leadership of the Puerto 
Rico National Guard, January 28-29, 2019, in San Juan and Fort Buchanan, Puerto Rico. 
d DSCs are temporarily appointed to help lead the responses to major events – typically natural disasters but also high-profile, 
preplanned activities such as political conventions – that may involve the use of both state/territorial (Title 32) and federal 
(Title 10) military personnel and resources. They oversee the use of both sets of assets within their state or territory, but report 
through two different chains of commands – to the Adjutant General and the Governor for the use of Title 32/state resources 
and to US Northern Command (NORTHCOM) and the U.S. Secretary of Defense on behalf of the President for Title 10/federal 
resources (“Dual Status Commander [DSC],” December 2017, available at 
https://www.nationalguard.mil/Portals/31/Resources/Fact%20Sheets/Dual%20Status%20Commander%20Fact%20Sheet%20(D
ec.%202017).pdf; William Matthews, “Two Hats Are Better Than One,” National Guard, March 2013, pp. 20-25, available at 
http://www.nationalguardmagazine.com/display_article.php?id=1341937). 

https://www.nationalguard.mil/Portals/31/Resources/Fact%20Sheets/Dual%20Status%20Commander%20Fact%20Sheet%20(Dec.%202017).pdf
https://www.nationalguard.mil/Portals/31/Resources/Fact%20Sheets/Dual%20Status%20Commander%20Fact%20Sheet%20(Dec.%202017).pdf
http://www.nationalguardmagazine.com/display_article.php?id=1341937
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From Cruz’s perspective, PRNG by and large adhered to standard operating procedures in preparing 
for Irma.6 As would be expected of a DSC, Cruz took time prior to the storm’s arrival to visit with PREMA 
officials at their headquarters in Caguas, which was located in the eastern interior part of the island, 
slightly south of Puerto Rico’s capital, San Juan. While in Caguas, he also talked with key federal partners, 
including FEMA representatives who had positioned themselves at a large warehouse there, as well as the 
Defense Coordinating Officer (DCO), who would be responsible for shepherding any requests for federal 
military assistance through FEMA’s mission assignment process and the Department of Defense 
bureaucracy.e 

Brigadier General Jose Reyes, then Puerto Rico’s Assistant Adjutant General (A-TAG), shared Cruz’s 
assessment of how PRNG approached Irma. He emphasized that the Guard took the threat posed by the 
storm very seriously – but, Reyes added, Puerto Rico’s decades-long lucky streak with hurricanes led the 
Guard to treat the storm in a relatively routine manner. “I guess we got overconfident that it [was] going 
to go away,” he explained.7  

To be sure, Irma did not just go away. But as soon as the storm struck, it appeared that PRNG had, in 
fact, done enough to prepare. “[Irma had] some effects,” Reyes observed. “But we were ready and we 
were able to support the people of Puerto Rico.” Colonel Samuel (Sammy) Agosto, the G-3 responsible for 
coordinating domestic operations at PRNG’s Joint Force Headquarters, agreed. The Guard was busy in the 
aftermath of Irma, he said, but the situation was “not really [that] bad.”8, f  

Indeed, as soon as the worst of Irma was over, the governor and representatives of relevant agencies, 
including the TAG, were able to make their way to PREMA’s headquarters in Caguas, pursuant to the 
territory’s emergency response plans. There they provided each other with updates and discussed initial 
courses of action. For its part, the Guard was tasked with carrying out a limited set of missions. “For Irma 
and Puerto Rico … we activated a couple of elements only,” Colonel Cruz explained. This included 
mobilizing the “governor’s package,” which consisted of a team of military police (MPs) who transported 
the governor and his chief aides, accompanied by members of the press, by Humvee through some of the 
affected areas, so that they could conduct initial damage assessments and aid in search and rescue efforts. 

 
 
e For more on the FEMA-managed mission assignment process, see: https://www.fema.gov/media-library-
data/1450099364660-fd855ba68f3189d974966ea259a2641a/Mission_Assignment_Policy.pdf. 
f Colonel Agosto highlighted one particularly important mission involving military assets in the response to Irma: the relocation 
of approximately 3,500 U.S citizens from hurricane-affected islands in the Caribbean to Puerto Rico. The mission involved the 
DSC arranging for and overseeing the use of several Title 10 assets, including aircraft to transport the evacuees, as well as 
laundry and shower capabilities to support them once they had arrived in Puerto Rico. The mission was not without its 
challenges, however. Among other things, this included issues with securing a runway on St. Maarten to ensure the safe 
evacuation of US citizens from the island. Upon learning of the problem, Agosto reached out to U.S. SOUTHCOM for support, 
ultimately briefing the SOUTHCOM commander about the difficulties Air National Guard pilots were having with the runway. In 
response, SOUTHCOM helped to coordinate the securing of the runway, allowing the evacuation to proceed. “This scenario,” 
Agosto pointed out, “was an unusual mission,” that entailed Puerto Rico – a U.S. territory in the Caribbean – working with a 
unified combatant command other than NORTHCOM to resolve an issue on neighboring but foreign soil.  

https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1450099364660-fd855ba68f3189d974966ea259a2641a/Mission_Assignment_Policy.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1450099364660-fd855ba68f3189d974966ea259a2641a/Mission_Assignment_Policy.pdf
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The Guard also deployed engineer units to perform debris clearance in areas of the island where landslides 
and fallen trees had blocked roads and bridges.  

One of PRNG’s largest missions in the response to Irma was, in fact, not even on the island of Puerto 
Rico – but instead took place on the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) as part of the much more expansive response 
operation unfolding there. With just 1,000 troops total (and fewer than that available to support response 
efforts), the USVI Guard found itself stretched impossibly thin in the wake of Irma; and at the request of 
the Governor of the Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico agreed to send to the neighboring territory approximately 
300 troops from PRNG’s 65th Infantry Battalion. “[The] soldiers from the Virgin Islands, they were busy 
[responding], but they were also victims,” Colonel Agosto explained. “So our soldiers went out there to 
kind of give them a break, for them to go back to their homes [and recover].” As part of this mission, 
Puerto Rico provided the USVI with badly needed military equipment and support for carrying out security 
operations across the islands. 

 

Preparing for Maria 

PRNG continued to perform its Irma-related missions throughout the first half of September. But by 
mid-month, forecasters were warning that another major storm was on track to strike the region: 
Hurricane Maria. The looming threat of this latest storm, Colonel Agosto said, “shifted the whole effort.” 
The message he and other Guard leaders now embraced was: “We’ve got to protect ourselves. … Instead 
of supporting [the USVI], we’ve got to change from a supporting role to protecting ourselves. Because it’s 
big.”  

So, even as they continued to deal with the aftermath of Irma, the Guard and its partners now focused 
most of their attention on preparing for Maria. For his part, Agosto reached out to the Guard’s 23 
armories, instructing them to secure their facilities and to ensure that their alert rosters were in order. He 
also communicated with his contacts within the National Guard Bureau’s Operations Division, who, he 
said, were especially helpful in supporting PRNG’s efforts. Adjutant General Rivera, meanwhile, informed 
Colonel Cruz that he was extending his appointment as DSC to cover Maria as well. Cruz, in turn, returned 
to Caguas, where he visited his counterparts at PREMA and FEMA, just as he had done in the lead-up to 
Irma. The emergency management officials Cruz met with told him that based on Puerto Rico’s past 
experiences with tropical storms and hurricanes, they believed Maria was likely to most seriously affect 
the eastern part of the island. Accordingly, they asked that the Guard be ready to support road clearance 
efforts in that region.  

At the same time, Cruz and the rest of PRNG’s leadership remained in contact with their primary 
partners within the U.S. Department of Defense, including the NGB and NORTHCOM. The latter had 
redeployed a joint enabling team (JET) to Puerto Rico that it had earlier sent to the island for Irma – before 
briefly recalling it after the threat from that storm had subsided. Returning at DSC Cruz’s request in 
advance of Maria, the JET worked out of an office at PRNG’s JFHQ facility at Fort Buchanan, a large U.S. 
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military complex located just to the south of San Juan. According to Colonel Agosto, the team proved to 
be an invaluable resource for helping PRNG interface with Title 10 capabilities.  

Meanwhile, Puerto Rico’s TAG made two consequential decisions about where he would locate his 
troops in the lead up to Maria. One of those decisions related to the more than 300 soldiers he had sent 
to the USVI earlier in the month. Now, as forecasts for Maria grew ever more alarming, there were serious 
concerns that if the troops remained on the Virgin Islands, they would be highly vulnerable to the incoming 
storm. But the USVI was still in great need of their support. Moreover, Maria was a rapidly moving storm, 
and the window for bringing them safely back to Puerto Rico was becoming narrower by the day. 
Ultimately, General Rivera decided to keep the troops in place. They would continue to support the 
mission in the USVI – but were told to protect themselves from whatever dangers Maria might pose.  

But by no means did the PRNG abandon its men and women. Determined to ensure the troops’ safety 
while they remained on the USVI, the Guard’s leaders coordinated with the group’s commander to find 
them shelter. They also made a point to keep the troops’ families updated on their status.  

Closer to home, the TAG had to decide where to position thousands of PRNG troops in Puerto Rico 
itself. For Irma, the USVI Guard had ordered its troops to report to their respective armories to wait out 
the storm. In the lead up to Maria, however, General Rivera decided that instead of mobilizing his men 
and women in advance of landfall, he would instruct them to return to their homes. Once the storm had 
passed and they had ensured the safety of their families and the security of their homes, they were then 
to move immediately to their armories. The TAG believed that not only was this the humane thing to do, 
but it also made sense in terms of optimizing performance: his troops would be able to perform their 
duties in the aftermath of the storm without having to worry about what had happened to their loved 
ones.  

“For this particular storm, you know, I’m glad he did,” Colonel Agosto said of General Rivera’s decision 
to send his men and women back to their homes. “I think it was the right decision from the perspective 
of protecting our families.”  

But there was a potential downside to the TAG’s decision, too: Guardsmen could very well be delayed 
in reporting to duty in the immediate aftermath of Maria, which in turn, could potentially slow down 
response efforts. Puerto Rico’s Assistant Adjutant General, Brigadier General Reyes, well understood the 
drawbacks to this strategy and had serious concerns that it could backfire. But, he said, “[ultimately] a 
decision was taken between the Adjutant General and myself. And the bottom line was that it was decided 
to send them home and just keep a small footprint at the armories.” Besides, he noted, ”our operational 
center was [also] functioning. The soldiers were there through the hurricane.” The hope was that this 
small core of soldiers could sustain PRNG’s most essential operations until their fellow Guardsmen and 
women were able to report for duty after the hurricane had passed. 
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In Maria’s Wake: A Response Emerges 

Maria did not just pummel the eastern part of Puerto Rico, as planners at PREMA and FEMA had 
originally anticipated. Instead, the territory as a whole endured tremendous damage, with the storm 
cutting a diagonal path across the entirety of the island. Making landfall near the southeastern 
municipality of Yabucoa at about 6:00 a.m. on Wednesday, September 20, Maria then crossed Puerto 
Rico’s mountainous interior before raging across its northwest.9  

At around 7:00 that morning, as the storm’s ferocious winds continued to swirl about around them, 
the Adjutant General and Assistant Adjutant General met with Governor Rosselló at his official residence, 
La Fortaleza, in Old San Juan. Their journey there, while short, was perilous. To get to him, they had to 
drive through the capital’s already severely flooded streets, navigating around downed electrical wires 
and other forms of debris.  

At La Fortaleza, Generals Rivera and Reyes conducted an initial assessment of conditions and needs 
with the governor and other senior territorial officials. But the conversation was limited, given how little 
they knew of what exactly had occurred. Consequently, Rivera and Reyes soon decided to make their way 
to Fort Buchanan, the U.S. military complex located just to the south of San Juan that housed the Guard’s 
Joint Operations Center (JOC). But upon their arrival at Buchanan, they were frustrated to discover that 
almost every form of communication technology was out of service. “[We had] no source of 
communication. No radios. No cellular. No satellite phones,” Reyes recalled. … “I didn’t know what was 
out there.” 

Reyes elaborated on the challenge of acquiring even the most basic information about conditions on 
the ground – as well as what the situation was like at each of the Guard’s 23 armories across the island: 

[We had] to go out and find out what happened [on] my island – 100 miles by 35 miles. … 
You can say, well 100 miles, you can run it in an hour and a half. Not with the topography 
of Puerto Rico! If you want to go from the furthest northeast to the furthest southwest, 
it’s going to take you four hours [during normal conditions]. … So with the few people 
that we had there, we had to send out runners. 

In fact, the damage across the island was so extensive that thousands of Guardsmen and women faced 
enormous difficulty reporting for duty. This was just as true for some of PRNG’s senior-most leaders as it 
was for the soldiers they commanded. For instance, prior to Maria’s arrival, Colonel Cruz, Puerto Rico’s 
Dual Status Commander, had returned to his home on the eastern part of the island. Following landfall, 
Cruz emerged to find his property surrounded by downed trees and utility poles. Desperate to resume his 
duties as DSC, he grabbed his chainsaw and spent the next several hours alongside his neighbors as they 
cleared away debris from the road. Eventually, he was able to begin driving by pickup truck to PREMA’s 
headquarters in Caguas. But the trip took almost 4 times longer than usual. “Usually even with traffic, you 
do that in probably 35 minutes. It took me two hours,” he recalled. “You [saw] all the devastation … a lot 
of trees, light posts, you know, crossing all [of] the highway. It was difficult to make it.”  
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Unable to communicate with anyone in the immediate aftermath of the storm, Cruz had no way of 
knowing what he would find when he arrived at PREMA headquarters in Caguas. When he did, he was 
stunned to discover just three or four PREMA officials on site. The agency, he realized, was for all intents 
and purposes out of service. “Basically,” he said, “the headquarters from PREMA was shut down. … So 
they were not operational. Nobody was there tracking Maria. There was nothing there. Nothing.” 

Given the apparent collapse of PREMA, it made little sense for Cruz to remain in Caguas. He thus 
proceeded to move on to San Juan. By now, Cruz had come to the realization that – in stark contrast to 
the routine nature of the Irma response – there was little point in following standard operating procedures 
in the face of Maria. “We knew it was going to be huge and powerful. You know – a hurricane,” he said of 
his and his colleague’s anticipation of the storm. But, based on their experience with previous floods and 
smaller-scale storms, the assumption was that following landfall “you get up, you go there, you report, 
you continue working with power – at least with generator power. … But this time: no cellphone. … 
Everything [was] blacked out.” 

He soon learned that this was true even in San Juan, Puerto Rico’s capital and its largest and most 
resource-rich city. In fact, there, the Guard itself had been directly impacted by Maria’s wrath. As Cruz 
discovered, the storm had badly damaged PRNG’s headquarters, which was located on the edge of Old 
San Juan, on a bluff above the ocean. “All the doors, the windows, broken apart. The roof. It was such a 
nightmare,” Cruz said. “No good to even have a meeting.”  

So Cruz next relocated to a nearby army aviation facility. From there, he was able to make his first 
successful communication, reaching by radio PRNG’s 125th infantry battalion, which was based in the City 
of Ponce on the island’s south coast. After connecting with the 125th, he then made his way to the JOC at 
Fort Buchanan, where he was finally able to reunite with other senior Guard officers. Once there, he was 
glad to discover that the JOC had survived Maria intact. Built just four or five years earlier, it even had 
power thanks to a functioning generator. Compared to other Guard facilities, especially PRNG 
headquarters, the JOC was clearly best positioned to serve as of the hub of PRNG’s response going 
forward. 

But as Cruz began to settle in, it became all too clear to him that the Guard’s command cell was 
woefully understaffed to deal with the situation at hand. Compared to many states, PRNG was stretched 
thin during even normal operations – and Maria had made the situation exponentially worse.  

As it turned out, other senior officers had an even more difficult time finding their way to San Juan. 
Instead of hours, it would take days for them to arrive. The officer responsible for coordinating with 
PREMA, for instance, was unable to report to duty until four or five days after the storm. Even though 
there was not much to coordinate with on the PREMA end of things, he had knowledge and information 
essential to emergency response, and his colleagues found his absence difficult to overcome. 

Meanwhile, Colonel Sammy Agosto, the G-3 responsible for coordinating PRNG’s domestic operations 
(another key position for hurricane response), had an especially harrowing encounter with Maria. As the 
storm bore down on the island, he was at home with his wife and two daughters. He recalled his terror as 
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the hurricane’s ferocious winds tore through their house: “I got this double slide door and it broke. … It 
blew away and it just came through. … It came through, inside my house, this hurricane.” Gusting through 
the open hole where the door had been, the winds smashed Agosto’s furniture to pieces right in front of 
him. 

But even worse, Agosto first thought the door might have severely injured or even killed his wife and 
one of his daughters, who had been hit by the airborne object. He raced over to free them – unsure of 
what he would find or what he would then do in response. “There’s no 911, there’s no phone, there’s 
nothing,” he said. “There’s no electricity, there’s just chaos.” Fortunately, both his wife and daughter had 
survived. But fearing that another gust might again pick up the door and toss it around his house, Agosto 
tied himself to it with a cable in a desperate effort to keep it grounded. He stayed in that position for the 
next three hours, only letting go when the winds finally had died down.  

Exhausted by this ordeal, Agosto went outside, now trying to figure out a way to report to PRNG 
headquarters. But upon leaving his house, he discovered a scene of “just big chaos. The roads were 
blocked . . . there were no cars moving around. We didn’t know if people were alive, we didn’t know 
anything because we couldn’t make calls.”  

Fortunately, Agosto had a radio on hand that was still operable; and he used that to reach the TAG in 
San Juan. Agosto informed General Rivera that his family had survived the storm – and he was now 
working to make his way to headquarters. The TAG pulled no punches in his response. “It’s pretty bad,” 
Rivera said. … “Do whatever it takes; let’s move our soldiers.” 

After taking some time to help his neighbors clear a road, Agosto realized that he should also try to 
connect with the NGB back in DC. After considerable difficulty getting through, Agosto finally reached the 
bureau. At that point, still isolated in his neighborhood, Agosto had no comprehensive understanding of 
the extent of the damage. He had no idea of how many people had died or were injured, what parts of 
the island had suffered the most, or what capabilities the Guard had at its disposal to begin marshaling a 
response. All the same, it was obvious that the situation was extremely dire. “We’re in bad shape,” he 
told them flat-out. The bureau pressed several times for more details. But all Agosto could tell them was: 
“I can’t give you an answer. OK? But I will get back to you.” 

Agosto next reported to his local armory. He asked the few soldiers gathered there to spread word to 
anyone else who reported in to spend that day cleaning up their homes and caring for their families. They 
were then to report back the next morning to begin performing missions. Returning to the armory the 
next day, now dressed in his uniform and ready to resume his Guard duties in full, Agosto ordered the 
troops to accompany him to Caguas. Echoing Colonel Cruz’s recollections of his own journey there, he 
remembered, “We had to drive on the left side of the road.. … There was no way to drive on the other 
side.” 

After arriving in Caguas, Agosto went to the 190th Engineer Battalion armory, where he found another 
group of soldiers waiting for direction. “They were like, ‘Well we have no coms. We’re tired, we have no 
com radio, we don’t know what mission to do,’” Agosto recalled. In response, he directed them to begin 
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clearing the road from Caguas to Naguabo (Highway 30), so that first responders could begin accessing 
the municipalities. “We wanted to open [it] up . . . , “Agosto explained, “so that way the first responders 
[could] get on the main routes and move people around.” 

Having given direction to the troops at the Caguas armory, Agosto commandeered a Humvee to finish 
his journey to San Juan. Several hours later, he was finally able to reconnect with the rest of PRNG’s senior 
command at the JOC at Fort Buchanan. There he joined efforts to flesh out the Guard’s role in the 
response. Over the next several days, and in consultation with the Governor and his advisors, Agosto and 
other PRNG leaders identified and began implementing priority missions for the Guard. Among them: 
search and rescue; debris clearance; the provision of security (assisting law enforcement with traffic 
direction at intersections, as well as with maintaining order at gas stations, banks, and grocery stores); 
and commodities distribution.  

But even though the PRNG could now celebrate the fact that its command staff had finally come 
together and that an ever-growing number of troops were available to support the Guard’s various 
missions, relief efforts had difficulty keeping pace with rapidly worsening conditions across the island. 
Meanwhile, although federal assets were already in use – and many more were on their way – a growing 
number of critics were directing their ire at Washington, for what many said was woefully insufficient 
support of the response. In particular, they compared what was being made available to Puerto Rico to 
what D.C. had provided to Texas and Florida following Hurricanes Harvey and Irma just weeks earlier, in 
what appeared to be a much quicker manner and on a far greater scale. 

With the pressure mounting, the Trump administration announced that it was taking several 
significant steps to help bolster the response. Among other things, this included elevating the military’s 
role. By doing so, federal authorities hoped to underscore the seriousness with which they were taking 
the situation in Puerto Rico. But the expansion of the federal military’s footprint also posed a whole new 
set of questions, especially for the PRNG command staff. For one thing, how, exactly, would several newly 
arriving and high-ranking federal military officers fit into the DSC structure already in place? Moreover, to 
what extent would Puerto Rico’s efforts be subsumed by those of NORTHCOM? Perhaps most critically, 
would these latest developments accelerate the pace of relief and help alleviate the suffering of Puerto 
Ricans across the island? Or was this all just a symbolic gesture, with little chance of having any real 
impact? 
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Exhibit 1:  

Comparison of the Paths of Hurricanes Irma and Maria 

 

 

 

Source:  U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO), “Puerto Rico Hurricanes: Status of FEMA Funding, Oversight, and Recovery 
Challenges,” GAO-19-256 (Washington, DC: GAO, March 2019). 

Note: The purple line (marked by “9/20”) depicts Hurricane Maria’s track across the Caribbean (inlay) and Puerto Rico, specifically 
(main map). The green line depicts Hurricane Irma’s track across the region approximately two weeks earlier. This map was 
developed by GAO based on data from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.  
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Exhibit 2:  

Best Track Positions for Hurricane Maria, September 16-30, 2017 

 

 

Source:  Richard J. Pasch, Andrew B. Penny, and Robbie Berg, National Hurricane Center, “Tropical Cyclone Report: Hurricane 
Maria,” April 10, 2018, available at https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/AL152017_Maria.pdf [accessed November 11, 2018]. 

Note: Puerto Rico is marked on both the general map and in the enlarged image with the notation “20,” which signifies the date 
Maria made landfall on the island.

https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/AL152017_Maria.pdf
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