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Responders and Survivors (B): 

The Puerto Rico National Guard and Hurricane Maria 
 
 

Overwhelmed by the catastrophic damage caused by Hurricane Maria, the Puerto Rico National Guard 
(PRNG) took several days to mobilize and organize itself and then launch a cohesive response. And even 
then – and like so many other organizations responsible for providing aid – the Guard struggled to assist 
the many Puerto Ricans who remained in desperate need of shelter, medical care, food, and clean water. 

Approximately a week following landfall, political leaders on the island – most prominently Carmen 
Yulín Cruz, mayor of San Juan, Puerto Rico’s capital and its largest city – began to vent publicly about the 

slow pace of relief. a  Their pleas for help drew the attention of media outlets from around the world, 
which in turn cast an increasingly harsh light on conditions on the ground. Facing enormous pressure to 
ease the suffering, Puerto Rico and the federal government took several steps to try and right the ship. 
Notably, this would include a significant expansion of the military’s involvement in the response.  

At the territorial level, the elevated role of the military centered largely around Governor Ricardo 
Rosselló’s efforts to fill the void left by the Puerto Rico Emergency Management Agency (PREMA), the 
office responsible for coordinating the commonwealth’s response to emergencies. As PRNG officers had 
discovered when reporting to PREMA’s headquarters in the immediate aftermath of the storm, the agency 
had for all intents and purposes ceased to function. Not only was PREMA seriously short-staffed, but the 
agency’s leaders had quickly proved incapable of carrying out their duties.b  

 
a For more on Mayor Cruz’s experience responding to Hurricane Maria, see the Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative 
case study “At the Center of the Storm.” For specific comments by Mayor Cruz criticizing the state of the response see, for 
example: Daniella Diaz, “San  Juan Mayor: 'Dammit, This is Not a Good News Story,'” CNN.com, available at 
https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/29/politics/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-san-juan-mayor-trump-
response/index.html. 
b Further complicating matters, Rosselló’s administration was in its first year when Maria struck, meaning that all agency heads 
were new to their jobs. As PRNG Colonel Samuel Agosto noted, “We can write all the great plans and [we can have] trained 

https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/29/politics/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-san-juan-mayor-trump-response/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/29/politics/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-san-juan-mayor-trump-response/index.html
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“Because of the magnitude of the hurricane, PREMA was struggling,” PRNG Colonel Samuel (Sammy) 
Agosto recalled. “I don’t have another word to describe [the situation].  … They were very, very limited.”1,c 

The governor thus turned to Puerto Rico’s Adjutant General, Brigadier General Isabelo Rivera, and 
asked if PRNG would take on several of PREMA’s core functions – at least until PREMA employees were 
able to regroup and fully assume their duties. Assigning these tasks to the Guard made sense. Perhaps 
more than any other territorial entity, the Guard was well positioned to step into PREMA’s shoes, given 
its longstanding involvement in and deep experience with emergency response.  

All the same, asking PRNG to play this role was a highly unusual move. As Puerto Rico’s Assistant 
Adjutant General, Brigadier General Jose Reyes, explained, “What is supposed to happen [in the event of 
a disaster in the United States] is that the state or territory emergency management agency is supposed 
to be the lead element and everyone else is a supporting element.”2 And despite the near total collapse 
of PREMA, the Guard’s leaders and other territorial officials were determined to adhere to this core 
principle of emergency management. With the eyes of the world now focused on Puerto Rico, they were 
wary of giving anyone the impression that civilian authorities had ceded any of their powers and that the 
military – even in the form of Puerto Rico’s own National Guard – was now “in charge.”  

Consequently, although General Rivera acquiesced to the Governor’s request, he and the rest of 
PRNG’s leadership made a point to stress that the Guard was not taking over the commonwealth’s 
response. Instead, they emphasized, PRNG remained committed to providing support to civilian 
authorities, under the direction of the governor. As Colonel Agosto said, “We would never, as a military, 
overtake [a civilian agency like PREMA].” All the same, he and other Guard leaders readily acknowledged 
that PRNG’s new role was unique. When it came to the Guard’s involvement in what was traditionally 
PREMA’s area of responsibility, Agosto said, “we were more actively present, [let’s] put it that way.”  

Among other duties that typically fell under PREMA’s domain, the Guard assumed management of 
the Commonwealth’s participation in the Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC), a mutual 
aid system through which disaster-affected states or territories could obtain assets from other states or 
territories.d “No one was available from PREMA that was supposed to work the EMAC,” Agosto explained, 
“so I inherited a responsibility that I [had] never had before.” In fact, not only had Agosto never had any 
responsibility for EMAC – he had not even been trained to use the system. But with the pressure mounting 
by the hour for Puerto Rico to procure the resources necessary to provide relief to its citizens, he and his 
Guard colleagues had no choice but to learn the ins and outs of EMAC as best they could.  

 
personnel,” but this political reality meant that the senior-most leaders still faced an enormously steep learning curve when 
confronted by Maria (Agosto interview). 
c To be fair, Agosto acknowledged, Maria exceeded anything that PRNG or any other organization in Puerto Rico had prepared 
for as well.  
d For more on EMAC, see: NEMA, “What is EMAC?,” 2019, available at https://www.emacweb.org/index.php/learn-about-
emac/what-is-emac.  

https://www.emacweb.org/index.php/learn-about-emac/what-is-emac
https://www.emacweb.org/index.php/learn-about-emac/what-is-emac
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As it turned out, the first assets Puerto Rico obtained from another state arrived relatively quickly. 
Soon after Maria had moved on to its next target, the State of New York delivered 60 soldiers and several 
helicopters to help with search and rescue operations in some of the most isolated parts of the island. 
But, PRNG officials quickly discovered, initiating and shepherding requests through EMAC – and, 
correspondingly, achieving their goal of obtaining the large number of resources the Commonwealth so 
desperately needed – generally took much longer than they would have liked. This, they said, was largely 
due to their own unfamiliarity with the system, coupled with their inability to turn to anyone else within 
the territorial government for assistance. As Agosto put it, “It was like, OK, who does this? [But] no one 
was around, and no one knew.”  

Fortunately, the neighboring state of Florida soon stepped up, agreeing to provide Agosto and his 
colleagues guidance on how to use EMAC, along with assistance for entering requests into the system. 
With Florida’s help (and eventually with support from the National Guard Bureau [NGB] as well), PRNG 
officials developed a much better understanding of EMAC, which in turn enabled them to bring an 
enormous amount of aid to the island. Over time, more than 33 states provided assistance, with PRNG 
leaders citing engineer units and communication assets as being especially useful contributions in the 
early stages of the response, along with a command and control unit provided by the State of New Jersey 
through its 44th Infantry Brigade Combat Team.e    

PRNG leaders were enormously grateful for these assets, and for the many other types of assistance 
the states provided through EMAC. They were also proud of their own role in obtaining the aid. All the 
same, they believed that the Commonwealth could have done a better job of preparing itself for receiving 
such a massive influx of resources – even if the extreme conditions following Maria were largely 
unprecedented and hard to anticipate. For instance, Colonel Narciso Cruz, Land Component Commander 
for PRNG, noted that it would have been helpful if PREMA had completed EMAC agreements with other 
states as part of its ongoing planning efforts, in advance of any major emergency.3 This, he argued, would 
have reduced the need to obtain approvals and navigate other burdensome bureaucratic measures PRNG 

encountered in the aftermath of Maria.f   

PRNG Assistant Adjutant General Reyes concurred. Having prearranged agreements, he said, would 
have gone a long way in expediting the commonwealth’s EMAC requests. “Why not have those 
agreements pre-signed before the hurricane season?” he wondered. “Lesson learned.” But, Colonel 
Agosto cautioned, it was ultimately up to the territorial government to implement that solution, given 

 
e PRNG entered into 54 separate agreements with the 33 states that provided aid through EMAC (Reyes interview).  
f PRNG worked closely with civilian authorities throughout every stage of the EMAC process, jointly identifying gaps in the 
territory’s various relief missions and then drafting and processing EMAC requests to meet any unfulfilled needs. With these 
requests requiring the signatures of both the governor requesting assistance and the governor providing support (as well as 
their respective legal advisors), the Guard coordinated with the territory’s officially designated government representative 
(GOR) to obtain the signatures and process the paperwork. Colonel Agosto noted that his JAG Officer played an especially key 
role in facilitating the EMAC process, including by working closely with the legal team from the Governor’s Office to obtain sign-
off. “I must say that Governor Rosselló signed all the EMAC’s quickly and did not hesitate,” Agosto added. 
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that the EMAC process was not a National Guard responsibility, PRNG’s experience during Maria 
notwithstanding.g 

Arrival of the Three Star: The Tide Turns? 

In fact, EMAC was just one of many tasks PRNG took on in the days and weeks following landfall. In 
addition to absorbing many of the duties usually performed by PREMA, the Guard was also responsible 
for carrying out a range of other missions that fell directly under its own purview. Such tasks included 
performing search and rescue, clearing debris from roadways, providing security support at traffic 
intersections and gas stations (where tensions ran high due to limited fuel availability), distributing 
supplies and commodities to the territory’s 78 municipalities, and setting up a water purification system. 
Over the next several months, more than 4,500 PRNG members contributed to these and other core 
aspects of the response.h 

But the Guard simply could not provide the level of relief necessary to ease the enormous amount of 
suffering experienced by so many Puerto Ricans across the island – even after accounting for the many 
resources acquired through EMAC or even when coupled with the efforts of civilian components of the 
territorial and federal governments. Thus, about a week after Maria, the Trump administration – in 
consultation with the Commonwealth – decided that it was necessary to expand the role of the federal 
military as well.  

In fact, Title 10 (federal) assets had been involved in relief efforts since almost immediately after 
landfall. For instance, in the lead up to Maria, a marine unit had informed PRNG that it had positioned 
itself in the waters south of the island and that it would be available to help in the storm’s wake. Then, 
just hours after Maria had slammed into the island, the marines seized the initiative, landing at Ceiba, a 
coastal municipality in northeastern Puerto Rico. Upon learning that the marines had come ashore, PRNG 
officers worked through FEMA to process a mission assignment for them to clear routes and deliver fuel 
to a communications tower located in the nearby El Yunque National Forest. In the eyes of PRNG’s leaders 
and their Title 10 counterparts, this mission was of the highest importance. With the tower back up and 

 
g Colonel Agosto added that Puerto Rico had, in fact, established informal agreements for receiving assistance in the event of a 
major hurricane. But, he continued, much of this advance work proved irrelevant in the wake of Maria. 2017, he explained, had 
been a particularly bad year in the U.S. when it came to natural disasters, and the emergency response capacities of individual 
states and the country as a whole were stretched especially thin. Consequently, only the initiation of the formal EMAC process 
proved effective in obtaining the level of assistance needed from other states in the aftermath of Maria.  He cautioned that that 
could very well be the case again, whether in the event of a similarly catastrophic disaster or in a year similar to 2017 that 
featured a number of disasters. 
h PRNG had a total strength of about 6,000 troops. Although the vast majority took part in various aspects of the Maria 
response, more than 1,000 Guardsmen never became involved and, in fact, remained unaccounted for over a considerable 
stretch of time. “To get to 100% accountability, it took about three months,” Brigadier General Reyes explained, “because not 
every solider is a full-timer. Out of 6,000+, less than 1,000 are full-time; [and for] those, we had 100% accountability. … But 
land-based soldiers or airmen [PRNG members who lived elsewhere in the United States], they come only for a weekend a 
month, [so] it’s hard to get that accountability.” 
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running, aircraft could once again land on the island, bringing with them supplies and other resources 
essential to the unfolding relief operation. 

Meanwhile, the Title 10 footprint continued to grow by the day, with components of the federal 
military performing an ever-greater number of response-related tasks. But the pace of relief was still far 
too slow and came nowhere close to meeting the survivors’ rapidly expanding set of needs. Facing a 
groundswell of criticism for the delayed response, the Trump administration made a set of dramatic 
moves, which it rolled out in quick succession at the end of September.  

To start with, the Department of Defense announced on Wednesday, September 27 that it was 
sending Brigadier General Richard C. Kim, deputy commanding general of U.S. Army North, to the island. 
Kim’s arrival immediately attracted a huge amount of attention, including speculation that he might soon 
be followed by an even high-ranking general from NORTHCOM. From the PRNG’s perspective, this was a 
mixed blessing. On one hand, it demonstrated to the citizens of Puerto Rico – as well as those observing 
the situation from afar – that the federal government was dedicating considerably more resources and 
personnel to the response. At the same time, the Guard worried that the focus on Kim, and by extension 
NORTHCOM in general, gave the false impression that the federal government was taking charge of the 
entire response – or, even worse, that it had relieved PRNG of its duties.  

PRNG’s leadership felt compelled to counter this narrative. “We wanted to portray that the Guard can 
take care of business,” said Colonel Narciso Cruz, Puerto Rico’s first Dual Status Commander (DSC) for 
Maria. But, PRNG’s leaders soon realized, demonstrating the Guard’s continued relevance would be 
difficult, especially given the fact that Kim’s arrival had created a power imbalance between PRNG and 
the federal military.  This imbalance, they concluded, largely revolved around Cruz and his position as DSC 
– albeit through no fault of his own.  

Cruz had up until then played a central role in the military’s overall response by bridging both the Title 
32 (territorial) and Title 10 (federal) chains of command. “[As] Dual Status Commander,” Cruz explained, 
“I have two bosses. [For the state], the governor [through] my adjutant general, and then at the federal 
level, the president and the NORTHCOM commander.” Indeed, in the days immediately following Maria, 
Cruz had worked hard through these two chains of command to coordinate the efforts of both the Guard 
– including the thousands of PRNG troops who had mobilized despite being so badly affected by the 
hurricane themselves, as well as the many Guardsmen from the states lending support – and federal 
forces. Once Kim arrived, however, Cruz’s position in the military hierarchy made it increasingly difficult 
for him to continue to do so effectively. As on O-6 Colonel, he faced the challenge of coordinating actions 
with an ever-growing number of Title 10 General Officers on the island (among others, they now came 
from the Navy, Army, NGB, and the US Army Reserve).  

Moreover, Cruz and his Guard commanders soon discovered, the situation was about to become only 
more difficult. NORTHCOM had, in fact, decided to send an even higher-ranking officer, Lieutenant 
General Jeffrey S. Buchanan (a three-star who served as Commander of the U.S. Army North, the joint 
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force land component of NORTHCOM),i to oversee all federal forces on the island.4 Colonel Sammy Agosto 
linked this dramatic change in command with the increased politicization of the response. “The magnitude 
was so big, the president [became] engaged,” Agosto explained. “… [And] once the president is engaged, 
all the four-stars, three-stars, everybody starts engaging.”  

In response to the heightened level of federal involvement, Adjutant General Rivera decided he had 
to make a change of his own. Specifically, he concluded that he needed to appoint a PRNG officer of higher 
rank to the position of DSC, in order to bring more balance to the relationship between the territorial and 
federal forces. He thus appointed his Assistant Adjutant General, Brigadier General Jose Reyes, as Puerto 
Rico’s new DSC. Cruz, in turn, temporarily took on Reyes’ responsibilities as director of PRNG’s joint staff 
(Reyes returned to this position once the activation for Maria had concluded).  

General Rivera’s decision made good sense to Cruz. He had initially been assigned DSC for several 
reasons: he was a deeply experienced officer who had dealt with high-ranking generals in a variety of 
settings. Moreover, he had just completed NORTHCOM’s DSC training and thus had a fresh sense of what 
the position entailed. But he also understood the dilemma Rivera now faced. “You [can] imagine, all these 
guys with their status, and then me, [just a colonel,] working with all of them, with all those eagles, and 
you know [how that looked],” he said. Cruz also agreed that Reyes was a good choice to replace him – and 
not just because of his higher rank. “General Reyes, in the PREMA documents and in [other emergency 
plans], had the position of dual status commander,” Cruz explained.  

Meanwhile, Buchanan’s arrival on the evening of Thursday, September 28 appeared to mark a major 
turning point in the response.5 In parallel with its changes to the command of federal forces, NORTHCOM 
surged large numbers of troops and resources onto the island. The Trump administration also announced 
on Thursday that it was waiving the Jones Act for the next ten days, in the hopes that this would allow for 
the delivery of even more aid. This was a major change in course, as the territorial government and critics 
of the federal response had been clamoring for days for the White House to waive the law, which 
restricted foreign vessels’ access to U.S. ports.6  

Over the next several days, Buchanan also made a concerted effort to personally visit as many of the 
island’s municipalities as he could. PRNG had already deployed liaisons to coordinate with local leaders 
and relay concerns and needs back to San Juan. But the delivery of aid to the municipalities was still 
problematic, and Buchanan’s visits had a powerfully symbolic effect in giving survivors hope and, more 
concretely, in eliminating – or at least reducing – obstacles and bottlenecks. During these visits, Cruz 
observed, “[Buchanan was] talking to the mayors, validating their needs. … And that’s where people would 
start loving him. You [saw] him getting [resources] moving.” 

As DSC, Brigadier General Reyes was frequently at Buchanan’s side. And the TAG’s decision to appoint 
Reyes as DSC appeared to pay off, with him and Buchanan enjoying a mutually respectful relationship 

 
i ARNORTH is charged with defending the homeland as well as with providing defense support to civil authorities (DSCA) in the 
event of an emergency.  
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during these trips, as they did throughout the course of the relief in general. But, according to several 
PRNG leaders, Buchanan’s visits to the municipalities also inadvertently blurred the lines between Title 10 
and Title 32 activities and chains of command. “That created confusion because even though he says that 
he’s here to support [Puerto Rico] … that is a state affair and it creates some confusion, especially when 
you start talking about dual-status commander relationships with the Title 10 forces and the lines of 
efforts,” Agosto observed. … “I guess he was trying to do the right thing, but it created confusion because 
people started seeing [that] General Buchanan was in charge.” 

For his part, Buchanan insisted that he remained committed to the longstanding principle in 
emergency management that during domestic incidents, the military’s role was to provide support to civil 
authorities – not to command or replace them. “On the military side, we’re never in charge unless we 
have a situation where it’s so dire that we have martial law,” he said. … “Our mantra is unity of effort and 
how are we working in support of those who are really in charge. In Puerto Rico for example, it was the 
governor.”7  

All the same, Buchanan also argued that the extreme conditions following Maria necessitated a 
considerable amount of adaptation, and he acknowledged that Title 10 forces did, in fact, play a much 
more prominent role than usual in the aftermath of a disaster (including, but certainly not limited to, 
directly interfacing with local officials). “Virtually every member of the Puerto Rico Army and Air Guard 
was a victim,” he said. … “So there wasn’t sufficient capacity at first in Puerto Rico to do much with the 
state effort. And the local emergency management agency was crippled as well. … [I]t wasn’t until about 
a month after landfall that we started tucking Title 10 forces up under the command of the dual-status 
commander. So, again, the system is sound, but conditions in Puerto Rico drove us to behave in ways we 
don’t typically behave.”8  

PRNG’s leaders, along with many other officials in Puerto Rico, had great admiration for Buchanan 
and the central role he played in helping to expedite the delivery of aid. And they agreed with many 
aspects of his assessment of the Maria response. Undoubtedly, many of them (along with their 
counterparts across the territorial government) had been personally affected by the storm, which in turn 
affected PRNG’s capacity to respond. And given the extent of damage, they recognized that they could 
never have delivered a sufficient amount of assistance without the eventual expansion of the federal 
military’s role.  

At the same time, they believed that their experiences with Title 10 forces also provided some 
important lessons that merited careful consideration going forward. Above all, they reiterated the 
importance of preserving territorial (or state) authority during large-scale, complex operations involving 
multiple levels of government and different components of the military. “We’re in the U.S.,” Colonel 
Agosto pointed out. “We’re not in Baghdad.” To this end, Agosto and his fellow PRNG leaders urged state 
and territorial officials and their federal counterparts to think carefully about exactly how they would 
partner with one another in the future – particularly in circumstances as severe as Maria, when the 
pressure to deliver aid would likely be far greater than anything they had ever experienced. 
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