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The Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Transitional Shelter Assistance program (TSA) has provided short-term living accommodations for families
displaced by Hurricane Maria. However, an upcoming
April 20, 2018, eligibility review has created uncertainty for many families still on the program. Previous
reviews have resulted in several families losing their
eligibility status leaving them struggling to find alternative living accommodations.
The TSA program provides displaced residents of Puerto
Rico access to temporary housing through direct payments to participating hotels or motels. In order to be eligible, disaster survivors must be unable to return to their
homes due to severe damage or unsafe conditions. The
program was activated by FEMA on October 30, 2017,
with an initial period of assistance of 5-14 days from that
date, with possible 30-day adjustments. FEMA, in conjunction with Puerto Rico, can extend the assistance period, which they have done twice. On December 29, 2018,
a memo from FEMA granted a 66-day extension that
funded the program through March 20. The program was
further extended to May 14, 2018, for families already
benefiting from this aid program who meet additional eligibility requirements.
According to several reports, by February almost 4,000 survivors in Puerto Rico and across 42 states
had lodging via the TSA program. A report by the New
York Times stated that 1,500 survivors resided in Florida
alone. States that have received a large amount of displaced Puerto Ricans are scrambling to meet the needs
of these families. Politicians from Florida, Connecticut,
and Pennsylvania have been vocal about the need for
TSA extensions and mid- to long-term solutions for these
families. On January 11, 2018, the State of Connecticut
requested a two-week extension of the TSA program,

which was approved days later. On January 17, however,
36 families were declared ineligible due to a change in
eligibility requirements based on new criteria provided by
the Puerto Rican government. The families were abruptly notified the next day, which was publicized by several
media outlets. Twelve of the 36 families were able to provide additional information that allowed them to remain
eligible for the TSA program. The remaining 24 families
were removed from TSA after their homes in Puerto Rico
were deemed habitable. A similar February 14 eligibility
check left almost 200 households ineligible for the program.
FEMA has extended the housing deadline from
March 20 to May 14, and possibly one extension until
the end of the school year, with an eligibility to review on
April 20. However, they have stated that the extension
applies only to those who meet stricter eligibility requirements and are already participating in the TSA program.
This extension will occur on a case-by-case basis. The
eligibility requirements have been narrowed to disqualify
those who are staying with friends and family; those who
have found other housing solutions; and those whose
temporary repairs are being done through Tu Hogar Renace, the island’s emergency housing rebuilding program.
FEMA inspectors must also be able to assess damages
to their home in Puerto Rico. Failure to provide inspectors
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entry into the property will be disqualifying. Local official
and charities have intervened on behalf of some of these
families but a longer term solution is necessary.

ALTERNATE PROGRAMS

Direct Lease Housing Program
In light of these events, Governor Ricardo Rosselló submitted a request to FEMA on January 31 asking them
to activate the Direct Lease Housing Program. This longer-term program provides qualifying families with up to
18 months of rent from the date of disaster declaration.
Similar to the TSA program, landlords enter into a lease
agreement with FEMA, who then makes direct rental payments. Housing must be preapproved by FEMA before
being eligible to participate in the program. Properties
are inspected and may require periodic inspections. The
program, however, does not cover utility payments or security deposits. The Stafford Act does allow for the payment of utility costs, as amended by Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act (PKEMRA), but FEMA
regulations still do not allow these payments.
Additionally, states must individually enter into an
agreement with Puerto Rico to become a host state. The
host state agreement is officially between the host state
and FEMA. However, FEMA requires the impact state, in
this case Puerto Rico, to submit a request for assistance.
This is likely due to the fact that impact-states are usually
responsible for the non-federal portion of the cost-share.
After receiving the request from the impact state and the
host state, FEMA will approve the host state agreement
and award a grant to the host state. Some states, such
as Florida, have already entered into a host state agreement. However, these prior agreements do not include
host state eligibility to Direct Lease Housing, which falls
under the category of temporary direct housing assistance, something only affected municipalities currently
have access to. Governor Rosselló stated that he sent
a request to FEMA to extend this program, which is currently available to the island, to host states as well. The
extension of this program has not yet been approved.
Rental Assistance
Another available program is rental assistance. FEMA
bases the amount of assistance granted under this program on the Department of Housing and Urban Develop2

ment (HUD) fair market rent (FMR) for the county within
the declared disaster area where the primary residence
is located. This has created an issue with families who
have relocated from Puerto Rico to higher cost of living areas. However, while FEMA determines rental assistance
by referencing HUD’s FMR, FEMA’s rental assistance is
not required to be identical to HUD’s FMR. Federal courts
upheld FEMA’s broad discretion in calculating what FMR
it will use in affected localities in Watson v. FEMA.
Section 8
The Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) issued additional guidance about Section 8 transfers between Puerto Rico and the mainland. However,
these alternative procedures ended on January 31, 2018,
for most municipios. Currently, only transfers from Toa
Baja, Corozal, Guanica and Rio Grande are eligible for
alternative procedures. Families are still able to “port”—
or transfer—their Section 8 vouchers using the normal
procedures.
Individuals with tenant based Section 8 vouchers
in Puerto Rico can port their voucher to the mainland, in
most cases. Once an individual locates an available unit
in the state, they would then need to contact the Housing Authority in Puerto Rico that issued the voucher and
have them verify their availability. The Housing Authority
in Puerto Rico will then identify the PHA branch in the
new state and coordinate the voucher transfer to the new
town or district where the new housing unit is located.

LOCAL EFFORTS

The loss of federal assistance for Puerto Rican residents
displaced by Hurricane Maria will not only affect displaced families but will place greater strain on non-profits
and local governments. Many of these organizations are
struggling to fill the void left by diminishing federal and
state relief efforts.
New York
After Hurricane Maria, the City of New York launched an
emergency service center at the Julia De Burgos Performance and Arts Center in East Harlem. The center shut
down on February 9, 2018, and many families that have
relocated to the New York City area do not know who to
turn to for help. Several non-profit groups have emerged
to help support displaced residents and make sure their

needs are met. In the Bronx, the working group the Bronx
Coalition Supporting Hurricane Maria Evacuees, was
formed to sustain a safety net for Hurricane Maria evacuees. The New York Disaster Interfaith Services (NYDIS)
and National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster
(VOAD) have been similarly support efforts to provide
relief and information to evacuees. Diaspora for Puerto
Rico is working with NYDIS, VOAD, Bronx Coalition, the
Salvation Army, Latino Justice, and other organizations to
help Puerto Rican evacuees in the state. They are helping
connect individuals and families with organizations that
can provide help or information. Many of these groups
are also focusing on increasing visibility and advocacy
efforts so elected officials are aware of their situation and
can increase help from the local and state government.
Connecticut
At Governor Malloy’s direction, the Government of Connecticut has tried to work the disaster as if it was its own.
However, since the homes are not in Connecticut, the
focus has been on individual assistance, which has involved disaster case management to displaced households in need. Connecticut has various working groups
such as the Disaster Case Management Working Group,
Housing Working Group, and the Hurricane Relief Support Planning Group.
Case management at state level is being coordinated by the Salvation Army, Catholic Charities, and
Connecticut Community Action Agencies, based mostly
on referrals from 2-1-1. Municipalities and community
organizations have also played a large role in assisting
displaced families and advocating for additional resources. The Connecticut Chapter of the National Puerto Rican
Agenda organized a rally on February 28, 2018, on the
steps of the state capitol calling lawmakers to support
funding for Puerto Rican families displaced by Hurricane
Maria.
Florida
The Government of Florida established a multi-agency
resource center, the Orlando Multi-Agency Resource
Center (MARC), which offered services to those affected by Hurricane Maria. The center closed on March 30,
2018. According to the State Emergency Response Team
(SERT), 34,000 individuals affected by Maria were served
at the MARC. Those with unmet needs are encouraged

to contact 2-1-1 United Way or local public housing agencies for assistance. Community and faith based organizations continue to provide assistance to displaced Puerto
Ricans in the area.
Pennsylvania
State officials have held information fairs for people displaced from Puerto Rico by Hurricane Maria. State, county, local and faith-based organizations groups teamed
up to provide information to displaced families in Central
Pennsylvania. However, housing continues to be an issue, particularly in smaller counties with limited resources. Lancaster, a city with strong Puerto Rican presence,
has relied on community organizations like the Spanish
American Civic Association to help support displaced
Puerto Ricans in need. Asociacion Puertorriquenos En
Marcha, Inc. (APM), CEIBA, Nueva Esperanza, Taller
Puertorriqueños, Concilio, Unidos Pa’ PR have been
working to increase coordination between federal, state,
and local organizations. They have formed the Greater
Philadelphia Long Term Recovery Committee, which includes FEMA, the State and City Office of Emergency
Management, City Agencies, and other agencies that
bring resources. As part of their relief efforts they are
working on finding residents of Puerto Rico who’ve relocated to the Philadelphia area adequate and affordable
housing.
							

TSA PROGRAM PARTICIPATION AS
OF APRIL 6, 2018

According to the FEMA, 43 states have participated the
TSA program, which has sheltered a total of 7,856 total
household members. As of April 6, 2018, 2,831 household members checked in a hotel and 4,179 household
members checked out. Regionally, at least 37% of Puerto Ricans under the TSA program have relocated to the
South followed by 35% in the Northeast, 26% in Puerto Rico, and 2% in the Midwest (see graphic 1). At the
state level, Florida contains the largest number of Puerto
Ricans (944), followed by Puerto Rico (722), Massachusetts (464), New York (174), Connecticut (126), Pennsylvania (121), New Jersey (55), Texas (35), Ohio (28), and
Illinois (18).
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Source: FEMA (data as of April 6, 2018)

Graphic 1. Transitional Sheltering Assistance of Puerto Rican Evacuees as of April 6, 2018
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The Center for Puerto Rican Studies (Centro) is the nation’s leading university-based institution devoted to the interdisciplinary study of the Puerto Rican experience in the United
States. Centro is dedicated to understanding, preserving and sharing the Puerto Rican
experience in the United States. Centro invites Centro Voices contributors to make use of the
extensive archival, bibliographic and research material preserved in its Library and Archives.
The Centro Library and Archives is devoted to collecting, preserving and providing access
to resources documenting the history and culture of Puerto Ricans. The Centro Library
and Archives was established in 1973 as a component of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies.
The collections include books, current and historic newspapers and periodicals, audio, film
& video, manuscripts, photographs, art prints, and recorded music. The Library and Archives
provides services and programs to the scholarly community as well as the general public. Constituents are diverse and come from the United States and abroad. The Library and Archives
facilitates access to information on its holdings through the City University’s online public
catalog or CUNY+. It also provides research and information assistance via phone and email.

Centro Library and Archives
Silberman Building,
2180 Third Avenue at 119th Street,
Room 121, New York, N.Y. 10035
Library: 212-396-7874
Archives: 212-396-7877
centropr.hunter.cuny
Follow us @centropr
Hunter College,
The City University of New York
695 Park Avenue, E1429
New York, N.Y. 10065
VoiceMail: 212-772-5688
Fax: 212-650-3673

Center for Puerto Rican Studies
Hunter College, CUNY
695 Park Avenue New York, NY5
212-772-5688, centropr.hunter.cuny.edu

https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/events-news/rebuild-puerto-rico

Rebuild Puerto Rico
Hurricane Maria, a devastating Category 4 hurricane, caused billions of dollars in damages to Puerto Rico and
left 3.4 million island residents without power, potable water, and telecommunications. Recovery is estimated to
take years. Centro has launched Rebuild Puerto Rico, an online information clearinghouse for the stateside Puerto
Rican community and other allies to support disaster relief and recovery efforts. A Rebuild Puerto Rico newsletter
highlighting new content on the online platform will be issued weekly and as needed.

Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto
Rico at a time of great financial difficulty
for the island and its residents, leaving
behind widespread destruction and a
humanitarian crisis. Stay up to date with
recent events related to recovery and
reconstruction efforts in Puerto Rico.

News

Puerto Rican community leaders and
elected officials in the diaspora are
calling for a renewed effort to assist
Puerto Rico with disaster relief and
recovery. Many have responded to this
call to action and have planned events in
support of relief efforts.

Events
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You can help by donating directly to
charities in Puerto Rico that are leading
the effort to mitigate the humanitarian
crisis. The website contains a list of
charities and local initiatives with direct
access to the victims of these hurricanes.

Donate

This natural disaster will undoubtedly
dictate the upcoming policy agenda
for the island. It is imperative that we
maintain public awareness for disaster
relief efforts and engagement, not just
in the emergency phase but also during
recovery and reconstruction.

Policy

#RebuildPR

Browse current volunteer opportunities
in support of disaster relief and recovery
and reconstruction efforts.

Volunteer

Several federal, state, local, and private
sector programs are available for those
affected by a natural disaster. This
page contains a collection of important
resources and agencies that can help you
during this difficult time.

Need Help

