
Melissa	Marzán-Rodríguez,	Edda	I.	Santiago-Rodríguez,	Souhail	Malavé-Rivera,	Ricardo	Vargas-Molina	&	Carlos	E.	Rodríguez-Díaz
Center	for	Evaluation	and	Sociomedical Research,	School	of	Public	Health,	University	of	Puerto	Rico-Medical	Sciences	Campus

HIV	response	in	the	midst	of	natural	disasters	and	
a	humanitarian	crisis:	The	case	of	Puerto	Rico	

Background Description	

Acknowledgements

Puerto Rico: Puerto Rico (PR) is an unincorporated territory
of the United States of America (USA) located in the
Caribbean basin with an estimated population of 3.4 million
inhabitants. PR has faced a socio-economical crisis for at
least a decade, including an unaudited public debt of nearly
$71 billion.

HIV Epidemiology in Puerto Rico: PR holds the 6th position
in HIV prevalence (585/100,000) and incidence (29/100,000)
among adults and adolescents >13y/o in the Continental USA
and territories.

HIV and Natural Disasters: Little is known about the health
outcomes of people living with HIV (PLWH) after
experiencing a natural disaster.

2017 Hurricane Season in the Caribbean: Hurricanes Irma &
Maria made landfall in PR on September 2017. Hurricane
Maria was a category 5 hurricane when it made landfall in
the southeastern portion of the main island of PR. Pre-
existing contextual socio-economic and political factors in PR
played a crucial role in how detrimental the impact of these
natural disasters was.

Hurricanes’	Aftermath:	These	natural	disasters	had	a	
detrimental	impact	especially	on	public	health:

• destruction	of	power	and	communication	
infrastructures
• limited	access	to	safe	water	and	food
• transportation	difficulties
• limited	access	to	gas	
• poor	distribution	of	diesel	for	the	operation	of	
health	care	facilities
• approximately	500,000 residences	without	
roofs	or	with	significant	structural	damages	in	
their	households

Process of Gathering the Information: We
conducted quantitative data analysis using Vital
Statistics Database from the PR Department of
Health (PRDH). Also, we explored the impact of the
hurricanes in a focus group conducted with HIV-
positive young men who have sex with men (YMSM)
in PR. Governmental strategies previously presented
by PRDH were assessed.

Considerations	in	preparation	to	future	natural	disasters:
1. Establishing	an	emergency	plan	for	HIV	providers	and	healthcare	

settings	at	the	private,	public	and	community	levels,	to	guarantee	
access	to	clinical	services	

2. Designing	an	HIV	medication	distribution	plan	by	regions	to	ensure	
access	to	medication	including	socio-structural	barriers	(i.e.	
transportation)

3. Maintaining	a	local	emergency	stock	of	HIV	medication	for	at	least	one	
month	per	PLWH

4. Continue	enhancing	HIV	Surveillance	to	identify	location	and	track	
migration	patterns	of	PLWH

5. Implementing	policies	to	mitigate	vulnerabilization	of	PLWH

Lessons	Learned	

Figure	1
Location	of	PR	in	a	global	map

Figure	2
Hurricane	Maria	landfall	in	Puerto	Rico,	

September	20,	2017

Figure	3
Data	collected	to	assess	the	impact	of	the	hurricanes	on	people	with	HIV	and	
related	services
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