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Public Health Consequences of Disasters 
 Impacts to:
 Public health and medical facilities 
 Key infrastructure and services

Morbidity and mortality
 Direct: deaths and accidents 
 Indirect: exacerbation of pre-existing 

health issues

 Public health role: protect victims 
and disaster responders

 Irma and Maria Impacts in Puerto 
Rico and Virgin islands-- total 
devastation
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Objectives
Describe:

 How the public health branch was 
organized 

 ESF-8 public health support to 
Puerto Rico Department of Health 
(PRDOH)

 Challenges and opportunities for 
collaborations in future events
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Public Health Needs: Hurricanes Irma &  Maria
Mission:
 Public health assessment team initially 
deployed to PR for Irma under HHS/IRCT
 Subsequently redeployed to USVI and back to 

PR due to hurricane Maria 

 Post-Hurricane Maria increased in scope of 
activities and staff requirements
 Established a public health branch (PHBR)
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Organizational Structure of the Public Health Branch in PR
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Public Health Branch Mission Priorities

Initial assignment for the Public Health Branch was health care facility 
assessments across Puerto Rico 

Robin Bishop, HHS/Plans holds the IMS for the IRCT for the Hurricane Maria 
response on day 1, which included a Public Health Branch. Charts were done 
in paper due too the lack of electricity 
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Surveillance and Assessment Team: Healthcare 
Facility Assessments
 First major ask by HHS and PRDOH

 Tiered approach for all hospitals and  
clinics
 65 hospitals and 186 clinics were assessed

Mission support provided by DOD, 
Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS), and Federal Law Enforcement 
(ESF-13)
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Hospital and Clinic Assessment Tools
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Comprehensive Disaster Assessment and 
Readiness Tools (CDART)



Public Health Field Teams 
Water systems in key facilities

 Disaster shelters/Federal Medical stations

 Billeting/Department of Defense (DOD) 
facilities

Mosquito surveillance and control 

 Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) Branch Support
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Surveillance and Assessment Team: Health 
Surveillance at Federal Sites
 Department of Health and Human 
Services
 Disaster Medical Assistance Team/Federal 

Medical Stations 
 Syndromic surveillance reporting pulled 

daily from the ESSENCE website

 Department of Defense and 
Veterans Administration Health 
System
 Development of DOD syndromic surveillance 

reporting by facilities
 Active surveillance at three VA facilities

National Center for Environmental HealthDivision of Environmental Health Science and Practice



Isolated Community Assessments
Mission requested by DHS
Areas selected through aerial 

reconnaissance
Teams deployed by air and ground

 Focus on basic human needs
 Access to services
 Immediate health concerns 

Mission support: DOD, DHS
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Health Communications Team
 FEMA Joint information Center

 Rumor control 

 Educational material

 Organizing provider calls

 Outreach in isolated areas
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Restoration of Services Team
 PRDOH facility assessments

 Restoring services
 Laboratory and immunization services
 Procuring vaccines, supplies 

 Transition for long-term recovery
 Follow up on repairs and contracts 

Mission support provided by:
 FEMA, US Army Corps of Engineers 

(USACE), Association of Public Health 
Laboratories, and Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention

Public Health Labs
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Summary 
Limitations and Challenges:

 Safety and environmental hazards, 
curfew, delays launching teams

 Staff language capabilities and skill 
sets

 Supplies and equipment shortfalls

 Redundancy of efforts

Successes and Opportunities:

 Fully staffed branch/teams 

 Transition team for recovery phase

 Piloted new tools and techniques

 Interagency collaborations and 
support 
 DOD, VA, DHS/FEMA, USACE, Red 

Cross, others
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Conclusions
 Caribbean region inherent risks and isolation challenges 
must be taken in consideration in future planning

 Disaster assessment elements must improve coordination, 
execution and sharing of information 

 Joint collaborations and mission support must be standard, 
not a mission request
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QUESTIONS?
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