
 

FINANCIAL OVERSIGHT AND MANAGEMENT BOARD 

               FOR PUERTO RICO 
                                                                                  Members 

Andrew G. Biggs 

Carlos M. García 

Arthur J. González 

José R. González 

Ana J. Matosantos 

David A. Skeel, Jr. 

     José B. Carrión III                                                                     

  Chair                                                                                                                                                    Natalie A. Jaresko 

Executive Director 

 PO Box 192018 San Juan, PR 00919-2018; www.oversightboard.pr.gov; comments@promesa.gov 

 

BY ELECTRONIC MAIL   

 

April 24, 2020 

 

The Honorable Wanda Vázquez Garced 

Governor of Puerto Rico 

Commonwealth of Puerto Rico 

 

Dear Governor Wanda Vázquez Garced: 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created uncertainty and hardship that threatens to severely stress the 

lives and livelihood of Puerto Rico’s residents.  To support critical response efforts, the Oversight 

Board quickly approved $787 million of funding and continues to assist the Government wherever 

possible. In addition, the Government of Puerto Rico has just received $2.2 billion from Congress 

to finance unbudgeted expenses related to the coronavirus pandemic. This funding, if used 

appropriately, can provide much needed support for the Commonwealth and its residents and 

businesses to mitigate, contain, and minimize the effect of COVID-19 on the lives of the people 

of Puerto Rico.  

 

The U.S. Department of the Treasury just published guidelines for this program. As published, 

they provide flexibility to states and territories for the use of the funds within certain boundaries. 

Given this flexibility, we are recommending a set of strategies to provide consistency, 

accountability, efficiency, and clarity on how funds should be spent in Puerto Rico. It will be 

essential for the Commonwealth to make informed decisions about how to best use these funds to 

ensure a proper response and a swift recovery.  

 

First, we encourage the Commonwealth to assess the current population needs and what is 

available through various federal and local programs to avoid duplication of a program that may 

already exist or be underway. Second, the Commonwealth must be able to articulate how funds 

will impact the response and recovery in Puerto Rico. Will the funds help support the safety net, 

or significantly improve the odds of returning to normal, or minimize the long-term economic 

damage to specific sectors, like tourism? It is imperative for the Government to design and present 

an overarching response and recovery framework that ties all funds to specific policy objectives. 

This planning framework should guide decision making around the distribution of funds and 

should facilitate monitoring and impact evaluations. Although we understand the need to expend 

certain funds quickly, the federal guidelines provide until December 2020 to use these funds. Thus, 

we encourage the Government to be thoughtful and strategic with these disbursements, as they can 
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provide Puerto Rico with the necessary tools to fight the emergency, speed up recovery, as well as 

be prepared for a potential rise in cases again later this year.  

 

Although we acknowledge the Commonwealth’s discretion in the use of these funds, we do want 

to suggest some areas that should be considered:  

 

I. Monitoring and Assessment System 

 

As we move to re-opening the economy, the Government should do whatever it can to 

avoid a second wave of infections by developing smart prevention capabilities. This means, 

being able to keep enough numbers of infected people tightly quarantined to prevent new 

outbreaks that would overwhelm the health system. For that, you need more testing. 

According to the Covid Tracking Project, Puerto Rico has performed an average of 15 

coronavirus tests a day for every 100,000 people, a rate lower than any state in the U.S. 

Puerto Rico needs to perform thousands of coronavirus tests each week in order to prevent 

new outbreaks and safely lift restrictions. Therefore, we encourage the Government to 

significantly increase the supply of test kits on the Island.  

 

We also need better data in Puerto Rico. Unfortunately, the Commonwealth lacks the data 

infrastructure to do even the simplest computations of tests results. As you are aware, the 

Secretary of Health recently admitted that they had been double- and triple-counting some 

cases. According to the Institute of Statistics, there were data deficiencies and issues with 

about one-third of the tests results, only some of which can be corrected. In some cases, 

the patients’ age, gender and addresses were missing, and there’s no way to recover that 

information.  

 

Technology is vital in the fight against coronavirus and future pandemics. In addition to 

being able to support modeling efforts and predicting the flow of a pandemic, big data, 

machine learning, and other technology can quickly and effectively analyze data to help 

the Government figure out the best preparation and response to this and future pandemics. 

But the Commonwealth lags U.S. states in data and technology.   As a result, part of the 

funds should go to purchase high-tech networks for tracking infection, which improve the 

productivity of human contact-tracers. Most of the new contact-tracers can work from 

home, by phone or using other technologies. Massachusetts recently became the first state 

to invest in an ambitious contact-tracing program, budgeting $44 million to hire 1,000 

people. The Massachusetts program is staged by the nonprofit Partners in Health, whose 

doctors have led responses to infectious diseases all over the world. Contact tracing will 

become even more important as social distancing restrictions are eased. 

 

Finally, investments in technology should go to help centralize and analyze information 

from various agencies like ASES, the Medical Center, and the Ports Authority to get real-

time alerts regarding who might be infected and where, based on symptoms and travel 

information. We cannot make evidence-based decisions without robust and high-quality 

data.  
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II. Health Services Infrastructure  

 

COVID-19 has intensified our attention on the inadequacy of Puerto Rico’s public health 

infrastructure, from hospital beds to equipment. A vaccine likely won’t be available for 

another year-and-a-half. Thus, if hospitals are overwhelmed with coronavirus patients it 

will be difficult to care for other needs, leading to more deaths. We understand the 

Government is planning to use part of these funds to purchase personal protective 

equipment (PPE), ventilators, and virus detection tests. Although we concur with this 

course of action, we urge the Government to put in place a robust storage and distribution 

plan. The plan must indicate how government officials are planning to manage inventory 

and ration supplies/equipment. Planning will be essential. 

 

Given the Department of Health’s lack of Island-wide infrastructure, we encourage the 

Commonwealth to develop a more “bottoms up” approach to manage emergency response. 

We have seen a lot of confusion among the Government and private service providers about 

where to source emergency supplies, tests, and equipment. One of the recommendations 

made by RAND Corporation after Hurricane Maria was establishing regional Disaster 

Healthcare Centers (DHC) in Puerto Rico.1 A DHC serves as an umbrella for a group of 

hospitals, clinics, and provider agencies in their geographic area and is responsible for 

developing plans, relationships, and procedures to enhance hospital surge capacity for 

responding to an emergency event.  

 

We recommend that the Department of Health identify approximately five healthcare 

facilities in Puerto Rico as HDCs. These HDC’s would be in charge of coordinating and 

managing the distribution of ventilators, PPE’s, COVID-19 tests, and other support 

equipment within their geographic area.  

 

Moreover, we recommend the Government invest in the Island’s telehealth system, 

including services provided in light of COVID-19 and technology/infrastructure.  

 

III. Distance Learning and Student Outcomes 

 

Given the unprecedented impact of the COVID-19 emergency, the Commonwealth must 

carefully evaluate medium- and long-term implications for teaching and student 

achievement. Although PRDE has announced a set of initiatives, we have concerns that 

they are not part of a larger coordinated effort to address student needs during the crisis. 

Thus, it might be practical to use some of these funds to enhance the system’s distance 

learning capacity, which can be useful beyond emergencies such as this (and in preparing 

for a possible reemergence of COVID-19 this fall/winter), as well as to think about how to 

recuperate lost learning. An increased level of tech fluency could be sustained post-crisis 

to assist student learning in normal times.  

 
1   Puerto Rico Disaster Recovery Planning: Damage and Needs Assessment Report prepared by 

Homeland Security and Rand Corporation (2018). 
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Another consideration is instituting a large-scale summer school this year or start the 2020-

21 school year early, giving teachers more time to help students catch up. Although costly, 

it can serve as an effective tool to minimize the "incomplete learning" from this time. Funds 

spent on summer school could also serve as a form of economic stimulus, as teachers could 

earn higher incomes at a time where you have high unemployment in the Island. On April 

21, 2020, we sent a letter to the Secretary of Education requesting a distance learning plan 

by May 8, 2020.  

 

IV. Small Businesses  

 

Lost business activity will mean lost incomes and bankruptcy for many small businesses 

in Puerto Rico. Small businesses often have fewer resources to draw on during a slowdown.  

 

We do believe cash grant programs can provide immediate relief to small businesses. 

However, we encourage the Government to supplement cash assistance with technical 

support. In addition to cash, many of these business owners will need to rethink their 

operations and will require training and coaching to navigate this new reality. The 

Government can partner with existing not profit organizations that are already in the field 

to provide this additional support to small businesses. Without technical assistance, they 

would be more likely to close after they receive disbursement. 

 

V. Long Term Unemployed  

 

Although slow in its deployment, the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) has begun to 

help many small and medium-sized businesses in Puerto Rico. However, some sectors will 

bear the brunt of the downturn much more than others. Sectors like tourism, arts, and 

entertainment will be hit the hardest. Some of those jobs could be lost or heavily impacted. 

Thus, special consideration should be given to those workers who are very likely to be 

unemployed for a long time. More than a safety net, these workers will require job training 

and placement services. Therefore, we encourage the Commonwealth to invest some of 

these funds to strengthen the workforce development infrastructure and programming of 

the government.  

 

VI. Reimbursement to the Commonwealth  

 

The Oversight Board believes a portion of the $500 million incremental funds certified on 

March 28, 2020 as part of the $787 million Emergency Measures Support Package may be 

reimbursable expenses under the $2.2 billion program.  

 

* * * 

 

Structured oversight and coordination will be a significant factor in the ultimate success of these 

efforts for Puerto Rico, and extra effort must be made to ensure transparency and accountability. 
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Therefore, the Oversight Board requests reporting toward this end pursuant to Section 104 of 

PROMESA, specifically a Fund Expenditure Report and a Procurement Report:  

 

• A Fund Expenditure Report makes fund disbursements more transparent by telling 

how the Government is spending federal money and what it is accomplishing 

through these fund disbursements. We also encourage the Commonwealth to 

deposit information on fund expenditures in a central database and publish on the 

Web Portal in a format that enables citizens to readily analyze all program and fund 

disbursements. The COR3 Transparency Portal could serve as a guide for how to 

report fund disbursements.  

 

• To ensure the integrity of these extraordinary resources for public purchasing and 

contracting, the Commonwealth shall provide the Oversight Board with a 

Procurement Report. This report should list all procurement related information; 

including information on goods and services acquired, technical specifications of 

the goods, quantity and quality, unit and total price of the procured goods and 

services, type of procurement procedure use, details of the natural or legal person 

who is contracted, including identity, location and contact details. The reporting 

package should include copies of all contracts as well. Given the recent incidents 

at the Department of Health, we encourage the Commonwealth to execute the most 

strict and transparent procurement processes. While your Executive Order reduces 

the time it takes to procure these critical medical supplies or services, unfortunately, 

it may bypass the usual checks and balances on public spending.  

 

Please submit these reports on a bi-weekly basis, starting on May 4, 2020. The Oversight Board is 

dedicated to working with you to ensure that all residents, businesses, and the Government receive 

the full benefit of the COVID-19 stimulus program. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Natalie A. Jaresko 

 

Andrew G. Biggs  

José B. Carrión III 

Carlos M. García  

Arthur J. González  

José R. González  

Ana J. Matosantos  

David A. Skeel, Jr. 

 

CC: Mr. Omar Marrero Díaz  


