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Joanne Nigg, Joseph Scanlon  
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Recent and ongoing research in Puerto Rico



Participatory Planning and Co-Design
•Urban Resilience to Extremes Sustainability Research Network (UREx SRN) – 2015-2021

•Interdisciplinary network of researchers and professional that study urban 
sustainability, social vulnerability and resilience to extreme events. Promotes the 
participatory planning through the development of medium and long term
sustainability scenarios. 

•The EPA College Underserved/Community Partnership Program (CUPP) at Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociales supported the creation of the Helping Affected Communities 
Engage in Resilience (HACER) to provide technical assistance to disadvantaged communities. 
(2018-2020) 

•CUPP presented an opportunity to engage communities in long-term recovery planning
to advance desirable futures; a missing link in UREx.  

•Transformative scenarios served as a reflexive participatory tool through which stakeholders
engage in developing a collective synthesis of the situation, think about what could happen, 
and explore what could be done, and what could be their role in the process.

•A platform for university/community/government collaboration that became useful to the
U.S. Geological Survey after the 2020 Southwest Puerto Rico Earthquake Sequence,  leading
to the collaboration ‘Risk Communication in Concurrent Disasters’ to co-design risk
communication products to convey the aftershock forecast. 

Risk Communication

in



Economic Crisis (2006-Present)

Social amplification of risk in Puerto Rico
Otros retos / Other challenges

• Debt Adjustment Plan 

• Unemployment and underemployment

• Elimination of services

• Population loss – aging

• Circular migration

• School closures and limited access to education
• Escuelas como refugios o centros de servicios de 

emergencia / Schools as shelters o emergency centers
• Escuelas certificadas destruídas / Schools certified as 

shelters destroyed

• Zika, Chicungunya
• Reduced number of health professionals

• Political stability: Government corruption, summer of
2019 protests

Government EM 
Decision Makers

Public/Residents 
of communities 

in our study

Concurrent Disasters



Field research in Puerto Rico



Why rethinking 
recovery is 
VITAL?

Dynes and Quarantelli (2008). A 
Brief Note on Disaster Restoration, 
Reconstruction and Recovery: A 
Comparative Note Using Post 
Earthquake Observations.

•Restoration

•Reconstruction

•RECOVERY 

Why are we failing?

Non-sustainable regimes



òNaturaló hazards in Puerto Rico?

•ȰDebidoa las continuaslluviasde los últimosÄþÁÓȣ ÌÁ ,ÏÎÇ 
Construction Company tuvo que parar la mayor parte de las obrasde 
construcciónde viviendasa bajo costo en Puerto Nuevo, declarando
la censantíade unos5,000 trabajadores. Tan pronto cesenlas lluviasy 
vuelvana afirmarselos terrenos, los trabajadoresseránllamadospara 
reanudarlas mencionadasobras, segúnexplicóC.Y. Clemens, 
vicepresidentede la compañiaȢȱ ɉ%Ì Imparcial, 6 de agostode 1948)

•Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÁÙÏÒ ÏÆ 2þÏ 0ÉÅÄÒÁÓ ɉ!ÕÇÕÓÔÏ !ÌÖÁÒÅÚɊ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔȣ ÔÈÅ 
residents of Puerto Nuevo who have bought houses in the lower part 
of Puerto Nuevo complain that to get from that part to the main 
ÒÏÁÄȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ×ÁÄÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÍÕÄÆÌÁÔȢȱɉEl Mundo, 31 de 
diciembrede 1948)

•The discussion about channeling the Río Piedras river began in 1948.

SOCIAL VULNERABILITY: UNSAFE CONDITIONS



Fast forward: October 13, 2021







Communities in which we have worked recently

San Juan

•La Perla

•Viejo San Juan

•Puerto Nuevo

•Buena Vista

•Cantera

•Villa Nevarez

•Río Piedras Heights

•Caimito

•Las Curías 

•Playita

Guánica

•La Luna

Guayanilla

•Indios



La Perla, San Juan, Puerto Rico

Community vision: A community with essential services 
accessible, a clean coast, a community garden where 
residents have assigned plots and a kitchen soup, with 
more edible or food producing plants.  

Community Sustainability Goals

• Sustainable water managerment

• Effective wasterwater management in Old San Juan  

• Efficient solid waste management

• Healthy community

• Renewable energy for every household

• Increase green cover
• Improve access to services and infrastructure



Villa Nevarez
Visión a nivel comunitario: We aspire to a community that is not gated with green areas that are maintained, that do 
not flood, that do not pollute, where streams and creeks are maintained. We aspire to a community with a safe linear 

park along the river in harmony with nature. Also, we aspire a community with access to collective transportation, 

with a well -designed and maintained infrastructure; with paved and safe streets. We aspire to become a cohesive 

community where residents follow regulations, with appealing landscapes, supportive, tolerant and reciprocal 
neighbors, self -sufficient and zero waste.

Sustainable Community Goals

• A healthy , self-sufficient , safe community

• Increased green cover and access to green areas

• Community cohesion and solidarity

• A community in harmony with nature

• Access to collective transportation

• Flood -safe community

• Reduced pollution

• Better streets that do not exacerbate flooding



Current proposal: The opportunity to rethink 
flood mitigation in San Juan òremainsó 



The power of participation: 
What about representation?
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Participate in a response exercise in your community (n=436)

Guanica Guayanilla San Juan
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Preparedness: Planning for 
disaster reduction



Preparedness: Planning for 
disaster reduction
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Prepare and earthquake response plan with the community (n=436)

Guánica Guayanilla San Juan
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The future is 
NOW: 
Governance 
of long-term 
disaster 
recovery 
planning

•Transformative scenarios → Transition management → 
Transformative change

•Transformative change – non-linear systemic change that 
leads to fundamental, qualitative changes in societies’ 
cultures, structures, and practices (Loorbach et al., 2017).

•Occurs across local contexts and is enhanced through 
translocal networks

•Transformative innovation advances through growing, 
replicating, partnering, instrumentalizing, embedding. 

•Transdisciplinary action researchers seek ways to adapt 
and learn, to inspire and mobilize or to translate concerns. 

•Our youth is dealing with the uncertain future that we 
maintain and perpetuate.



•ΨCŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ 
to grips with the problem of colonies 

will invite catastrophe. 
- W.E.B. Dubois, Color and Democracy: Colonies and Peace (1945)

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC BY

http://la-letra-escarlata.blogspot.com/2010/02/calendario-literario-de-febrero.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Thank you!

NSF Urban Resilience to Extremes Sustainability Research Network (San Juan) 
http://www.facebook.com/urexsanjuan

@urexsanjuan

Helping Affected Communities Engage in Resilience
http://www.facebook.com/hacerupr

@hacerupr

Dr. Jenniffer M. Santos -Hernández

jenniffer.santos1@upr.edu

mailto:jenniffer.santos1@upr.edu

