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Abstract 

Academic literature explores or analyzes multiple facets of disaster relief efforts 

provided by the Federal government, local government, private industry, and Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs). Promisingly, a small but growing section of 

literature examining the role of emergency food systems and emergency food operations 

seeks to explain the important contributions these systems and operations make to 

disaster response efforts. Of note, scholars have yet to explore the role of the 

nongovernmental organization World Central Kitchen (WCK) or study José Andrés and 

the leadership he displayed during the 2017 Hurricane Maria relief effort. 

Utilizing a case study analysis method, this thesis interprets data from multiple 

sources, including José Andrés own book, We Fed an Island, in which he provides an 

autobiographical account of what he and his organization, World Central Kitchen, 

accomplished, newspaper articles that were written during the three month period of the 

response/relief effort (and for months after), reviews of his book, in which reviewers 

provide further context on his account of the World Central Kitchen’s response, and 

interviews in which Andrés and critical team members who participated in the response 

give insights to the event in their own words. 

Then, a literature review is conducted to gain insights into the current structure of 

federal disaster response and recommended state, local, and private sector practices and 

to uncover gaps in the literature. Additionally, the National Response Framework and the 

World Central Kitchen Model will be used to guide and identify critical factors that help 



 
 

provide a robust answer to the following questions: how did WCK, led by José Andrés, a 

celebrity chef with seemingly minimal emergency disaster preparedness experience, 

successfully execute and scale up a food-related disaster response in a community he did 

not reside in? Secondly, what does the answer to that question suggest regarding potential 

lessons learned from WCK's emergency response model and its applicability to future 

emergency food aid efforts? Lastly, while often credited with “creating a new model” for 

disaster response regarding food aid, this thesis seeks to determine whether this is true. 

And if so, what is the new model? This thesis aims to answer these questions. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

The field of disaster relief is complex and ever-evolving. Within this field, the 

intricate subfield of emergency food systems also continues to evolve as multiple 

approaches to food relief are considered. Given the dynamic and unpredictable nature of 

crises such as extreme weather events (EWE) and the tailored responses required to meet 

the needs of those affected, scholars and practitioners continue to recognize the need to 

continuously be receptive to innovative approaches to delivering food relief after disaster.  

This chapter provides a foundation for and serves as a roadmap to the upcoming 

chapters of this thesis. The background section presents a brief overview of the World 

Central Kitchen and José Andrés work in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria to 

familiarize the reader with the organization and its founder. (Later, in the case study 

chapter, this organization is discussed in depth.) Then, the chapter progresses to explain 

the problem that is being studied, the research aims, objectives, questions, scope, and 

significance. Finally, this chapter closes with a brief thesis outline, broken down by 

chapter. 

Background 

The island of Puerto Rico is no stranger to weather events. Having persevered 

through a series of hurricanes such as Hurricane San Ciriaco (1899), Hurricane Hugo 

(1989), Hurricane Georges (1998), and Hurricane Irma (2017), the people of Puerto Rico 

have always found a way to recompose themselves, repair the island, and carry on. Until 
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2017, the deadliest Hurricane to strike the island was the Great Okeechobee Hurricane of 

1928, which caused “around $100 million (over 1.34 billion 2014 US dollars) in damages 

over the course of its path” and killed over 4,118 people (Neely, 2014, Preface section). 

The island had not experienced weather events quite as severe in the preceding years. 

This period of calm may have lulled the residents of Puerto Rico into a false sense of 

security and safety, which, unfortunately, left them woefully unprepared for the 

impending cataclysm that would reshape the island’s history. 

Numerous indications of trouble materialized as the 2017 Atlantic Hurricane 

season progressed. The season was highly active, especially during September 

(Klotzbach et al., 2018, p.3426). The third hurricane of the season, Hurricane Harvey, 

wreaked havoc, most notably in Texas, and kicked off the September portion of the 

season. From there, Hurricane Irma, a Category 5 hurricane, battered the Caribbean, 

briefly brushing past the island of Puerto Rico, but largely sparing the island from any 

significant damage. But then, just two weeks later, the people of Puerto Rico found 

themselves in the direct path of one of the “deadliest natural disasters in U.S. history,” 

according to The Washington Post (Ingraham, 2018, para. 3). 

On the morning of September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria, the eighth hurricane of 

the season to form in the Atlantic Ocean, slashed through the territory of Puerto Rico 

leaving destruction and death in its wake. As it traveled across the island, its winds ripped 

trees out of the ground and tossed them across roadways. Maria’s rainfall flooded parts of 

the island’s 78 municipalities and rendered much of the already fragile infrastructure on 

the island inoperable. By the time day broke on the island on September 21, it was clear: 
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the immediate delivery of disaster relief was crucial to address the needs of the people of 

Puerto Rico and save lives. 

Over the next five days, partnerships formed between organizations at the federal, 

territorial, and municipal government levels and with the private sector. The Governor of 

Puerto Rico, Ricardo Rossello-Nevares, requested an expedited major disaster 

declaration, and on the same day, President Donald Trump granted the request, declaring 

that a major disaster existed in the commonwealth of Puerto Rico (The Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], n.d.). International stakeholders from industry 

and non-governmental organizations found themselves gathering at the San Juan 

Convention Center, to discuss how they could combine efforts and resources to restore a 

semblance of normality to the island. Together, multiple stakeholders worked to present 

solutions to address the increasingly worsening crisis.  

Then, on September 25, 2017, Chef José Andrés arrived on the island (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018). With no formal invitation or request for help, the chef and World Central 

Kitchen founder had self-deployed and began participating in the humanitarian relief 

efforts underway on the island.1 

Having served as a U.S. Department of State American Culinary Corps member 

and a culinary humanitarian volunteer in the 2010 Haiti earthquake crisis, he believed the 

need for aid was urgent, and his culinary expertise would be an added strength to the U.S. 

relief efforts (Department of State, n.d; Goulding, 2011). He coupled these experiences 

with the action of pulling from the rich and extensive network of personal and 

 
1 In the world of disaster response, the term self-deploy is understood to mean responding to a disaster 
without an invitation or request by the organizations managing disaster response. The impact of self-
deploying is covered in the analysis chapter of this thesis. 
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professional connections he had cultivated over his over thirty-five-year culinary career 

to help him devise a strategy that would enable him to feed people across all 78 

municipalities of the island. 

Over the next nine weeks, Andrés and his World Central Kitchen teammates 

would put their creativity to the test: crafting, improvising, and putting a plan into 

motion; a plan in which they would continuously adapt as the relief situation required. 

This improvisation would call for repeatedly scaling up their food production efforts, 

changing feeding locations several times, and battling both mental and physical 

exhaustion. The team would leverage traditional and new media platforms to 

communicate with Puerto Ricans on the island and with their fellow Americans on the 

“mainland.”2 By the time the relief portion of Andrés and the World Central Kitchen’s 

work was complete on November 23, 2017, newspaper outlets reported he and his team 

would be directly responsible for providing over 3 million meals to all 78 of the 

territory’s municipalities (Gross, 2018; Gregory, 2020). 

World Central Kitchen’s involvement in Hurricane Maria efforts highlighted 

inefficiencies in the Federal contracting process and illuminated the need to strengthen 

the relationships in public-private partnerships in times of crisis. These inefficiencies 

were also noted in reports produced by federal government entities, including the 

Government Accountability Office, FEMA, and Congress (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [FEMA], 2018; U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 

2019; U.S. Government Publishing Office, 2019). 

 
2 The term mainland refers to the contiguous 48 U.S. states that touch each other. It also includes 
Washington, D.C. 
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Outlets such as National Public Radio (NPR), Public Broadcasting System (PBS), 

The Washington Post, ABC7 News (American Broadcasting Company), the Wall Street 

Journal, and The New York Times covered or reported on the World Central Kitchen’s 

role in the Hurricane Maria response efforts. (Severson, 2017; Severson, 2017; Gross, 

2018; PBS News Hour, 2018; Kahn, 2018; Carman, 2019) The volume of meals, the 

efficiency of the organization’s food delivery process, and their focus on hot meals have 

been documented and reported on (Gross, 2018; Ryssdal & Hollenhorst, 2018). 

Government reports have indicated that due to human-caused climate change, the 

likelihood of intense weather-related crises will continue to occur in the future 

(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2023). If past natural disasters are to be 

viewed as warnings, these crises are likely to occur with minimum notice or time to 

prepare. Additionally, some of these future crises will likely require rapid food relief to 

be delivered. At present, there exists a small but growing body of approaches, models, 

and frameworks related to food security and emergency food relief, though little research 

exists that focuses on food security in disaster settings (Clay et al., 2023). Unfortunately, 

due to the dynamic nature of crises, there is no standard approach that currently or will 

ever fit all disaster relief responses. 

This study intends to add to the body of academic knowledge regarding 

humanitarian food aid delivered during disaster relief by documenting and presenting the 

approach the World Central Kitchen adopted during the 2017 Hurricane Maria response. 

One of the hallmark variances that differentiates the WCK’s approach from other 

organizations’ approaches is that the organization began its activities in the third phase of 
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the disaster response cycle (also known as the emergency management cycle).3 In 

contrast, most organizations start their activities in the earlier phases, the mitigation and 

preparedness phases.4 This research attempts to illuminate the factors that made the 

World Central Kitchen and Chef Andrés' innovative methods and efforts effective and 

support why it is essential to remain open to innovative approaches to delivering food 

relief. 

Research Aims  

This thesis aims to understand and analyze the food-related disaster relief 

approach of the not-for-profit organization World Central Kitchen and its leader, Chef 

José Andrés. WCK established an emergency food operation and provided food-related 

disaster relief to the people of Puerto Rico from September through November 2017. 

Their combined efforts contributed over three million nutritious meals to the Hurricane 

Maria relief efforts. 

Research Questions and Objectives 

How did WCK, led by José Andrés, a celebrity chef with seemingly minimal 

emergency disaster preparedness experience, execute an emergency food operation in the 

wake of Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico, a community where he did not reside? 

Secondly, what insights does the answer to that question provide regarding potential 

 
3  It is important to understand that for this thesis, the response phase involves relief measures. Though the 
WCK’s relief efforts are a subcomponent of the response phase of the disaster/emergency management 
cycle, it is a distinct part of the process. 
4 The Federal Emergency Management Agency identifies four stages in the Emergency Management 
Cycle: 1.) Mitigation, 2.) Preparedness, 3.)Response, and 4.) Recovery. It is important to note that the 
stages can overlap and may not occur sequentially. Due to the nature of disaster, it is possible to move 
between the stages during an event. 
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lessons learned from and the applicability of WCK's emergency response model to future 

emergency food aid efforts?  

The following research objectives are intended to support the execution of the 

research aims mentioned above.  

1.) Identifying the factors or characteristics associated with the World Central 

Kitchen that facilitated the organization's end results 

2.) Exploring the approach the organization took to provide disaster relief 

4.) Analyzing the impact of the World Central Kitchen’s relief efforts during 

Hurricane Maria 

5.)  What other considerations should be taken into account when seeking to 

gain a fuller understanding of operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico? 

Scope 

This study focuses on the disaster relief efforts delivered to the inhabitants of the 

unincorporated island territory of Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria damaged the island. 

This project spans September - November 2017. While there are several discoveries 

present in the research, this thesis will focus on understanding the World Central 

Kitchen’s relief operation, which they titled Operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/ 

#ChefsForPuertoRico, constructing a framework based on the information present in the 

data, and providing an explanation of the operation. 

Significance 

This case study illustrates the role of a private organization in a more extensive 

federal and local response when the leader of the private organization holds the 
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appropriate connections, resources, leadership traits, and subject matter expertise to do so 

with excellence. It also provides a (small) foundation for future scholars interested in 

disaster food relief. 

Finally, this thesis introduces the WCK to disaster management scholars who may 

be unfamiliar with the organization and its role in the 2017 Hurricane Maria relief efforts. 

This case will also assert the importance of private-public solid partnerships during 

disaster relief deliveries. 

Thesis Outline 

Chapter One exists to introduce the topic, background, statement of the problem, 

and rationale for this thesis project. It also introduces the research aims, objectives, 

scope, and significance. In Chapter Two, the overall research design of the thesis is 

presented. Chapter Three is where the case is constructed. The literature review follows 

the case in Chapter Four to tie issues presented in Chapter Three to understand academic 

terminology and theory. Having placed the case in the context of existing literature, 

Chapter Five presents an analysis and discussion of the case based on the author's 

interpretation of events and data. Finally, the thesis draws to a close in Chapter Six, with 

the Conclusion chapter. 
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Chapter II. 

Methodology 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methodology of this thesis. As a 

reminder, this process sought to understand how WCK, led by José Andrés, a celebrity 

chef with minimal emergency disaster preparedness experience, successfully executed 

and scaled up a food-related disaster response in a community where he did not reside. 

Secondly, this process also sought to understand what the answer to that question 

suggests regarding potential lessons learned from, and the applicability of, WCK's “hot 

food” emergency relief model to future emergency food aid efforts. Lastly, this project 

seeks to understand why this relief effort was meaningful. To accomplish this task, a 

single-case study analysis was conducted. 

Research Philosophy, Approach, Design, Data Collection, and Analysis Techniques 

This research aimed to understand the World Central Kitchen’s approach to 

addressing food insecurity during the recovery (relief) phase of the 2017 Hurricane Maria 

crisis. This was ultimately the study of the behaviors and interactions of members of the 

organization for a three-month period in Puerto Rico and their interactions with 

community members in Puerto Rico. The research conducted is contemporary (having 

occurred in the last ten years), cross-sectional (vs. longitudinal), qualitative (vs. 

quantitative or mixed methods), and fell within the realm of philosophical interpretivism 

(vs. constructivism or realism). According to Pedro F. Bendassolli, the author of Theory 
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Building in Qualitative Research: Reconsidering the Problem of Induction, the primary 

reasoning for qualitative methods being inductive in research is because this type of 

research holds a primary interest in achieving an understating of “a particular situation, or 

individual, or groups of individuals, or (sub)cultures, etc. rather than to explain and 

predict future behaviors” (Bendassolli, 2013, p. 2). 

Research Design: A Single-Case Study Method 

Although the lens through which the Hurricane Maria relief effort occurred could 

be justifiably explored by utilizing several theoretical frameworks and theories, the data 

and sources studied signaled that the use of a single case study method was an acceptable 

research technique to situate the research findings. A second option appeared to be the 

historical method. However, the contemporary nature of the relief effort and the desire to 

consider practical applications of lessons of the case (versus seeking a simpler 

understanding of a past event) meant that the historical method was not the most 

appropriate method for this project. 

Having only been acquainted with the case of WCK’s relief efforts through the 

perspective of a casual media consumer before beginning my study, the next step in the 

methodological path was to become intimately familiar with the case from the viewpoint 

of an investigative researcher. To do this, I watched publicly available interviews from 

the Hurricane Maria relief effort participants. I took notes of their response to questions 

and made note of the mood and delivery of the interview subjects as well. By the end of 

this step, I began generating research questions, with the understanding that I would like 

to continue to refine my questions as my research developed. 
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Next, I read the book We Fed an Island and watched the movie We Feed People. 

These two steps were necessary to understand how chef José Andrés would like his 

efforts viewed. (Chef José Andrés was directly involved in the creation of the book and 

the movie.) In both sources, Chef Andrés provides valuable details and insights regarding 

the actions he and WCK performed during their relief efforts, which they called operation 

#ChefsForPuertoRico. I again took notes on what I viewed and read to later make sense 

of what was presented to me. Examining the version of events presented by Chef Andrés 

also helped to form much of the narrative for the case, as he is the initiator of WCK’s 

response. 

I then constructed a loose narrative of WCK’s response and looked for issues that 

presented themselves from the story he presented. 

I then moved on to conducting a literature review. To guide my research, I asked 

myself the question: Does what José Andrés describes in his retelling of events fit into 

already known knowledge about the field of disaster food relief? If so, what is he 

describing? The list of these initial questions was: 

• Traditionally, what is the role of non-profits in disaster relief?  

• How does WCK follow or deviate from this role? 

• What type of crisis was Hurricane Maria? 

• Does the type of crisis matter regarding WCK’s approach? 

• Was Hurricane Maria a novel crisis?  

• What type of leadership characteristics did Chef José Andrés display 

during this crisis? 
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• Does the flat organizational structure described by José Andrés make a 

difference in the results his organization achieved? 

• How did partnerships during the crisis play a role in the overall Hurricane 

Maria relief efforts? 

In this step of my research, I let the answers to my initial questions lead me to 

relevant data sources until I reached a point of saturation.5 I then refined my questions. 

This step of the process repeated until I had my final set of research questions, which 

were presented previously in Chapter One. 

After these steps were completed, I drafted a plan for my data. I began to identify 

key factors and issues, utilizing digital applications such as Microsoft Word (to create 

lists), Microsoft PowerPoint (to create models), Canva (to create calendars and timeline 

maps), and Google Sheets (to create a case study database), all of which helped me 

display my data. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations that must be addressed when considering this thesis 

topic. Some of these limitations are time, scope of the thesis project and language. 

Time 

As articulated by Professor Robert E. Stake in his book titled The Art of Case 

Study Research, “There is always too little time” (Stake, 1995; p. 51). As such this thesis 

 
5 In this case, “saturation” refers to the point in research where data sources start to refer to the same 
sources repeatedly. This indicated I have uncovered most relevant data on a subject, and here is limited data 
to develop this area. 
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will prioritize its focus on one of the many organizations who made important 

contributions to the Hurricane Maria relief efforts to accomplish the task of writing given 

the time allotted. Doing so will allow for what Robert K. Yin describes as a manageable 

“level of effort” in his 2017 book Case Study Research and Applications: Design and 

Methods (6th Edition, p. 3). 

Scope 

This project focuses specifically on the 60-day relief period within the response 

phase of the Hurricane Maria disaster management cycle in Puerto Rico, which took 

place between September 20, 2017, and November 30, 2017. While all phases of the 

disaster management cycle are valuable, this project aims to provide insight into this 

specific time frame. 

Language  

At the date of this project’s publishing, both Spanish and English are the official 

languages of the island of Puerto Rico (Napoleoni, 2020). It is logical to state that there 

exists journal and newspaper articles as well as publicly available interviews presented in 

Spanish. However, due to my inability to speak Spanish, the information presented in this 

thesis is limited to journals, periodicals, and interviews conducted or presented in 

English. 

Multiple Sources of Evidence & Data Triangulation 

The evidence for this thesis comes from the following sources: documents (such 

as proof of awarded contract money from FEMA to WCK), recorded interviews (given 
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by Hurricane Maria response participants including José Andrés and then CEO Nate 

Mook), academic journals (where academics have contributed knowledge on the impacts 

and effects of Hurricane Maria), newspaper articles (these artifacts were produced 

contemporaneously with the relief response) film and videos. However, one of the key 

components of case study research does not occur in this project: the use of in-person 

interviews. The use of multiple sources will help create “converging lines of inquiry” 

(Yin, 2017; p. 44). “Thus, any case study finding, or conclusion is likely to be more 

convincing and accurate if it is based on several different sources of information, 

following a similar convergence” (Yin, 2017; p. 128). 

Case Study Database  

To organize and document the data used for this project, a case study database 

was created using Google Sheets, and folders (separated by category) were created on my 

local computer’s drive. The database contained information related to each piece of data 

(such as title, type of data, and my write-up on the piece of data. If the data was collected 

from an online source, such as the Hollis database, I inserted a link for easy future 

accessibility as well.) Aside from keeping the collected data organized and easily 

accessible, this research design decision also assisted future scholars with their ability to 

retrieve the articles that shaped this case study. The folders helped me manage and easily 

locate downloaded and scanned files. This chapter began by stating its purpose, restating 

the research questions of the thesis, and presenting the single-case study method as the 

choice of research design. Based on the factors related to the thesis, the appropriateness 

of this selection was asserted. The next chapter will introduce the case in which this 

thesis is focused. 
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Chapter III. 

Case Study: The World Central Kitchen Feeds an Island 

Now, we delve into the real-world case study of WCK’s role in the Hurricane 

Maria disaster relief efforts, known as operation Chefs for Puerto Rico/ 

#ChefsforPuertoRico. 

Introduction 

This case study will present the experience of the World Central Kitchen and its 

founder, José Andrés, as they attempted to set up and execute an emergency food 

operation in real time in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria. 

As reiterated at various points in this thesis, the 2017 Hurricane season was an 

anomaly, historically costly, and catastrophically dangerous. The federal government, 

fortunately, had years of subject matter expertise in handling large-scale disasters and, 

therefore, had a multi-tiered emergency management structure in place. However, the 

unprecedented sequence and novelty of the season’s events were pushing the federal 

emergency management system to its limits, and as the season progressed, their expertise 

seemed less effective. In its 2017 after-action report, FEMA acknowledged the need for 

improved collaboration at all levels of government and the inadequacy of the organizing 

infrastructures at the time (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2018).  

As August and September of 2017 progressed, Hurricanes Harvey (incident 

period August 23-September 15) and Hurricane Irma (incident period September 4 – 

September 20, 2017) wreaked havoc along the Texas and Louisiana coasts and the United 

States Virgin Islands (USVI) (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], n.d.). 
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Hurricane Irma, in particular, necessitated the use (and depletion) of pre-positioned 

commodities in their Caribbean Distribution Center warehouse situated in Puerto Rico 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2018). (This decision would later 

prove to have a detrimental effect during the Hurricane Maria response efforts.)  

On a positive note, Hurricane Harvey's response was praised for its efficiency and 

effectiveness (Yen, 2017). But then came Hurricane Maria: an extreme weather event 

with impacts that would not be concisely categorized into one category. In contrast to 

Harvey, the response to Hurricane Maria has been widely criticized as inadequate 

(Willison et al., 2018; Murray, 2019). 

Understanding the Categorization of Hurricane Maria and How That Impacted Relief 

Efforts  

The following section will explore the ways in which Hurricane Maria is viewed. 

Hurricane Maria: The Catastrophic Incident 

This thesis describes Hurricane Maria as many things. It was a “catastrophic 

incident,” as extraordinary levels of damage were done to the island’s infrastructure, the 

national territory’s morale, and government functions. These criteria align with the 

definition of a catastrophic incident as described in the 2006 Post-Katrina Emergency 

Management Reform Act created by Congress and the third edition of the National 

Response Framework updated by FEMA (S. Resolution 3721: Post-Katrina Emergency 

Management Reform Act, 2005–2006; Federal Emergency Management Agency 

[FEMA], 2016). 
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As a catastrophic event, Hurricane Maria caused significant economic issues. For 

example, FEMA estimated the damages from Hurricane Maria at around 90 billion 

dollars, “making it the third costliest hurricane in U.S. history” (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. iii). Additionally, the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture described Maria’s impact as “especially catastrophic” and estimated that 780 

million dollars’ worth of crops were destroyed by Maria (The United States Department 

of Agriculture Economic Research Service [USDA ERS] et al., 2023, p. 5). 

The National Science Foundation (NSF) noted that Puerto Rico’s ecological 

system also experienced catastrophic damage. Based on data collected by the NSF 

Luquillo Long-Term Ecological Research (LTER) site in Puerto Rico, twice as many 

trees were killed as in previous storms and triple the number of trees were broken by 

Hurricane Maria (U.S. National Science Foundation [U.S. NSF], 2018). 

Perhaps the way in which Hurricane Maria was the most catastrophic lies in the 

tragic loss of life. Initially, the death count reported after Hurricane Maria was as low as 

64 people (Kishore et al., 2018, p. 162). Then, the Milken Institute School of Public 

Health released a report that raised the excess mortality post-Hurricane Maria to 2,975 

people (Milken Institute School of Public Health, The George Washington University & 

University of Puerto Rico Graduate School of Public Health, 2018, p. iii). The Milken 

Institute provided reasons why such a large disparity in reporting may have occurred. 

They reported, “that physician lack of appropriate death certification practices after a 

natural disaster and the Government of Puerto Rico’s lack of communication about death 

certificate reporting prior to the 2017 hurricane season limited the count of deaths that 

were reported as related to Hurricane Maria” (Milken Institute School of Public Health, 



 

18 

The George Washington University & University of Puerto Rico Graduate School of 

Public Health, 2018, p. iii). An additional factor revealed in the study was that death 

registrations were delayed due to a loss of power and loss of ability to operate (Milken 

Institute School of Public Health, The George Washington University & University of 

Puerto Rico Graduate School of Public Health, 2018, p. iii). Separately, the higher 

number of deaths may likely have been from deaths indirectly caused by the hurricane, 

which may not have been counted in the immediate days after the disaster. For example, 

some indirect deaths were a result of people who lacked access to medical care and died 

from conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, and septicemia 

(Cruz-Cano & Mead, 2019). 

Hurricane Maria: The Cascading Disaster 

In addition to Hurricane-force winds, landslides and flooding compounded to 

create what is known as a cascading disaster. A cascading disaster occurs "where 

vulnerabilities coalesce and overlap, and escalation points are formed. In cascading 

disasters, it is common for the secondary effects to be new sources of impact, which may 

be more devastating than the original trigger” (Alexander & Pescaroli, 2019, para. 5).  

An example of one of the ways in which Hurricane Maria evolved as a cascading 

disaster can be seen by turning one’s attention to the island’s damage caused by the 

destructively strong winds. The winds, which ripped trees in half and tossed them around 

the island, also caused major infrastructure damage, which in turn stymied or halted 

logistical abilities such as traveling to hospitals or the delivery of relief supplies. The 

wind also severely battered 95 percent of the island’s cell phone towers, severely 

hampering communication abilities between relief coordinating agencies and residents on 
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the island, both trying to call for help or contact loved ones. Another cascading effect can 

be seen with the island’s power grid. After being damaged by Maria’s winds, intermittent 

operability of the grid coupled with faulty generators meant that pumps did not 

consistently deliver water to the people of Puerto Rico, and operations were constantly 

disrupted at water treatment plants (PBS NEWS (Health), 2018). Additionally, the failed 

power grid then threatened to cause a public health crisis, as hospitals' dependency on 

generators extended beyond the expected timeframe they were prepared to use them, 

“water supplies were limited to what could be stored in tanks, and physicians had 

difficulty getting to the hospitals and the hospitals could not communicate with their 

staffs” (Rodriguez de Arzola, 2018, p. 477).  

For the remainder of September and into the following months, many parts of the 

island had limited or no access to electricity, so residents and organizations leaned on 

their fuel-powered generators. 

Hurricane Maria: The Humanitarian Crisis 

In the case of Hurricane Maria, while it is understood and easy to identify the 

initial incident was the hurricane, it requires only a cursory database inquiry to uncover 

that the hurricane then led to issues commonly associated with hurricanes, including the 

loss of communication abilities and limited logistical movement due to infrastructure 

damage and isolation of citizens due to the flooding brought by the rains and storm surge. 

However, reveals the combination and scale of these factors that created another crisis: a 

humanitarian one. To remain within the scope of this thesis, the focus on the food 

component of the humanitarian crisis will stay at the forefront while acknowledging 

several other crucial factors as well. 
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As Hurricane Maria exited Puerto Rico approximately twelve hours after landfall 

on the morning of September 20th, 2017, she left millions of victims in her wake 

(Méndez-Tejeda, 2019). For those who escaped the grips of death’s hands, a 

metaphorical journey through a waking nightmare awaited in the hours, days, weeks, and 

months ahead. Why? To start, the intense winds knocked out almost all of the island’s 

power grid and communications equipment, leaving Puerto Ricans in the dark and 

without electricity for weeks or months. Puerto Ricans tried their best to figure out how 

to overcome the horror of the reality they found themselves thrust into. Tragically, this 

power outage would go on record as the longest American power outage in history (U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers, 2022). Also, with communications equipment destroyed, 

islanders found themselves isolated from family and loved ones, unable to soothe their 

frayed nerves (Campo-Florea & De Avila, 2017). While the wind damage was terrible, 

the rainfall from the storm caused both flash flooding and catastrophic flooding across 

the island, resulting in thousands of people needing rescue (Vick, 2017). And the water 

was not done wreaking havoc yet.  

According to reporting by the Associated Press, 786,000 homes incurred some 

form of damage, ranging from “minor” to more severe damage, with some homes being 

swept “from their foundations” (Coto, 2020, para. 2). Homes became uninhabitable, with 

roofs ripped off of homes, flooding from local waterways, walls ripped away, and, in 

some cases, raw sewage seeping into them. Black mold also grew in some homes (Robles 

& Patel, 2018). Also, blocked roadways prevented land navigation toward safer ground 

or toward resources such as clean water and food.  
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Hurricane Maria: The Novel Emergency/ True Crisis 

Hurricanes have occurred frequently enough in the United States that scientists 

have been able to study them and understand how they form and reasonably predict the 

types of outcomes that could occur from their occurrence. For example, scientists can 

create computer models that can predict the path the hurricane will travel. Utilizing this 

information, weather forecasters can warn citizens, and modern advancements in alert 

systems can notify citizens and empower them to take the appropriate actions in 

preparation for upcoming weather events. Because hurricanes affect the U.S. frequently 

enough that both local governments, the federal government, and their partners have a 

routine set of expectations and plans in place to, in theory, adequately prepare for and 

respond to them. This factor, the ability to prepare for hurricanes, and putting pre-

established plans in motion are hallmark factors of routine emergencies. The word 

“routine” should not imply that the devastation, monetary cost, or loss of life associated 

with the event is trivial. Instead, as described in Managing Crises, routine emergencies 

are considered as such because “the predictability of the general type of situation permits 

agencies to prepare in advance and take advantage of lessons from prior experience” 

(Howitt et al., 2009, p. 4). 

Thus far, several serious factors have been identified to illustrate why the effects 

of Hurricane Maria were unlike any other extreme weather event in history. However, the 

confluence of all of the aforementioned unique factors, when combined, led to what is 

described as a crisis due to the significant level of novelty associated with the event. 
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Not Just “Another Hurricane,” but a Crisis Emergency 

Early indicators pointed to Hurricane Maria as not being a routine emergency. In 

hindsight, the first sign was the high number of hurricanes in the 2017 season. Though 

tropical storms and hurricanes are common occurrences in the Atlantic, as mentioned 

before, their frequency and intensity have been increasing (Emanuel, 2005), and the 2017 

season experienced an unusually high number of hurricanes (Bang et al., 2019). The high 

number was not necessarily a cause for concern in and of itself, but the high cost of the 

hurricane season should have been an indicator to experienced emergency stakeholders 

that future storms could also be expensive and outstrip available resources. Though the 

emergency management community routinely practices and even conducts exercises that 

help them prepare for hurricane seasons, there was no level of preparation that could have 

predicted the extent of devastation Hurricane Maria would cause.  

Just weeks before Hurricane Maria was to devastate Puerto Rico, Hurricane Irma 

(September 6, 2017), (which followed Hurricane Harvey (August 25, 2017)), resulted in 

the island’s warehouse with disaster items being depleted to help its victims. While in 

normal circumstances, this would have been a wise decision, with ample time to restock 

the warehouse afterward, due to the rapid succession in which Hurricane Maria followed 

Hurricane Irma, emergency management stakeholders were still participating in recovery 

and relief efforts from that storm, and there was not enough time to restock the 

warehouse before Maria struck the island two weeks later. This limitation unknowingly 

placed the soon-to-be survivors of Hurricane Maria in a perilous situation when Maria 

arrived.  
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When Maria arrived, the storm's sheer magnitude was unlike anything the island 

had seen in recent memory. The Category 5 Hurricane (downgraded to a Category 4 by 

the time it landed) caused devastation unseen on the island in recorded history. As 

mentioned in previous sections of this chapter, infrastructure damage made many parts of 

the island impassable. Power outages continued for several months for most of the island, 

and communications systems were also inoperable.  

These challenges made coordinating an effective response effort extremely 

challenging for all involved. 

Preparing for Hurricane Maria (Pre-Landfall) 

In the two weeks immediately preceding Hurricane Maria’s landfall, FEMA’s 

National Response Coordination Center (NRCC), a multi-agency center based in FEMA 

Headquarters in Washington, D.C., was already struggling with its responsibilities, 

which, at the time, included coordinating the ongoing responses to Hurricane Harvey, 

Hurricane Irma, and wildfires in California. In addition to its coordination 

responsibilities, the NRCC also helped with maintaining situational awareness at the 

national level, managing public messaging, managing critical communications, and 

assisting with mass care services, amongst other “projected, potential or escalating 

critical incident activities” (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, p. 

12). At this time, the NRCC was at Activation Level 1.  
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Figure 1. National Response Coordination Center and Staff Activation Levels.  

Note: This Figure is an excerpt from National Incident Support Manual - Change 1, 
2013, p. 19.  

In addition to stakeholders working in the NRCC, representatives from several 

governmental agencies and volunteer organizations were either in place at regional 

response coordination centers (RRCC) or prepositioned in locations in the United States 

Virgin Islands( USVI), Puerto Rico, and at sea, postured to respond when necessary, 
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during this period (The Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2017). 

Though not an exhaustive list, some of these organizations and agencies included the 

National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (NVOAD), the Puerto Rico chapter 

of Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD), various units from the DoD, 

(including the U.S. Army, Support Medical Company, the U.S. Air Force Ground 

Surgical Team, and the U.S. National Guard), the Department of Transportation, and the 

U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) (The Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 

2017). Regardless of where personnel and staff were located or what organization or 

agency they represented, the upcoming days would test the best of their training and 

planning. 

Then, on September 17, 2017, President Donald Trump approved an emergency 

declaration for the island of Puerto Rico, and “ordered Federal assistance to supplement 

commonwealth and local response efforts due to the emergency conditions resulting from 

Hurricane Maria” (The White House, 2017, para. 1). This emergency declaration also 

authorized “the Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) to coordinate all disaster relief efforts” (The White House, 2017, para. 

2). Days later, on September 20, President Trump approved a Disaster Declaration, and 

“ordered Federal assistance to supplement Commonwealth and local recovery efforts in 

the areas affected by Hurricane Maria beginning on September 17, 2017, and continuing” 

(The White House, 2017, para. 1). 

Air operations in these locations ceased in preparation for the impending storm, 

and the island’s airports closed (Philip & Barnett, 2017).  
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Puerto Rico Braces for Impact 

While the federal government and its partners were readying themselves for 

Hurricane Maria, so were the people of Puerto Rico. In the final hours before the impact 

on the island, senior governmental leaders spoke to their fellow citizens. For example, on 

September 19, Governor Ricardo Rossello talked to news outlets to get the word out that 

there was still time for island residents to get to a government-run shelter before Maria 

made landfall (Yan et al., 2017). Hundreds of shelters were set up in the final hours 

before impact, and disaster orders were given (Cornell et al., n.d.). (According to 

Governor Rossello, about 500 shelters were open as of September 19, 2017 (Yan et al., 

2017).) Mayor of San Juan, Carmen Yulín Cruz, in a televised interview with CNN, 

while surrounded by hundreds of evacuees from the Roberto Clemente Coliseum, echoed 

Rossello’s words and urged people to seek shelter, stating, “Now is not the time to wait. 

Now is the time to accept the reality of what’s going to happen” (Hennessy-Fiske, 2017, 

para. 1). 

As for the residents of the island, many of them were still processing and 

recovering from Hurricane Irma and found themselves moving from “recovery to 

prepare” mode. What may best be described as “scrambling” began across the island. 

People headed to grocery stores to stock up on rations and supplies. To help ensure 

equitable access, rationing went into effect at grocery stores across the island, limiting 

access to items such as “batteries, milk, canned food, flashlights and other supplies” 

(CBS News, 2017, para. 2). People also tried to obtain fuel where it was available. Some 

residents described the atmosphere as tense, while others were in a state of disbelief 
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(Silva, 2017). Nonetheless, nightfall eventually blanketed the island on September 19, 

leaving everyone with a final task: wait for Hurricane Maria to arrive. 

Impact (Landfall) 

Then, at 6:15 AM on September 20, 2017, the moment everyone had been 

preparing for arrived. Hurricane Maria, the eighth hurricane of the 2017 hurricane season, 

tore its way across Puerto Rico, leaving roughly 90 billion dollars (about $280 per person 

in the US) in damage in its wake (National Hurricane Center Tropical Cyclone Report 

Hurricane Maria (AL152017) 4 January 2023). For hours, both those in the NRCC, on 

the island, and on the mainland observed the unfolding events. How bad would the 

damage be? Had enough been done to prepare?  

 Big Water and Big Winds: The Chaotic Aftermath of Hurricane Maria (Post-Landfall) 

The natural elements associated with Hurricane Mara, such as strong winds and 

torrential downpouring of rain, caused chaos on the island. This section explores the 

devastation and chaos that ensued in the wake of the hurricane. 

Rainfall and Flooding 

In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Maria, the extensive environmental 

damage caused as it crossed the island was soon revealed as the skies cleared and the rain 

gradually stopped. The heavy rainfall produced by the hurricane resulted in “over 80% of 

the island receiving at least ten inches of rain in 48 hours” (about two days), flooding 

several parts of the island (Masters, 2019, para. 2). The flood water forced citizens out of 
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their houses and cut off roadways, isolating some citizens in more remote parts of the 

island (Niles & Contreras, 2019). 

Landslides Caused by Flooding 

The flooding also caused landslides on the island. According to the Geological 

Society of America, over 40,000 landslides were triggered in “at least three-fourths of 

Puerto Rico’s 78 municipalities” (Bessette-Kirton et al., 2019, p. 1).  

Winds and Power Grid Damage 

As if the floodwaters were not enough of a problem, Hurricane Maria’s winds 

were also highly troublesome. The winds, which reached upwards of 155 miles per hour, 

caused extensive damage. Hurricane Maria “killed twice as many trees” as previous 

storms on the island (Uriarte & Zimmerman, 2018, para. 1). These trees and other debris, 

as Hurricane Maria disaster responders would discover, proved to be formidable 

logistical challenges to overcome. Not only had the winds ripped trees out of the ground, 

but they also damaged 95% of the island’s cell towers (cutting off cell phone 

communication) and damaged the island’s wind sensors and weather radar operated by 

the Federal Aviation Administration and the National Weather Service (Scott, 2018). 

With the cell towers out, citizens resorted to local media sources and local radio stations 

to gain some sense of connectivity and information (Pérez-Figueroa et al., 2024; 

Takahashi & Nieves, 2018); though a small amount of television and radio stations were 

functional, many were inoperable (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 

n.d.). 
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Two days after Hurricane Maria made landfall on September 22nd, Ricardo 

Ramos, CEO of the Puerto Rican Electric Power Authority (PREPA), was quoted in an 

interview explaining that the organization was not providing service/power to the island 

and that the damage was devastating (Bade, 2017; Fox, 2017). The loss of electricity 

produced by the power grid also “affected the availability of gas for transportation and 

generators in medical facilities, further complicating the ability of healthcare 

professionals to provide care and reach their workplaces and patients” (Mozumder et al., 

2023, p. 11). 

A Rapidly Developing Humanitarian Crises 

In addition to the aforementioned cascading problems, an imminent humanitarian 

crisis arose simultaneously, and immediate action was necessary to address the food and 

water needs of those on the island. According to the Agriculture Secretary of Puerto Rico, 

Hurricane Maria destroyed 80 percent of the island’s crop value (Robles & Ferré-

Sadurní, 2017), impacting food security on the island. Grocery stores remained closed for 

days after the storm, only becoming partially operable just shy of a week post-Hurricane 

Maria. And when they did open, supplies were scant (CNN, 2017). The DoD did have 

meals ready to eat (MREs) available on the island but distributing them would be 

complicated due to the infrastructure damage. 

On October 5, just over two weeks after the hurricane passed, ABC News 

reported that 93 percent of the island was still without power and the majority of 

hospitals were “struggling to get back up on generators”, but that the “Puerto Rican 

Spirit” was “battered, but not broken” (ABC News, 2017, para. 9). People had already 

begun to undertake the lengthy recovery process. Though essential elements that 
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provided humans with a feeling of security, such as food, shelter, and water, were not 

easily accessible, they would find a way to obtain what they needed while maintaining 

self-agency and connection to their community (ABC News, 2017).  

Fortunately, several moments of hope appeared during a devastating and intense 

period of seeming hopelessness. Though much of the island was impacted by the disaster, 

the island was not entirely decimated. In fact, the Puerto Rico Convention Center (PRCC) 

escaped significant damage and retained full operability, thanks in part to the facility’s 

fully functional generators (Palmer, 2018). These factors would become the main reasons 

the location was selected to become the federal government's on-island operations center. 

While islanders worked daily to gain situational awareness on the ground, though 

they couldn’t see it, stakeholders in the NRCC and across the academic, government, 

non-profit, and corporate sectors were facilitating and executing their recovery efforts.  

Local government members moved to respond as best they could while trying 

their best not to succumb to the dangerous working conditions they were tackling. It 

quickly became evident that the storm and its wreckage would prove exceptionally 

difficult to handle. They, too, needed help.  

Unsurprisingly, the local and federal government and its partners were not the 

only people preparing to act.  

Chef José Andrés Becomes Aware of Hurricane Maria’s Devastation  

In the days after Maria struck Puerto Rico, and while emergency management 

community members at the federal, commonwealth, and municipality levels were 

diligently working to help the people of Puerto Rico, media outlets such as ABC News 

and CBS Mornings were covering and broadcasting images of the devastation on the 
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ground (ABC News, 2017; CBS Mornings, 2017). Articles from outlets such as CNN, 

The New York Times, and Time Magazine detailing the devastation of the weather event 

made their way online and into print (Cable News Network [CNN], 2017; The New York 

Times [NYT], 2017; Vick, 2017). Video clips of destroyed roadways, tattered houses, 

flooded areas, and Americans in distress made their way across the world. 

During one of CNN’s broadcasts, the news of what was happening in Puerto Rico 

reached the awareness of Spanish-American Chef and Washington D.C. resident José 

Andrés (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 10). Like many Americans, Andrés watched 

alongside a stunned audience at the perilous situation of his fellow Americans in Puerto 

Rico. Unlike many Americans, Andrés had participated in around four major disaster 

response efforts prior to Hurricane Maria. Driven by his belief that “food is an agent of 

change,” the celebrity chef had spent time volunteering at organizations that fed the 

hungry, created over thirty restaurants, and served meals to survivors of disaster as he 

built his culinary career (Pollak, 2023, para. 5). He had also seen the power of food while 

volunteering at DC Central Kitchen, a Washington, D.C.-based non-profit and social 

enterprise that helps to “combat hunger and poverty through job training and job 

creation” (D.C. Central Kitchen [DCCK], n.d.). As he processed the news, he began to 

contemplate ways in which he could directly help. After days of seeing continued 

devastation, he decided he could no longer watch from the comfort of his home; he 

decided he, alongside his longtime work collaborator and friend Nate Mook, would book 

tickets for a commercial flight out to the island and would use his culinary expertise and 

extensive network and resources to help with the food relief efforts in Puerto Rico 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 10).  
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José Andrés Decides to Get Involved in Hurricane Maria Relief Efforts: The Creation of 

Chefs For Puerto Rico/ #ChefsForPuertoRico 

In the five days between when Hurricane Maria made landfall in Puerto Rico and 

when Andrés arrived on the island (September 20 – September 25, 2017) Andrés, was 

widely known for his Michelin-starred restaurants and expert chef status. He decided he 

would help with food relief, but also “wanted to avoid becoming a problem in a place 

where people were suffering already” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 11). Having 

participated in the Haiti earthquake relief efforts in 2010 and Hurricane Harvey relief 

efforts as a chef volunteer with the American Red Cross and FEMA, he decided that now 

was the time to put his earned experiences and knowledge to the test. 

There is no publicly available evidence that Andrés was invited to participate in 

the Hurricane Maria recovery/relief efforts in support of another organization; he decided 

to get involved in a different way. He decided that this time, instead of participating in 

the response at the behest of FEMA or the American Red Cross, he would participate as a 

leader. Having founded the small non-governmental organization (NGO) named the 

World Central Kitchen (WCK) in 2010 after responding to the earthquake in Haiti that 

year, he knew this would be a challenging feat. Nonetheless, his mind was made up, and 

his decision was made. He would self-deploy to Puerto Rico as a representative of WCK. 

As the old saying goes, you are only as strong as your network. And fortunately 

for Andrés, his network was spread around the globe and extended into Puerto Rico. 

(This will be covered more extensively in the Analysis section.) After a brief period of 

reflection, Andrés moved forward with his plan. First, Andrés spoke to his closest 

confidant, his wife Patricia. The two went shopping at a local REI store and purchased 
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“lamps, water purification pills, and survival gear for the hurricane victims (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 11). Then, Andrés completed several important calls and sent several 

texts to people in his network (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 11). He contacted his friend 

José Enrique Montes, a Puerto Rican chef and owner of the Santurce-based restaurant 

José Enrique Montes (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 11). Chef José Enrique Montez (more 

widely known as José Enrique), a well-connected member of the island community, was 

open to helping his friend. Already preparing and distributing bowls of sancocho from his 

restaurant, he assured Andrés he was more than welcome to come and meet with him to 

discuss their next steps whenever Andrés was ready. 

Another of these calls went to Nate Mook, WCK’s Chief Executive Officer 

(CEO) and a dear friend. Having shot the documentary footage from Andrés’ time 

helping survivors of the earthquake in Haiti disaster recovery, Mook understood the 

gravity of the situation. The two decide to catch the first commercial plane they can into 

Puerto Rico and self-deploy in San Juan, Puerto Rico, five days after the Hurricane 

devastated the island.  

After landing, though Andrés attempted to reach José Enriques Montes, he could 

not because of the damage the cell towers suffered (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 12). 

Fortunately, he noticed that some cell data was available to him. Capitalizing on this 

opportunity, Andrés contacted Ramon Leal (via text), who oversaw the Restaurant 

Association of Puerto Rico (ASORE) (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 13). Leal warmly 

greeted him and told him to head directly to the San Juan-based Puerto Rico Convention 

Center (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 13). (The PRCC was where the Federal government 

would be headquartered for the next 90 days (about three months).) After getting a jeep 
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from an airport-based rental car company, Andrés and Mook take their jeep and head to 

PRCC (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 13).  

Andrés’ time at the PRCC on September 25th was anticlimactic. First, having no 

government-issued credentials, Andrés and Mook met their first obstacle: how would 

they get inside the building? After searching the exterior of the building, the pair caught a 

lucky break. They made their way inside through a propped-open side door (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 15). Then, having been tipped off by Leal, the two navigated to one of 

the most important meetings of the day: the fuel meeting (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 15). 

While in the room, Andrés notices that he and Mook are not questioned about their 

presence (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 15). So, they sat down and listened intently as 

officials from several high-level government agencies and companies brainstormed 

solutions to the fuel and logistics problem. According to Andrés, less than an hour later, 

the stakeholders had a plan of action, and the meeting ended (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 

15). 

The next meeting Andrés (and Mook) would attend that day left Andrés so 

frustrated that Andrés walked out (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). According to Andrés, 

when contrasted with the fuel and logistics meeting, the meeting centered around food aid 

progressed in a decidedly different fashion. According to Andrés’ account in We Fed an 

Island, the food aid meeting was unproductive, resulting in excessive talking, but no clear 

plan of action was created from his point of view (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). 

At this point, Andrés and Mook decided to leave the PRCC and travel to the 

Coliseum of Puerto Rico José Miguel Agrelot, also referred to as “the Coliseum” or, as 

the locals called it, “El Choli” to obtain intelligence about the status and availability of its 
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kitchen (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). Perhaps he could create an emergency food 

operation himself? 

The Importance of a “Base Camp,” a Name, and a Plan 

Deciding the location where operations will be carried out in disaster recovery is 

one of the most critical decisions an organization can make. The government’s operations 

would be headquartered in the PRCC. Andrés wondered if he and his team could utilize 

the slightly smaller “El Choli” as their headquarters (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). The 

location was structurally sound, had a spacious kitchen, and had enough room to scale up 

food production. During the Hurricane Harvey disaster response, Andrés learned that 

structures like arena kitchens are “perfect for disasters” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 97). 

(In his view, this is because they are designed and sized to feed “tens of thousands of 

people, have great storage and refrigeration, and enjoy the best access for deliveries 

going out and coming in” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 19). So, if he could secure El 

Choli’s space as WCK’s “base camp,” the WCK operation would have one less thing to 

worry about as they progressed the operation forward. 

Unfortunately for Andrés, El Choli was already being utilized by a relief 

operations team under the control of the First Lady of Puerto Rico, Beatriz Rosselló 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). While he did not understand why the location was not 

being utilized to its total capacity, since time was of the essence, he decided his time 

would most wisely be used finding another location to operate out of instead of trying to 

negotiate further (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 16). 

At this point, only after not even one full day on the island, Andrés was frustrated. 

He “felt like people weren’t taking the food crisis seriously or addressing it with any real 
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sense of urgency” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 18). Additionally, He was worried “that 

Puerto Rico would just become another Houston: a natural disaster compounded by man-

made politics” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 18 ). He decided to head to José Enriques 

Montes’ restaurant. There, the two created their initial plan. They would set up an 

operation in which the kitchen was used to cook sancocho (then the team would serve it 

outside), and the dining room, which ordinarily would seat 45 people, would be used to 

make sandwiches (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 19). Andrés remembered from his time 

serving in relief efforts in Houston and Haiti “ that sandwiches were a quick and effective 

way to feed people: plenty of calories in a meal that was easy to store and transport” 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 19). It was decided that Andrés would utilize his ties with 

Chef José Enriques to begin the initial base of operations for Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico at Enriques’ self-titled restaurant. In addition to deciding their 

production setup, they also named their emergency food operation. They decided to call 

themselves “Chefs For Puerto Rico” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 19). According to 

Andrés, “The name and hashtag, said it all” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 19).  

Creating a Plan of Attack 

Though Andrés had limited disaster management experience, he had decades of 

experience managing and leading people, entrepreneurship, restaurant operations, and 

food. On September 26, the leader had to decide exactly how he would structure his 

Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation. First, he would need to identify 

and organize his team. And so, while at Chef Enrique’s restaurant, he pulled out a flip 

board, began to bring his vision from his head, and placed it on paper (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, pp. 25-26).  
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At one of the many decision points Andrés faced, he enacted a flat organizational 

structure because he wanted to empower the team members to make and carry out 

decisions without constantly having to run every decision by him (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 201). Also, Andrés initially planned to be directly involved in the Chefs For 

Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation for a week (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 25). 

However, as he saw the dire need on the island, he committed himself to staying on the 

island and leading with empathy and urgency (Giorgis, 2018). 

Andrés organized the structure into four lines of effort: Energeia (Energy), 

Alimentos (Nourishment/Food), Voluntary (Volunteer), and Comunicación 

(Communication). He assigned roles to individuals he knew and had confidence in to lead 

these lines of effort (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 25).
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Table 1. Recreation of “Flip Chart” Line of Effort Leads for #ChefsForPuertoRico 

Assigned Role Person(s) 
Assigned to Role Responsibilities 

ENERGIA (Energy) Ginni Pinero 

Securing/procuring gasoline, natural 
gas, and diesel. (She also 

volunteered to be the point person 
for taking food orders.  

ALIMENTOS 
(Foods) 

Ricardo Rivera-
Badia Oversight of dry and fresh goods. 

VOLUNTARIADO 
(Volunteer) Karla Enrique 

Oversight of a variety of tasks, 
including management of cleaners, 

cooks, goods distribution, food 
purchasers, prep cooks, and 

volunteer coordinators. 

COMMUNICATION 
(Communication) 

Nate Manning and 
Yareli Manning 

Oversight of on-the-ground 
communication reach and spreading 

the word about operations 
#ChefsForPuertoRico. 

 
Energeia (Energy) For the Energy line of effort, Andrés assigned Ginny Pinero 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 25). Pinero, a lawyer with roots in Puerto Rico and a Harvard 

education, held the confidence, intelligence, and island ties to make things happen. These 

attributes made her an excellent choice for the organization's biggest challenge: the 

gasoline, natural gas, and diesel needs of WCK. As if that were not enough, she decided 

to help serve as the point person for food orders. 

Alimentos (Nutrition/Food) While Ginny Pinero was strategizing how to obtain 

energy for the operation’s vehicles, generators, and equipment, franchise expert and 

restaurant owner Ricardo Rivera-Badia was assigned the role of coordinating and 

obtaining food for the operation (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 25). And while Pinera was 

shocked by her assignment, Rivera-Badia’s reaction was not the same. Being intimately 

familiar with the restaurant industry, the El Churry restaurant franchise owner was 
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described by Andrés as “second to none” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 25). (Eventually, 

Rivera-Badia would even go on to barter food from his restaurant to get gas from one of 

the nearby gas stations.) (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 80). 

Of additional importance, the food they would prepare had to connect with the 

communities they were serving and remain culturally relevant. They accomplished this 

task by serving foods like sancocho, yuca, and corn and remembering the importance of 

the work they were participating in (Dop DeJesus, 2019). 

Voluntariado (Volunteer): As the roles continued to be assigned, they did not get 

easier to perform. One of the most complex roles, the volunteer line-of-effort lead, 

required not only being able to influence people to give of their time and efforts for free 

but also the ability to fit diverse types of volunteer roles for the operation's needs. 

Leaning on his years of management experience, Andrés selected Karla Enrique-Montes, 

sister of Chef José Enriques-Montes (owner of the restaurant the Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation was utilizing for its basecamp) (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 25) As the lead, Karla Enrique-Montes was responsible for filling volunteer 

needs, including cooks, cleaners, prep cooks, and supply buyers (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, 

p. 25). 

Comunicación (Communication) Finally, it was time to fill one of the most 

complex roles on the leadership team: Two people were assigned to tackle this task of the 

operation’s communications: Spouses duo Nate and Yareli Manning (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 25). As entrepreneurs, food truck owners, and Puerto Rican community 

members, these two had the mobility to get out and reach the island's people. But they 

had several important questions to answer before they could do that. For example, how 
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would they reach the survivors of the hurricane? Should they rely on traditional media 

modes such as radio and television? What about new media tools like social media 

platforms? Would word of mouth work? The team would decide on a hybrid approach 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 25, 94). They would collect intel through word of mouth, 

intelligence gathering while delivering food, and new and old media platforms. 

Andrés also decided to use his celebrity star power to help the effort, appearing on 

televised interviews and local radio (Cala, 2017; Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 19, 86). 

Social media platforms like Instagram and Twitter were employed to help push the team's 

work to the people of Puerto Rico and the world. To help link back the relief efforts 

directly to the work the team was doing, the social media hashtag #ChefsForPuetroRico 

helped garner thousands of views. 

In addition to these lines of effort, Andrés continued to reach out to his network 

and request the assistance of those with culinary experience. In doing this, the 

#ChefsForPuertoRico operation had at its service a cadre of chefs, many of whom already 

held the required training and culinary skills necessary to “jump in” and focus on cooking 

and food preparation versus having to start with the basics of cookery. 

By the end of the week of September 25, Andrés realized he needed to attempt to 

gain access to space again at “El Choli.” The Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation became so expensive and received such large food 

donations that their initial base camp could not support their needs. So, again, with a few 

well-placed phone calls and texts, he was able to connect with individuals to help him 

expand his operation. As it would turn out, one of these phone calls went to Carlos 

Mercader, the Puerto Rico Federal Affairs Administration Executive Director in 
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Washington, D.C. Mercer was vital to getting Andrés and his operation space in El Choli 

rather quickly. (Though not mentioned in any further detail in this case study, a 

businessman named Josh Gill, who Andrés and Mook had made the acquaintance of 

while brainstorming at their hotel rooftop one evening, helped with securing multiple 

contracts as well (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018). Later, Gill would help with funding from 

FEMA. Less than a week after arrival, the team was operating out their new “base camp,” 

El Choli. 

 

Figure 2. Screenshot from The Atlantic article Why Chef José Andrés Set Up a Kitchen in 

Puerto Rico After Hurricane Maria. 
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Obtaining a Food Supplier 

To sustain their food operations, Andrés made a deal with an on-island food 

supplier, José Santiago, owner of José Santiago, Inc., located in Bayamón, Puerto Rico, 

on September 26 (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 23, 24). Andrés was familiar with Santiago 

and his food distribution business because Santiago was a supplier for his restaurant Mi 

Casa, located in the Dorado Beach Resort in Dorado, Puerto Rico (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 23). Despite this connection, Andrés still had to negotiate a multi-thousand-

dollar contract based on trust, Andrés’ reputation, and shared Spanish lineage (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 24). “On the spot,” the two men shook hands and confirmed a 50,000-

dollar line of credit deal (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 24). Having agreed to a deal, one of 

the agreement's stipulations was that Andrés would not reveal where he was procuring his 

goods (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 24). Valuing Santiago’s trust, he kept his word and did 

not publicly reveal his food source until he published his book, We Fed an Island after 

the initial recovery and relief efforts had passed. 

Putting Eyes on Puerto Rico (Obtaining Maps) 

Having decided upon an initial base of operations (José Enriques’ Restaurant) on 

September 25, a food supplier to obtain foodstuffs from (José Santiago) on September 26, 

and a connector to the government and their operations (Ramon Leal), now Andrés 

turned his attention to an essential need: visual intelligence. With much of the power 

down around the island and spotty internet access, Andrés needed to see the island 

(literally). His “dream” was to utilize 

maps to get an overview of the island – a comprehensive summary of 
every area of need, showing every bridge that was down, every gas station 
that was open or closed, and every community that needed most help. It 
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was only with that kind of information that we would be able to locate our 
kitchens or target our deliveries in the right parts of the island at the right 
time. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 78) 

Unfortunately, he did not have access to maps. Ideally, had he (and WCK) been 

included in the “approved” non-profit group, he would have had access to the type of 

maps he needed upfront. But, because that was not the case, he was at the mercy of the 

organizations with access.  
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Figure 3. Screenshot from ArcGIS, Demonstrating Viewing Capabilities. 

Early on in his time on the island, Andrés noticed a military team whose job was 

to create maps (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 78). These were not ordinary paper maps that 

citizens could buy at a local store. These maps were uniquely created using special 

software (though Andrés did not know it then, this software’s name was likely ArcGIS). 

In public interviews and in his book, he repeatedly mentions collaborating with the Army 

Corps of Engineers to gain visual intelligence (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 33, 102, 257). 

The Army Corps of Engineers has access to many types of maps but has published 

articles explaining their use of buildable maps that fit the description of ArcGIS during 

Hurricane Maria recovery efforts (Castagna, 2018). Fortunately, having built connections 
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with the Army Corps of Engineers members, he eventually gained temporary access to 

these digital maps after first coming into contact with the Corps in a chance encounter 

after a mass care briefing at the PRCC on September 30 (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 

102). Now, with “eyes on Puerto Rico,” though the task ahead was daunting, he was 

gaining the proper tools to figure out the best way to navigate the island and get hot, 

nutritious meals to hungry Puerto Ricans. His situational awareness was significantly 

increased. 

Who is Paying for This? 

With his base of operations set, a contract with a food supplier, a team in place, a 

flat organizational structure selected, and a growing team of community volunteers, one 

central question troubled Andrés. Who would be paying for this? Initially, he had the idea 

that a contract from FEMA and funds from the American Red Cross would take care of 

the funding needs of the Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation. But, 

without pre-coordinated contracts in place with either organization, this idea did not 

prove to be a viable first option. He would need to explore other options, and he would 

need to explore them quickly. Due to the ever-increasing output of the operation, the 

effort was becoming expensive. 

While it was true that WCK, though led by a widely recognized Chef, was not an 

“approved” federal partner as a non-profit organization, he could not understand why his 

organization had to wait to wade through the mire of bureaucratic processes to get the 

critical funding his team needed, especially seeing as how he and his team had visible 

proof of the impact and scale they were already having on the island. And while Andrés' 

reputation may have carried great weight in the private sector, on the government side, 
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the contracting process could not legally be circumvented due to celebrity status and 

influence. So, as Andrés realized he could not initially count on federal dollars to fund his 

operation (though he would continue to try and eventually succeed), he brainstormed 

other avenues to bring in dollars. He asked the American Red Cross if they could provide 

funds, but unfortunately, they could not (Fraley, 2022).  

Developing Funding Sources 

If Andrés and the WCK team could not depend on FEMA and the American Red 

Cross to fund their efforts, they would have to find another way to secure funding for 

operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico. While mulling over the funding 

situation, he reached a conclusion: “With or without a FEMA contract, we couldn’t stop” 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 95). Andrés continued to attend meetings while thinking of 

ways to move toward finding a solution to the organization’s funding issue. 

On September 30, Andrés attended a meeting at the PRCC with representatives 

from the American Red Cross, the Salvation Army, and FEMA’s head of mass care 

Waddy González. During this meeting, Andrés's opinion of the “Whole of Community” 

concept created by the government, was that the concept was “a great idea in many 

cases,” but, in “reality, the opposite: rigid, closed, unresponsive and unwelcoming to the 

private sector mind-set” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 75). An example of this, according 

to Andrés, was the time he tried to talk to FEMA and Red Cross representatives about 

providing gas tanks to bakeries so bread could be delivered throughout the island. 

(Andrés believed that with the bread, sandwiches could be made and the people who ate 

them could become volunteers.) But after presenting his idea, Waddy Gonzalez, the head 

of FEMA mass care in Puerto Rico, told Andrés, “We have other priorities. Food isn’t a 
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priority right now” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 77). Gonzalez continued by saying, “José, 

you don’t understand the process. We can’t do this as quickly as you want” (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 77). From Andrés’ point of view, Gonzalez was too entrenched in the 

bureaucratic ways of FEMA, and was inflexible in terms of how he viewed the world; he 

couldn’t see how to cut through “all the red tape to help the Puerto Rican people he knew 

so well” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 77-78). By this time, WCK’s line of credit limit 

had been raised, and the organization had now spent 80,000.00 dollars (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 79). He went into the meeting with “the hope” WCK “could partner with the Red 

Cross and Salvation Army” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 75). He introduced his plan to 

the group, stating: 

We could source the food and deliver it to kitchens across the island, 
staffed with chefs and volunteers, making rice and chicken as well as 
sandwiches and soup. We could double and double again, every day. 
Boom, boom, boom. Surely there was some way we could partner to feed 
the island? (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 75) 

Without a contract or partnership deal, Andrés left the meeting. After the meeting, 

Andrés spoke with Josh Gill, who explained he could help WCK get a food contract from 

FEMA (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 75). (Andrés describes Josh Gill as WCK’s “FEMA 

Consultant,” who he met at the AC Hotel, where he and Nate Mook were staying, on 

September 29th (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 64). True to his word, Josh Gill did help 

facilitate the eventual award of FEMA funding, but the help came at a price. José Andrés 

and Nate Mook capped the earnings from helping to secure the contract to $250,000.00, a 

fraction he would have made if WCK had agreed to his original asking price. (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 80). 
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On October 3, FEMA emailed WCK a “notice to proceed” (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 106). According to Andrés, this meant that WCK was “heading toward a FEMA 

contract worth $1.4 million to provide 14,000 meals” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 81). 

On October 9, after approximately one week of operating in El Choli, the WCK 

team encountered an unexpected obstacle. On this day, the team learned that their use of 

the space was not a “giant in-kind donation” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 139). If the team 

wanted to continue using El Choli’s kitchen, they would need to start paying SMG, the 

kitchen management company, 10,000 dollars a day. If they would not pay- the WCK 

team would have to leave the space in 24 hours. Why? In conversation, the SMG 

company stated that they were a private company that was not receiving FEMA funding. 

Andrés perceived that SMG assumed WCK was “awash with FEMA cash,” but that 

WCK was “burning all” their cash on food (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 139). The WCK 

team negotiated the fee down to 8,000.00 dollars a day, but Andrés was upset (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 139). 

On October 17, WCK received an additional “notice to proceed” from FEMA 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 196), which initialed a “Firm Fixed Price Contract with FOB 

destination” for a period of performance that began on October 17th and extended through 

October 31st, 2017 (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2017). 

These contracts, coupled with in-kind and crowd-sourced donations, helped to 

fund the emergency food operation through November 23, 2017. 
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Figure 4. Screenshot of First Page of FEMA’s Contract with WCK 
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Figure 5. Screenshot of Second Page of FEMA’s Contract with WCK 
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As the operation continued, financial and in-kind donation assistance came in 

from myriad sources. According to a quote from Andrés in The Washington Post, Goya 

Foods donated a helicopter for Andrés’ operation to scout possible feeding locations and 

deliver food relief to those areas (Carman, 2017). When gasoline was needed, the 

organization was able to trade food for fuel (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 80, 130).  

Eventually, FEMA awarded two contracts to WCK, worth roughly 12 million 

dollars combined (Severson, 2017). Due in part to Andrés’ effective use of social media, 

particularly Twitter, the organization could also fund its operation through public 

donations, famous chefs, and celebrities. WCK staff members shared that according to 

their records, people in all 78 municipalities were fed due to the amount of funds raised 

for the operation (Gajanan, 2017; Severson, 2017).  

The Power of Partnerships to Expand the Impact and Reach of Operation Chefs For 

Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

While restaurant José Enrique was producing thousands of meals a day during the 

first week of Andrés being on the ground, if Andrés and WCK were going to reach the 

number of people who needed nutritious meals across the island, they would have to form 

meaningful partnerships. Since Andrés could not initially utilize “El Choli,” he turned his 

sights to a network of school kitchens to supplement José Enriques’ restaurant. Andrés 

partnered with Puerto Rico Secretary of Education Julia Keleher to use kitchens across 

the island (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 101, 256). Together, they would work to utilize 

school kitchens to create localized relief kitchens. Andrés also worked with a loosely 

managed group of IBC schools to use their kitchens. As far as he could estimate, these 

kitchens, combined with a small number of food trucks and restaurant José Enrique, 
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allowed Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico to reach all municipalities in the 

U.S. territory. 

To help with food preparation and distribution, Chef Andrés called on Bon 

Appétit CEO Fedele Bauccio a weekend after Hurricane Maria struck to inquire about 

help for the Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico Operation. This was possible 

due to Andrés and Bauccio's professional relationship through partnerships of Andrés’ 

ThinkFoodGroup and Bauccio’s Bon Appétit Management Company (Powell, 2017). 

Bauccio provided five Appétit chefs, who helped manage food preparation adjustments, 

separated different food items, and later delivered food to remote parts of the island. If 

the team could keep systems in place, they would consider their time with the operation 

successful. Most of the Bon Appetit team could not stay long, managing to donate 7 -10 

days to the cause, except Chef Karla Hoyas from Crossroads Café (Powell, 2017). During 

their time, the chefs helped WCK produce over 16,000 sandwiches within the first two 

days and sent out over 3,000 meals to those who needed them. 

Though no official partnership was formed, according to multiple sources, 

members of the Department of Homeland Security would take food items prepared by the 

Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuerto team along when they traveled (Carman, 2017; 

Powell, 2017; Andrés & Wolffe, 2018; Saxena, 2020). Despite no documentation of an 

official partnership that is publicly available, The New York Times reported that the Red 

Cross acknowledged “handing out 400 of Mr. Andrés’s sandwiches and as much fruit” 

(Severson, 2017, para. 15). 

Though organizational partnerships were of vital importance, individual 

community members also proved themselves to be critical partners as well. In fact, 
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Andrés wrote, “ the most important donation was the time and passion of our volunteers” 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 127). But beyond that, community members also helped 

relay information on where deliveries were needed. The needs included hospitals, 

children’s homes, and remote parts of the island.  

Making It Work in the Kitchen 

By October 2, one week after his arrival in Puerto Rico, Andrés and the WCK 

team had moved their base camp from José Enriques pink restaurant to the kitchen of “El 

Choli” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 97). According to Andrés, the move from restaurant 

José Enriques to the Coliseum would temporarily reduce productivity (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 97). Especially since there was no electricity, and it would take time to set up the 

kitchens in the arena. Considering these factors, Andrés and the WCK team decided to 

keep the sandwich production line operating for one more day at restaurant José Enriques 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 98). In the meantime, though many food items were donated, 

they were not necessarily donated in proportions that complemented the meals being 

prepared. For example, the team had most of the items they needed to make the 

sandwiches, except for bread. Instead of returning to the team’s main supplier, José 

Santiago, the team utilized an operational Sam’s Club to buy bread (and other required 

supplies) (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 98).  

As the operation developed through the remainder of October and November, the 

team “adapted their cooking to whatever ingredients were available” (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 97). If they had to purchase items from Sam's Club, they would (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 97). Otherwise, they found creative ways to cook. Whatever it took to 

get food to the people was what would be done.  
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Logistical Hurdles Due to Damaged Infrastructure  

While Andrés found ways to empower his team leads and influence people to 

donate, some things were out of his control. For example, the logistical nightmare that 

resulted from the infrastructure damage left in Hurricane Maria’s wake placed the 

members of the Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico team in life-threatening 

situations multiple times. The team routinely traversed obstructed roadways and flooded 

streets. To help navigate the landscape, the team utilized food trucks and sports utility 

vehicles, like jeeps. 

The success of Ginny Pinero (the Energy line of effort lead) determined that the 

organization could keep their vehicles fueled and in operation. 

Taking Special Care of Puerto Rico’s Elderly Vulnerable  

On September 27, Andrés had a conversation with Dr. Carlos Fernandez Sifre. 

The conversation, which led to the WCK team delivering 200 meals, also led to Andrés 

having a realization. He said: “Immediately, I realized we needed to identify the most 

important groups to feed. They needed to know we were ready to help” (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 33). Though all the residents of Puerto Rico held significance in Andrés' 

eyes, he made sure to take special care to keep the island's vulnerable populations in 

mind while food deliveries were being made. For example, he held an ever-present 

awareness of the island's elders and took care to consider their unique needs to help them 

receive meals and visits. He was correct to have this awareness. Puerto Rico’s population 

is rapidly aging, with over a quarter of the population over sixty-five (Matos-Moreno et 

al., 2022). These vulnerable people- including the elderly, single mothers, and disabled- 



 

55 

often received the WCK-prepared meals via a partnership with Mercy Corps, which made 

sure to deliver meals to those who needed them most. 

The Emotional Toll of Leading through Disaster 

Day in and day out, Andrés dug deep within himself to find the inner strength to 

push forward. But Andrés was still human, of course, and humans need rest. With an 

erratic sleep schedule, frustrating encounters with governmental representatives, and a 

body fatigued by the grueling work humanitarian relief brings, he found himself 

exhausted and in emotional turmoil. At several points during the relief efforts, he found 

himself in tears. Upon reflecting upon his experience on the twelfth day on the ground, he 

stated: 

After twelve days on the island and after setting up three major centers of 
food production, the disaster was taking its toll on my body. I was 
exhausted and dehydrated. My voice was giving up, which made running a 
huge cooking operation hard. I was sleeping badly and barely eating or 
drinking in the sweltering heat. I lost twenty-five pounds, which maybe I 
needed to do. But I wasn’t healthy, and my family and friends were 
getting worried. I was tired and getting down. My pants were ripped, and 
my new Camper shoes looked like they were ten years old. I was stressed, 
but Nate was my rock and Erin was learning quickly how to take over. 
(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 131)  

And so, on October 7, utilizing the private air conveyances of connections in his 

network, Andrés made his way home. The next day, on October 8, he was seen by a 

doctor to be treated for dehydration and exhaustion (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 131). He 

spent a few days recovering at his home in Washington, D.C., before returning to Puerto 

Rico (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 131). 
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Moving Ahead Towards the Finish Line 

Upon his return to the island, Andrés learned of the news that the team had 

rapidly scaled up production during his absence (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 139). During 

Andrés’ time away, an additional kitchen was opened in Guaynabo, Puerto Rico. He said: 

While I was back home, we had grown impressively. We created a pop-up 
kitchen in Guaynabo, west of San Juan, and served 5,000 people with 
chicken and rice. In a matter of days we went from 20,000 meals a day to 
40,000 to now 60,000. We smashed through the milestone of 200,000 total 
meals and we're going to crush 300,000 on the day I returned. Our 
culinary school kitchens were going to open across the island in a matter 
of days, and I knew our daily meal numbers would spike again (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 139). 

As the days of October passed, the WCK team continued reaching new levels of 

meals served. According to Andrés, on the team’s twenty-second day of cooking, it 

served its one-millionth meal (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018). Having achieved this milestone 

in October, the team decided to use this information as a call to action from donors to 

request more funds via social media.  

By October 25, WCK officially announced it would be “entering a new phase of 

support for the American people” and “scaling down its operation to serve communities 

in the greatest need” (World Central Kitchen [WCK], 2017). Andrés reached this 

conclusion after traveling to remote parts of the island; he saw positive signs of food 

businesses, such as small restaurants, returning to operations. While delivering meals to 

what he was told was the hardest hit part of the island, San Lorenzo, the “small details” 

he observed sent him “one clear signal”: it was time to wind down WCK’s operation 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 218). While there, he said: “But if San Lorenzo- supposedly 

the hardest-hit village in the area- was fine for food, then we could start planning to wind 

down our food relief. We could keep a few kitchens open to concentrate on places that 
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needed the most help, but we didn’t need to keep going at maximum volume for much 

longer (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 215). While in San Lorenzo, community members 

notified him that they had food; they needed supplies and generators (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 215). Then, after visiting the most remote parts of the island and hearing from 

the community members that they were, in fact, in a position to operate without any 

additional food relief/assistance, he felt comfortable moving forward with his decision to 

officially wind down WCK’s #ChefsForPuertoRico operation. Additionally, by 

November, over 86% of grocery stores had opened in major cities, and gas shortages had 

eased (Roig-Franzia, 2017, para. 12). 

The organization stated that this decision would ensure they would not harm the 

island’s small businesses, which could feed the island’s residents “at a much lower cost” 

(World Central Kitchen [WCK], 2017). 

Except for a handful of kitchens, the WCK team targeted Thanksgiving Day 

(November 23) as the day to celebrate the team’s efforts with a large Thanksgiving 

dinner.(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 229). Additionally, the team changed its main feeding 

location one more time. Though Andrés does not give a specific date for the move, based 

on the information he provides, the move appears to have taken place sometime after 

October 25, 2017. Around the same time, WCK received an email from FEMA that 

informed the team “to cease all production once their contract was fulfilled” (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 218). The email further noted: “Our Mass Care unit has no further need 

and decided to cancel any further production/distribution of meal services” (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, p. 219). 
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To mark the end of Chefs For Puerto Rico/#OperationChefsForPuertoRico, the 

WCK team held a Thanksgiving dinner at the Vivo Beach Club (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, 

p. 233). This meal was intended to serve the larger team of suppliers, volunteers, cooks, 

and partners. The team reached the milestone of serving its three millionth meal just 

before this significant meal (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018). By the end of the meal, attendees 

joined together in song to mark the ending of the operation’s relief phase of their effort 

and sang: 

Voy subiendo, voy bajando/ I’m going up, I’m going down 
Voy subiendo, voy bajando/ I’m going up, I’m going down 
Tu vives commo yo vivo, cocinando/ You live how I live, cooking 
Tu vives commo yo vivo, cocinando/ You live how I live, cooking” 
(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018). 
 
Then on Monday, November 27, despite reducing the operation’s footprint on the 

island, the organization reported it reached a new milestone: 3 million total meals 

produced by the WCK team (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 230) (World Central Kitchen 

[WCK], 2017).  

On December 13th, Chef Andrés sent a recorded video message of gratitude to the 

Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico team and everyone who supported their 

efforts. He said:  

Every single dream of World Central Kitchen, uh, that we had to change 
the world through the power of food, uh, has been happening in ways we 
never, never dreamed. When we went to Puerto Rico we never thought 
that our goal will be to feed the millions. Uh, I never saw more clear than 
today, uh, what the role of World Central Kitchen should be. In moments 
of piece, we should be there to make sure we become an agent of change, 
one plate at a time. But in moments that any American, and maybe other 
people around the world are in need of a humble plate of food, I think 
we’ve shown that we know how to do that. Bring in the best chefs, the 
best talent that the food world can offer; and being able to tackle the 
resources locally feeding the people with the urgency of now, and making 
sure that in the process we put the local economy up and running in the 
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process of delivering food aid. In the process we were able to learn about 
the communities because we had so much intelligence, we were able to 
distribute even medicines, or, the blue tarps. 

We really became a bridge between the needs of the people and the 
resources that were somewhere around the island. So we thank you for 
supporting us, but I’m going to be asking you to think of us in the future. 
We, we, we don’t want to take over anybody's job by thinking we are here 
to disrupt the industry of NGOS. We are a new NGO. We are going to be 
the Uber, the Twitter of the NGOS of the world. We’ve shown we can 
disrupt the system and provide help to fellow Americans quicker, faster, 
cheaper, more efficient. 

We’ve shown that food has the power to be a true agent of change. Thank 
you for being there for us, and please, keep thinking of how you can help 
us be better in the near future because World Central Kitchen is going to 
be here to do amazing things. Thank you for believing in us, and I’m 
gunna even thank you more for your, I hope, continuous support in the 
years to come, bye (World Central Kitchen [WCK] & Andrés, 2017). 
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Chapter IV 

Literature Review 

Now that the case of WCK’s involvement has been presented, let’s turn our 

attention to academic literature to help tie together, and understand the complexity of 

disasters, the disaster response apparatus, and emergency food relief. 

Exploring the Complex Dynamics of Disaster 

With the looming threat of climate change foreshadowing an increase in the 

frequency and intensity of extreme weather events (EWE), the need to understand the 

potential impacts of EWE on community and food security is becoming more urgent 

(Chriest & Niles, 2018). Scholars across multiple academic disciplines have diligently 

worked to understand how disasters correlate to food insecurity tempo spatially (Kaplan 

et al., 2020), across the emergency management phases (Meyer, 2017), and amongst 

various populations (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2022); but more work needs to be 

done. While it's impossible to cover all factors associated with disaster and disaster-

related food insecurity in this thesis project, this literature review aims to provide the 

reader with relevant information required to create a foundation of understanding 

regarding the WCK operation #ChefsForPuertoRico case study, a type of emergency food 

operation, presented earlier in this thesis. 

Understanding the U.S. Disaster Apparatus and The Emergency Management Cycle 
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The disaster apparatus in the United States consists of many types of 

organizations, including government, private sector, and non-governmental 

organizations. 

Insights into Disaster 

Researchers across multiple disciplines have undertaken the vital work of 

documenting the history of disasters in the United States. For example, Dr. Ballard C. 

Campbell, professor of history at Northeastern University, compiled a list of the most 

catastrophic events in his 2008 book Disasters, Accidents, and Crises in American 

History. On the topic of natural disasters, Campbell creates a list of what he considers to 

be the “top ten” natural disasters, of which hurricanes appear three times. (To achieve this 

top ten list, after topically grouping the events listed in his book, he listed them 

chronologically for this category. It is important to note that at the time of publishing, the 

most recent natural disaster was Hurricane Katrina, which occurred in 2005.) On the 

question of “significance,” Campbell noted that this question does not have a definitive 

answer, though he also noted that scope and scale do play a role in determining criteria 

for inclusion in his work.  

The United States is grappling with an increase in frequent and intense natural 

disasters (Smith, 2023). The population's vulnerability to these disasters is rising, 

primarily due to population changes and higher concentrations of people in disaster-prone 

areas (Van Der Vink et al., 1998). While the nation’s history of disasters is well-

documented (Campbell, 2008), as is the high cost of response and recovery efforts 

(Garcia, 2022), the challenge lies in preparation for the next crisis or disaster. In 

summation, rising to the challenge of accurately predicting when and where disasters will 
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strike and estimating the potential disaster preparation and response cost will prove to be 

vital in the future. 

Defining Disaster 

While disaster preparation and appropriate budget forecasting are difficult, 

fortunately, defining disaster is less complex. Several reputable organizations provide 

definitions to help understand disasters. For example, literature sourced from well-

respected non-governmental organizations such as the International Federation of the Red 

Cross defines a disaster in the following manner: 

Disasters are serious disruptions to the functioning of a community that 
exceed its capacity to cope using its own resources. Disasters can be 
caused by natural, man-made and technological hazards, as well as various 
factors that influence the exposure and vulnerability of a community. 
(International Federation of the Red Cross [IFRC], n.d.) 

Another international organization, The World Health Organization (WHO), held 

a technical workshop that included United Nations (UN) member states and a range of 

subject matter experts from a span of disciplines and sectors, who defined disaster in the 

following manner in its 2020 GLOSSARY of Health Emergency and Disaster Risk 

Management Terminology (with the associated note):  

A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society at any 
scale due to hazardous events interacting with conditions of exposure, 
vulnerability and capacity, leading to one or more of the following: 
human, material, economic and environmental losses and impacts 

Note: The effect of the disaster may be immediate and localized but is 
often widespread and can last for a long period of time. The effect may 
test or exceed the capacity of a community or society to cope using its 
own resources, and therefore may require assistance from external 
sources, which could include neighboring jurisdictions, or those at the 
national or international levels (UNGA 2016; Disaster Risk Management. 
and Resilience Team [DDR] et al., 2020) 
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An additional definition comes from the United States governmental organization, 

FEMA (the organization responsible for developing the current federal framework for 

disaster response), which describes a disaster in the following manner in its Guide for 

All-Hazard Emergency Operations Planning (1996), FEMA writes:  

An occurrence of a natural catastrophe, technological accident, or human-
caused event that has resulted in severe property damage, deaths, and/or 
multiple injuries. As used in this Guide, a “large-scale disaster” is one that 
exceeds the response capability of the local jurisdiction and requires State, 
and potentially Federal, involvement. As used in the Stafford Act, a 
“major disaster” is “any natural catastrophe [...] or, regardless of cause, 
any fire, flood, or explosion, in any part of the United States, which in the 
determination of the President causes damage of sufficient severity and 
magnitude to warrant major disaster assistance under [the] Act to 
supplement the efforts and available resources or States, local 
governments, and disaster relief organizations in alleviating the damage, 
loss, hardship, or suffering caused thereby. 

All three of these definitions provide insight at the international (WHO UN 

Technical workshop), national (FEMA), and non-profit organizational level (IFRC) of 

how disaster is viewed. These definitions share similarities. For example, all three 

definitions point to the disruptive nature of disaster. Additionally, the IFRC and UN 

Technical Working Group’s definitions of disaster encompass a more comprehensive 

range of causes, while the language used in FEMA's definition is the most specific, 

focusing on natural catastrophes, technological accidents, or human-caused events. 

Another similarity the three definitions share is that of addressing the concept of 

exceeding the capacity of a community to respond. 

And while the three definitions share similarities, such as the ones mentioned 

above, they do have key differences as well. For example: The IFRC and UN Technical 

workshop’s definitions can be interpreted to have a broader scope, considering the 

complex interactions that occur within communities after disasters. Their definitions may 
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also be best used, seeking a global perspective on interpreting disaster. By contrast, the 

language in FEMA’s definition describes the impacts of disasters in terms of local 

jurisdictions, States, and local governments, specifically in the United States.  

Having examined these three definitions, FEMA’s definition is most appropriate 

to apply to this thesis work. Additionally, FEMA’s definition explains the justification of 

what initiated their key role in dispersing approximately 11.4 million dollars’ worth of 

funds to WCK after utilizing them as a feeding organization for the island’s relief efforts 

and stepping in to coordinate the efforts that preceded Hurricane Maria.  

Perhaps of most importance is that FEMA’s definition of disaster lays out the 

criteria that are necessary for classifying Hurricane Maria as a disaster as well as 

describing the criteria that triggered a federal response on the island. Specifically, a close 

look at the definition shows that when a disaster occurs in the United States, the President 

may determine that sufficient severity and magnitude may warrant major disaster 

assistance under the Stafford Act, which was the case in the Hurricane Maria response 

and recovery efforts. 

Traditionally, in the United States, disasters are understood to fall into two 

categories: natural and man-made (Zibulewsky, 2001). (As gender-neutral language 

replaces more traditional uses of gendered language in the evolution of English, it is 

growing increasingly common for the term man-made to be replaced with the term 

human-made.)  

FEMA also provides insight into what counts as a natural disaster, presenting 

eighteen types, which they refer to as Natural Hazards (Federal Emergency Management 

Agency [FEMA], n.d.). These hazards are:  
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• Avalanches 

• Coastal Flooding 

• Cold Waves 

• Drought 

• Earthquake 

• Hail 

• Heat Wave 

• Hurricane 

• Ice Storm 

• Landslide 

• Lightning 

• Riverine 

Flooding 

• Strong Wind 

• Tornado 

• Tsunami 

• Volcanic 

Activity 

• Wildfire 

• Winter Weather 

 

Part One: How America Addresses Disaster: An Introduction to the National Response 

Framework  

This part of the thesis is intended to provide information that can help readers 

understand the U.S. Federal Government’s approach to addressing disaster in the United 

States, including the unincorporated territory of Puerto Rico. 

The National Preparedness Goal 

In 2011, the Department of Homeland Security established the first edition of the 

National Preparedness Goal. This was a significant step in acknowledging that the 

responsibility for preparedness is shared by all individuals in the nation, and that 

collective efforts are essential to achieve a common preparedness goal (Homeland 

Security Digital Library [HSDL], n.d.). FEMA articulates the goal as follows: "A secure 

and resilient Nation with the capabilities required across the whole community to 

prevent, protect against, mitigate, respond to, and recover from the threats and hazards 
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that pose the greatest risk" (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2020, p. 

1). 
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Figure 6. The Five Mission Areas and the Core Capabilities Assigned to Them. 

Note. This figure is an image snippet excerpted from the second edition of the National 
Preparedness Goal and describes the five mission areas and the core capabilities 
assigned to them. “Planning, Public Information and Warning, and Operational 
Coordination are common to all mission areas”(National Preparedness Goal, 2nd Ed., 
Pg. 3). 

There are five mission areas identified in the National Preparedness Goal. 

Although they are interdependent, the mission area most applicable for this literature 
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review is the Response mission area, which is the phase in which operation 

#ChefsForPuertoRico occurred. While the National Preparedness Goal is described as the 

“cornerstone of implementing the National Preparedness System,” there are additional 

components that complement it (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 

2020, p. 21). Those are the National Planning System, a set of National Frameworks, a 

set of Federal Interagency Operational Plans, a National Preparedness Report, and a 

Campaign to Build and Sustain Preparedness, all of which are intended to aid in 

“building, sustaining and delivering the core capabilities described in the National 

Preparedness Goal” (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2020, p. 21). 

The National Response Framework 

The preceding section noted that the National Response Framework is a critical 

element of the National Preparedness Goal, which bolsters the response mission area and 

“presents the guiding principles that enable all response partners to prepare for and 

provide a unified national response to disasters and emergencies” (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [FEMA], 2008). The National Response Framework (NRF) “is a 

guide to how the nation responds to all types of disasters and emergencies” (Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016,  p. 2). Also, The NRF contains 

concepts that are scalable, flexible, and adaptable, as identified in the National Incident 

Management System (NIMS) to align key forces and responsibilities across the Nation 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], n.d.). By design, during “routine 

emergencies,” the NRF operates on a "bottom-up" principle, granting local stakeholders 

the authority to tend to their community's needs. Additionally, the NRF ensures the 

federal government can provide support and resources when required, particularly when 
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the local government cannot manage typical aid requests due to being overwhelmed, such 

as in a crisis. “The National Response Framework (NRF) provides foundational 

emergency management doctrine for how the Nation responds to” multiple “types of 

incidents,” including but not limited to natural disasters, like hurricanes and fires; the 

NRF is always in effect (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2019, p. ii.). 

“The structures, roles, and responsibilities described in” the NRF “can be partially or 

fully implemented in the context of a threat or hazard, in anticipation of a significant 

event, or in response to an incident” (Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 2019, p. 

ii). “Implementation of the structures and procedures described” in the NRF “allows for a 

scaled response, delivery of specific resources and capabilities, and a level of 

coordination appropriate to each incident” (Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 

2019, p. ii).” 

Introduction to the “Whole Community” Approach (and Community Lifelines) 

In 2011, FEMA acknowledged the fact that “the effects of natural and manmade 

disasters have become more frequent, far-reaching, and widespread” and shifted from the 

“traditional” heavily government-reliant approach concerning risk management toward a 

Whole Community approach which engaged individuals and communities as “vital 

partners in enhancing the resiliency and security” of the Nation (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [DHS/FEMA], 2011, pp. 1–2). Later, the second edition of the 

NRF, which was in effect at the time of Hurricane Maria, also incorporated the use of the 

term “whole community.” 

Though the exact phrasing of the “whole community approach” varies slightly in 

presentation depending on the source presenting the concept, the term, developed by the 



 

70 

Federal Emergency Management Agency, is stated as follows in the fourth edition of the 

NRF: “ Whole community includes individuals and communities, businesses, private and 

public sector owners and operators of critical infrastructure, faith-based organizations, 

nonprofit organizations, and all levels of government (local, regional/metropolitan, state 

tribal, territorial, insular area and federal)” (Federal Emergency Management Agency 

[FEMA], 2019, p. 1). Whole community is defined in the National Preparedness Goal, as  

a focus on enabling the participation in national preparedness activities of 
a wider range of players from the private sector, including 
nongovernmental organizations and the general public, in conjunction 
with the participation of all levels of governmental in order to foster better 
coordination and working relationships. (Federal Emergency Management 
Agency [FEMA], 2015, pp. A–3)  
 

The 2019 (fourth ed) of the NRF extends the Whole Community approach and 

adds the concept of Community Lifelines. In the NRF (4th ed.), “Community lifelines” 

are defined as “those services that enable the continuous operation of critical government 

and business functions and are essential to human health and safety or economic 

security” (Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 2019). The authors of the NRF then 

further commented,  

Making community lifelines a core focus of incident response within the 
NRF offers unique benefits for incidents ranging from small-scale to 
catastrophic disaster. By building capabilities to stabilize and accelerate 
the restoration of community lifeline services, it will be possible to save 
countless lives, limit damage to the economy, help maintain essential 
services for critical national security installations, reduce the initial 
impacts of disasters, and facilitate recovery operations. While the primary 
focus of incident response remains on stabilizing community lifelines, 
other secondary considerations regarding the natural and cultural 
environment and economic factors are equally important. (Department of 
Homeland Security [DHS], 2019)  

This language and the introduction of this new concept may be interpreted to 

suggest that the lessons learned after the 2017 disaster season drove an update to the 
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NRF. Additionally, it may also be interpreted that saving lives is the ultimate and 

centered purpose of the doctrine and that the means by which to do this is to center 

community lifelines. 

Data collected over time may suggest that the current edition of the NRF has 

evolved due to many lessons learned from disasters, especially those that occurred in 

2017 and 2018, when innovative and collaborative relationships formed between the 

government, private sector, and non-governmental organizations that stabilized vital 

community services. 

Introduction to the Four Phases of Emergency Management 

According to FEMA, there are four phases of disaster, which are called the 

emergency management cycle. The University of Tulane explains that understanding 

emergency management can help professionals take steps to minimize the impact of 

natural disasters (Tulane University School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine, 

2023). (Note: The emergency management cycle may also be called the disaster 

management cycle or phases of disaster.) 
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Figure 7. The Four Phases of the Emergency Management Cycle, as Described by 

FEMA. 

Note: As depicted, it may be interpreted that the phases are not linear but instead flow in 
a cyclical fashion. “ The significance of the emergency management cycle is that all 
communities are in at least one phase of emergency management at any time” (Federal 
Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, p. 4-2). 

The following table presents the four phases and actions associated with the 

phases, as presented by FEMA (please keep in mind the actions listed in the table are not 

all-encompassing): 

Table 2. Emergency Management Cycle’s Phases and Associated Actions. 

Phase Associated Actions 

Mitigation 

Tying down homes or barns with ground anchors to withstand 
wind damage. 

Digging water channels to redirect water and planting vegetation 
to absorb water. 

Constructing levees or permanent barriers to control flooding. 
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Phase Associated Actions 
Reinforcing fencing to prevent animal escapes. 
Buying insurance policies. 

Preparedness 

Developing disaster preparedness plans for what to do, where to 
go, or who to call or help in a disaster. 

Exercising plans through drills, tabletop exercises, and full-scale 
exercises. 

Creating a supply list of items that are useful in a disaster 
Walking around a form and identifying possible vulnerabilities to 

high winds. 

Response 

Implementing disaster response plans 
Conducting search and rescue missions. 
Taking actions to protect yourself, your family, your animals, and 

others. 
Addressing public perceptions about food safety. 

Recovery 

Preventing or reducing stress-related illnesses and excessive 
financial burdens. 

Rebuilding damaged structures based on advanced knowledge 
obtained from the preceding disaster. 

Reducing vulnerability to future disasters. 

Note: This entire table is adapted and reproduced from the (Federal Emergency 
Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, pp. 4-5) 

Though the phases do not occur in a linear fashion and can overlap, it is helpful to 

think of them distinctly when learning about the cycle. For example, during the 

mitigation phase, actions are taken to prevent or reduce the causes, impacts, and or 

consequences of the disaster (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, 

p. 3) Though seemingly similar to the mitigation phase, a key differentiation of the 

preparedness phase is that it involves actions such as training, planning, and educational 

activities that cannot be mitigated (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 

2013, p. 3) The response phase happens “in the immediate aftermath of a disaster”; 

communities to include businesses and other organizations are not functioning normally 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, p. 4) The fourth phase, which 
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is the recovery phase individual and community restoration actions are taking place. This 

includes businesses returning to normal operation (if they are able) and can be prolonged 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2013, p. 4). 

How Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) Fit into the National Response 

Framework 

NGOs play an essential role in the American disaster response apparatus “at the 

local, state, tribal, insular area and national levels” (Federal Emergency Management 

Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 9). “Following a disaster, local regional and national voluntary 

organizations are often the first to arrive to prepare assistance” (Center for Disaster 

Philanthropy [CDP], n.d.). As independent organizations with unique areas of focus and 

subject matter expertise, NGOs (including voluntary organizations) can bolster Federal 

response efforts after a disaster. In the context of the Third Edition of the NRF,6 there are 

two “categories” of organizations within the private sector that can provide support 

throughout the emergency management cycle, though there may be many types of 

organizations within these categories. The two categories, according to the NRF, and the 

Volunteer and Donations Management Support Annex, are “officially designated support 

elements” and “unaffiliated volunteers” (also referred to as spontaneous volunteers in the 

annex) (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016; Department of 

Homeland Security Federal Emergency Management Agency [DHS FEMA], 2013). 

(NRF support annexes describe how “support is organized among private sector, non-

 
6 It is helpful to keep in mind that the NRF in effect at the time Hurricane Maria occurred was the Third 
Edition, released in 2016.  
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government organizations, and federal partners” (Federal Emergency Management 

Agency [FEMA], 2016). 

The Third Edition of the NRF officially designates three NGOs as support 

elements to national response capabilities: the American Red Cross, the National 

Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (National VOAD), and the National Center 

for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) (Federal Emergency Management Agency 

[FEMA], 2016, p. 9). (The Third Edition of the NRF refers specifically to these 

organizations as NGOs, though National VOAD and the NCMEC describe themselves as 

Non-Profits (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 10)). Let us 

now turn our attention to these organizations and their role in disasters.  

The American Red Cross 

Founded in 1881, the American Red Cross became federally chartered in 1900, 

and is “tasked by the federal government with providing services to members of the 

American armed forces and their families as well as providing disaster relief in the 

United States and around the world” (American Red Cross [ARC], n.d.). They have a 

responsibility “to provide relief to survivors of disasters and help people prevent, prepare 

for, and respond to emergencies” (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 

2016, p. 9). Additionally, the organization holds the legal status of “a federal 

instrumentality” and maintains a special relationship with the Federal Government 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 10). This special 

relationship and legal status allow the organization to support several of the emergency 

support functions of the NRF and “the delivery of multiple core capabilities” outlined in 

the NRF as well (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 10). 
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National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (National VOAD) 

Founded in 1969, VOAD “was founded over 50 years ago in response to the 

challenges many disaster organizations experienced following Hurricane Camille, a 

Category 5 storm that hit the Gulf Coast” (National Voluntary Organizations in Disaster 

[National VOAD], n.d., About Us section). The following year, in 1970, “seven national 

response organizations convened for the first time to find a way to better coordinate 

responses and more effectively serve disaster survivors and their communities” (National 

Voluntary Organizations in Disaster [National VOAD], n.d., About Us section). The 

result was National VOAD became “a forum for sharing knowledge and coordinating 

resources- money, materials, and muscle- throughout the disaster cycle: preparation, 

response, and recovery” (National Voluntary Organizations in Disaster [National 

VOAD], n.d., About Us section). As the organization evolved over time, it became a 

“coalition” of over seventy of the U.S.A.’s “most reputable organizations” (National 

Voluntary Organizations in Disaster [National VOAD], n.d., About Us section). This 

included faith-based organizations, community-based organizations, and non-profit 

organizations (National Voluntary Organizations in Disaster [National VOAD], n.d., 

About Us section). The American Red Cross, Southern Baptist Disaster Relief-Send 

Relief, and the Salvation Army are all members of the National VOAD (National 

Volunteers Active in Disaster [National VOAD], n.d., Current Members section). 

Additionally, there are also fifty-six State and Territory VOADs, “which represent 

Local/Regional VOADs and hundreds of other member organizations” (National 

Voluntary Organizations in Disaster [National VOAD], n.d., About Us section). 
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The term VOAD can refer to individual organizations “or the network entity as a 

whole” (Center for Disaster Philanthropy [CDP], n.d., Overview section) According to 

the Center for Disaster Philanthropy (CDP), organizations belonging to VOAD have been 

vetted, must conform to several key principles and values, have committed to honor the 

“4C principles” (Cooperation, Communication, Coordination, Collaboration), and can 

provide coordination during local and regional disasters, “often having a seat at the state 

or country/city Emergency Operations Center”(Center for Disaster Philanthropy [CDP], 

n.d., Overview section). And though they take these steps and actions, member 

organizations still “maintain their autonomy and have control over their own budget and 

activities (Center for Disaster Philanthropy [CDP], n.d., Overview section). Together, the 

members of VOAD “work to eliminate duplication of services and inefficiencies” (Center 

for Disaster Philanthropy [CDP], n.d., Overview section). 

A key factor in VOAD’s success is its work in the preparedness and mitigation 

phases of disaster, which helps to build resilient communities (Center for Disaster 

Philanthropy [CDP], n.d., Overview section). “They are also most effective in ensuring 

effective use of resources after a disaster when they can create relationships before a 

disaster. This can help determine what assets are missing, as well as build communication 

systems and structures” (Center for Disaster Philanthropy [CDP], n.d., Overview 

section). 

The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children 

Founded in 1984, after several tragedies involving children,  
several child advocates founded the National Center for Missing & 
Exploited Children as a private, non-profit organization to serve as the 
national clearinghouse and to provide a coordinated, national response to 
problems relating to missing and exploited children” (National Center for 
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Missing & Exploited Children [NCMEC], n.d.). The NCMEC’s National 
Emergency Child Locator Center (NECLC) “facilitates the expeditious 
identification and reunification of children with their families.” (Federal 
Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 10) 

Unaffiliated Volunteers, Unaffiliated Organizations, and Unsolicited Donated Goods 

It would appear that with the efforts and work of government agencies at all levels 

(local, state, tribal, territorial, and insular area) and the ARC, National VOAD, and 

NCMEC, all aspects and roles regarding disaster have been accounted for and covered. 

But what happens when unaffiliated organizations and unsolicited donated goods start to 

arrive after a disaster? To answer this question, it is helpful to start with the NRF’s 

Volunteer and Donations Management Support Annex. 

The Volunteer and Donations Management Support annex  

describes the coordination processes used to support the state in ensuring 
the most efficient and effective use of unaffiliated volunteers, unaffiliated 
organizations, and unsolicited donated goods to support all Emergency 
Support Functions (ESFs) for incidents requiring a Federal Response, 
including offers of unaffiliated volunteer services and unsolicited 
donations to the Federal Government. (Department of Homeland Security 
Federal Emergency Management Agency [DHS FEMA], 2013, p.1)  
 

Within this document, lies the explanation of unaffiliated volunteers, which are 

described in the following manner: 

Unaffiliated volunteers, also known as spontaneous volunteers, are 
individuals who offer to help or self-deploy to assist in emergency 
situations without fully coordinating their activities. They are considered 
‘unaffiliated” in that they are not part of a disaster relief organization. 
Although unaffiliated volunteers can be significant resources because they 
do not have pre-established relationships with emergency response 
organizations, verifying their training or credentials and matching them 
with the appropriate service areas can be difficult. (Department of 
Homeland Security Federal Emergency Management Agency [DHS 
FEMA], 2013, p. 1) 
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The following table breaks down the cooperating agencies and their roles as 

outlined in the annex: 

Table 3 . Cooperating Agencies from the Volunteer and Donations Support Annex. 

Agency Functions 

Department of Agriculture 
Inspects and ensures the wholesomeness 

and safety of donated foreign animal, 
plant, and food products. 

Department of Health and Human 
Services 

Food and Drug Administration: Inspects 
and ensures the wholesomeness and 

safety of donated foreign animal, plant, 
and food products. 

Department of Homeland Security 

Private Sector Office: Provides support to 
DHS/FEMA Headquarters 

Volunteer/Donations Coordination 
Team efforts in processing private 
sector and other high-level offers. 

Department of State 

In coordination with DHS/FEMA and 
USAID, operates the IAS to coordinate 
requests for government-to-government 

international assistance and manage 
formal offers of assistance from foreign 

governments and international 
organizations. (See the International 

Coordination Support Annex.) 

Department of Transportation 

• Provides information on 
transportation on transportation 

routes as necessary. 
• Provides guidance and support on 

transportation rules, regulations, 
and requirements as needed. 

Corporation for National And Community 
Service 

Provides support to the states, including 
trained national service participants 

(AmeriCorps members, Lean and Serve 
America volunteers, and Retired and 

Senior Volunteer Program volunteers) 
to support state volunteer and donations 
management operations, as needed such 

as: call center/hotline operations, 
Volunteer Reception Center startup, 

donations warehousing operations, and 
other support activities identified by the 

FEMA Volunteer and Donations 
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Agency Functions 
Coordinator or FEMA Voluntary 

Agency Liaison. 

General Services Administration Provides equipment, supplies, and 
facilities as required. 

U.S. Agency for International 
Development 

In coordination with DHS/FEMA and 
DOS, operates the IAS to coordinate 

requests for government-to-government 
international assistance and manage 

formal offers of assistance from foreign 
governments and international 

organizations. (See the International 
Coordination Support Annex.) 

National Voluntary Organizations Active 
in Disaster (National VOAD) 

National VOAD members are the primary 
coordination nonprofit organizations for 

the management of unaffiliated 
volunteers and unsolicited donations. 

National VOAD: 
• Provides technical assistance, as 

needed, to National VOAD 
member organizations and local, 

state, tribal, territorial, and insular 
area VOADs regarding their 

unaffiliated volunteer and 
unsolicited donations management 

activities. 
• Supports, as necessary, National 

VOAD members that have roles in 
volunteer and donations 

management to ensure the 
members’ full participation in 

volunteer and donations 
management operations. Volunteer 
and donations operations functions 

may include: multiagency 
warehouse management, local 
distribution centers, volunteer 
reception centers, call center 

support, operational guidance on 
managing unsolicited donations 

and unaffiliated volunteers, 
situational assessment, and 

coordination of matching offers to 
needs. 

USA Freedom Corps • Shares volunteer and donation 
information via 
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Agency Functions 
www.volunteer.gov and 1-877-

USA-CORP. 
• Connects individuals with 

volunteer opportunities.  

Note: This table is adapted from the 2013 Volunteer and Donations Management Support 
Annex, p. 6. 

2017 U.S. Disaster Landscape, FEMA, and Its Coordination Efforts 

FEMA holds a critical coordination role in disaster and emergency management; 

perhaps this fact was amplified and highlighted during the 2017 disaster season. In 

FEMA’s capstone doctrine, We are FEMA; Helping People Before, During, and After 

Disasters (Publication 1), they describe themselves in the following manner: 

Our Agency is one player on a large team collaboration to build a more 
resilient Nation. We provide a platform for people to build relationships, 
gather and share information, and think holistically about disasters. We 
lead by supporting, coordinating, and managing personnel, assets, and 
information; We also offer tools, guidance, and resources to help 
individuals and communities review, build, and continuously improve 
their own capabilities. (p. 6) 

To do this, the organization broadly sees itself performing three types of action 

before, during, and after a disaster. Those roles are to: “raise risk awareness; educate in 

risk reduction options; and help to take action before disaster. Alert, warn, and message; 

coordinate the Federal response; and apply and manage resources during disasters” 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2019, p. 6). And “coordinate Federal 

recovery efforts; provide resources; and apply insight to future risk after disasters” 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2019, p. 6). 

Emergency Support Functions and the Role of ESF 6 
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The organization has many functions, including coordinating food relief efforts, 

which are aligned under its Emergency Support Function #6 in the National Response 

Framework (NRF). The NRF describes Emergency Support Functions (ESFs) as a way 

for federal entities and “national-level assets” to be brought together (Department of 

Homeland Security [DHS], 2016, p. 33). The ESF framework is used by the federal 

government as well as numerous state governments to structure their response 

capabilities and resources (Finn, 2020); ESFs have been shown to be a successful method 

for managing and bundling resources in order to provide essential capabilities (Finn, 

2020). The Federal ESFs combine additional national-level resources with the 

competencies of Federal agencies and organizations (Finn, 2020). 

The Federal ESFs are the primary, but not exclusive, Federal coordinating 
structures for building, sustaining, and delivering the response core 
capabilities. Most Federal ESFs support a number of the response core 
capabilities. In addition, there are responsibilities and actions associated 
with Federal ESFs that extend beyond the core capabilities and support 
other response activities, as well as department and agency 
responsibilities. (Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 2016, p. 33) 

As of 2017, there were fifteen ESFs. Of the fifteen ESFs, the primary one this 

thesis will highlight is ESF #6: Mass Care, Emergency Assistance, Temporary Housing, 

and Human Services. (Note, that the ESFs intertwine with each other at multiple stages, 

but for the purposes of this thesis, ESF #6 is the most relevant due to this being the ESF 

in which the case presented is a best fit.) 
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Table 4. ESF #6  

Mass Care, Emergency Assistance, Temporary Housing, and Human Services 

ESF Coordinator 
Department of Homeland 

Security(DHS)/Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) 

Key Response Core Capabilities: 

Mass Care Services, Logistics and Supply 
Chain Management, Public Health, 

Healthcare, and Emergency Medical 
Services, Critical Transportation, Fatality 

Management Services 

Functions 

Coordinates the delivery of mass care and 
emergency assistance. Functions include 

but are not limited to mass care, 
emergency assistance, temporary housing 

and human services. 

Note: This table is adapted from FEMA’s National Response Framework, Third Ed., 
Table Four. 

Part Two: Disasters, Climate Change and Food Security from Speculation to Reality: 

Devastating Weather Events Increase 

In a 2016 report released by the Environmental Protection Agency, just one short 

year before the 2017 Atlantic hurricane season, evidence suggested that because of 

human-caused climate change, the prevalence of climate-related weather events was 

expected to increase in frequency and intensity (United States Environmental Protection 

Agency [EPA], 2016). In alignment with the findings of the 2015 report from the NSCT, 

USDA, and GCRP, the EPA also stated that these weather events directly impact 

agriculture and food supply (United States Environmental Protection Agency [EPA], 

n.d.).  

History would later reflect that the disasters that occurred in 2017 proved to be 

amongst some of the costliest and deadliest for the United States. According to the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NCEI), “In total, the U.S. was 
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impacted by 16 separate billion-dollar disaster events including three tropical cyclones, 

eight severe storms, two inland floods, a crop freeze, drought and wildfire” (National 

Centers for Environmental Information [NCEI], 2018, para. 2). 

In their 2017 work titled: "Effects of Natural Disasters on Food Availability, 

Accessibility and Consumption in Household Level of Coastal Villages," M. Islam and 

Selina Ahmed focus on the impact of natural disasters on food security in Bangladesh. 

Although their regional focus differs from that of this thesis, their article emphasized an 

important point: the application of appropriate disaster risk management measures has 

policy implications that directly affect food security at the household level. Moreover, 

they advocate for mutually supportive mitigation efforts aimed at vulnerable population 

groups, particularly in impoverished areas. The authors stress that efforts to improve 

disaster resilience in disaster-prone locations should be seamlessly integrated into food 

security policies and strategies (Islam & Ahmed, 2017). They also note that although 

different regions experience disasters differently, the core issue of food security is a 

global issue. To expound upon this point, the authors write:  

Solutions require total international cooperation to succeed. This is 
because access is a social aspect of food security, and in a globalized 
world, our food society is the entire planet. A large amount of food needs 
to be sent to the areas where food is scarce. This will result in two things: 
the hungry will be fed, and the overfed will probably start to use food 
more efficiently. Using food sources more efficiently also means a change 
in preferences of food security [10], however, only food sources alone not 
enough for food security. There also need state and non-state support for 
food security, which not identified. Food security fundamentally measures 
on three foremost extents; food availability, accessibility, and 
consumption, which influenced by some external influences and natural 
disaster are one of them. (Islam & Ahmed, 2017, p. 2) 

In 2020, scholars Fitzpatrick et al. added a social science lens to the food 

insecurity in disaster conversation. In their mixed-methods study of food insecurity post-
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Hurricane Harvey (with a focus on the Texas Gulf Coast area post-22 August 2017), 

which utilized logistic regression analysis, interviews, and online surveys, the/ team of 

researchers concluded: “that social vulnerabilities, circumstantial risk, and social and 

psychological resources are important in determining the odds of food insecurity” 

(Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 1). Additionally, Kevin Fitzpatrick and his research team 

reported that “Hispanic and/or Nonwhite survivors, renters and those persons displaced 

during the natural disaster have a higher food insecurity odds” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 

1). Additionally, the team recognized that three factors can help reduce food insecurity 

odds after a disaster: strong social ties, a higher level of mastery, and a greater sense of 

connectedness to their community (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020). 

Another significant contribution the team made to the growing body of academic 

literature involved homeownership and renting. The researchers wrote: 

Of specific interest; however, are the ways in which homeownership 
intersects with the decision to stay or leave one’s residence, and the 
impact this has on determining post-disaster food insecurity odds, our 
findings highlight that, while leaving may pose its own risks for food 
insecurity, homeowners are largely protected from that added risk. 
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 11) 

The team also reported: “That said, our results also suggest that the highest risk 

for food insecurity was among renters who were displaced or left their home” (Fitzpatrick 

et al., 2020, p. 11).  

The team also noted that though extreme weather events themselves may be of 

“natural consequence” and thus out of humans' control, responses to these events and the 

extent to which people are most impacted by them are decidedly not (Fitzpatrick et al., 

2020, p. 2).  
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In 2023, a team of researchers published an article in the Journal of the Academy 

of Nutrition and Dietetics that presented a new approach to the development of a Disaster 

Food Security Framework (Clay et al., 2023). The authors of this paper reported that 

limited research on food systems and food insecurity, as well as the various methods of 

measurement, make it challenging to address food insecurity and to develop effective 

interventions for “disaster-affected communities” (Clay et al., 2023, p. S46). 

Roughly a year later, researchers Nathanael P. Rosenheim, Maria Watson, John 

Casellas Connors, Mastura Safayet, and Walter Gills Peacock utilized a supply-side 

approach to study the multidimensional factors associated with food access after 

disasters, using Hurricane Harvey as an entry point into the topic. This team recognized 

that the functionality of food retailers (and their uninterrupted functionality) is of critical 

importance for people seeking access to food after a disaster (Rosenheim et al., 2024). 

The team suggested that acknowledging and planning for accessibility, accommodation, 

and availability are three dimensions before and after a disaster that can help address 

post-disaster barriers to food access (Rosenheim et al., 2024). 

The team recommended that planners who are thinking of ways to increase equity 

to food after disaster consider the “proximity” to food retail sources, as well as the fact 

that “multidimensions of access” may create a more complete picture of what is 

preventing equitable food access, encouraging business resilience pre-disaster, can be 

helpful, and thoughtful and intentional “engagement with local food retailers, food 

suppliers, and food aid agencies” are crucial for disaster planning and effectively 

engaging community food needs (Rosenheim et al., 2024, p. 452).
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Climate Change and Food Security and Policy 

In 2005, three scientists, P.J. Gregory, J.S.Ingram and M.Brklacich published 

“Climate Change and Food Security,” which built upon the previously existing academic 

work that primarily explored climate change and food security related to food production. 

However, Gregory, Ingram, and Brklacich’s work added and addressed two crucial 

factors that, as they saw it, were missing from the climate change and food security 

conversation: access to and the utilization of food (Gregory et al., 2005). In their work, 

the three authors emphasize the importance of remembering that most food security 

policies are relevant to communities and systems and that more comprehensive and 

robust frameworks are necessary. The authors also emphasize that climate change is only 

one of many factors (such as regional location, societal groups, availability, access, and 

utilization) affecting food systems (Gregory et al., 2005). 

Ten years later, in 2015, Brown et al. collaborated in drafting the Climate Change, 

Global Food Security, and the U.S. Food System report on behalf of the National Science 

and Technology Council (NSTC), the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), 

and the U.S. Global Change Research Program (GCRP) (Brown et al., 2015). Amongst 

several of the document’s purposes, the chief of those presented is to provide a tool for 

meeting the challenge of food security. The report acknowledged that climate change 

“directly influences U.S. production patterns, agricultural management, and food-system 

structures” (Brown et al., 2015, p. 93). However, the authors also noted that more 

questions than answers remain in terms of a complete understanding of the degree to 

which climate change will impact food systems at the time of the report's publishing. 
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These two teams revealed the importance of illuminating how policy, access to 

food, the utilization of food, and food systems should be incorporated into ongoing 

conversations surrounding food security and climate change. 

Helping Those Who Need It Most: Vulnerable Populations Facing Heightened Food 

Insecurity After Disasters.  

In U.S.-centered disaster response, multiple groups are considered vulnerable 

populations. Medical literature identifies children, pregnant women, disabled individuals, 

and the elderly as vulnerable (Lynch et al., 2010). Legal literature also includes persons 

of these identities while expanding further inclusion for “individuals from religious, 

racial, and ethnically diverse backgrounds and individuals with limited English 

proficiency” (Flowers, 2016, p. 576). Though it is a territory and not a state, in a report 

published in 2017 by the U.N. Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights 

if Puerto Rico were a state, “it would be the poorest in the Union” (Alston, 2018, p. 8). 

As mentioned in earlier parts of this thesis, in 2017, Puerto Rico’s population was 

already in decline prior to Hurricane Maria’s arrival in September. However, as a 

significant portion of the population is elderly, ensuring marginalized communities are 

considered in disaster relief policy. 

Policy literature presents proposed solutions to addressing food insecurity pre- 

and post-disaster in Puerto Rico. For example, Congress authorized the Nutrition 

Assistance Program (Programa de Asistencia Nutricional, in Spanish) in 1982 to address 

the island’s high rates of poverty and food insecurity(USDA Food and Nutrition Service 

[USDA FNS], 2022, Keith-Jennings, 2020). 
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Geography literature acknowledges that “climate change impacts are unevenly 

distributed among and within nations, regions, communities, and individuals due to 

differential exposures and vulnerabilities” (Dolan & Walker, 2006, p. 1316). 

Additionally, Dolan and Walker noted that to assess vulnerability, a variety of 

contributors across disciplines, institutions, local decision-makers, resource users, and 

residents must all be involved (Dolan & Walker, 2006). They presented a local-level 

capacities framework intended to involve local knowledge systems as well as cultural 

interpretations of the environment, crucially allowing for any scientific research to be 

“framed in a local context” (Dolan & Walker, 2006, p. 1321).  

Fitzpatrick et al. (2020) argued that food security should be examined through a 

social lens focusing on distribution across social and hierarchical lines. The team’s study 

revealed that the odds of experiencing food insecurity (in their disaster setting) “ were not 

uniform, but unequal across some social groups, further shaped by sets of risks and 

resources rooted in social structure” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 11). Additionally, while 

acknowledging weather events are natural and damage from them is to be expected, the 

“uneven burden” experienced by those who survive is not (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 11). 

The team highlighted that the following factors heighten the odds of shouldering a 

heavier burden after a disaster: age, race, housing, and psychosocial resources. Also, this 

study acknowledges that disasters bring about much-needed aid; there exists a set of 

circumstances that exist before the disaster that policymakers should consider before 

disaster strikes. In considering the above-mentioned factors and creating long-term policy 

solutions to address vulnerable populations, security can be set in place to help people 

survive disasters while minimizing suffering and damage. In creating such a policy, 
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community members can also strengthen “social infrastructure” (i.e., strengthen “social 

ties,” improve “community connectedness,” address “housing affordability,” and secure 

“tenants’ rights”) (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 11). The team notes that housing 

affordability and tenants’ rights are important because a vital part of becoming a member 

of a community involves being able to securely settle into a home and ingratiate oneself 

into a community (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020). 

A key limitation acknowledged by Fitzpatrick et al. is that their access to disaster 

survivors was limited and that their work may only provide a “glimpse into the 

complicated set of struggles that many face following a disaster” (Fitzpatrick et al. 2020, 

p. 12). They suggest, that though it would be difficult to accomplish, longitudinal studies 

that track the difficulties of obtaining healthy food pre- and post-disaster may provide 

critical insights into how food security presents for that study group as well as potentially 

present a different (and additional) group of food insecure individuals (Fitzpatrick et al., 

2020, p. 12). 

In regards to practical implications, the team suggests that their findings could be 

used by “emergency managers, public health officials, disaster mental health 

professionals, and volunteer organizations” who would like to leverage their study’s 

findings to help them identify populations that could potentially “be susceptible to food 

insecurity” in a post-disaster location (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p.12). Ideally, the team 

asserts that their study could be of potential use in disaster and risk planning. Their study 

revealed multiple factors. They observed, “that, in general, individuals who rented their 

homes and” held less education “than a high school diploma were more susceptible to 

disaster food insecurity when compared to their counterparts” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, 
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p.12). “Residents who are food insecure in urban communities are more likely than their 

rural counterparts to access resources from food distributors like food banks, food 

assistance programs and community meal sites” (Morton et al., 2007; Fitzpatrick et al., 

2020, p. 13). (It may be of interest to note that what Fitzpatrick et al. refer to as “food 

distributors” is also referred to as emergency food systems and/or emergency food 

operations). 

When viewing all factors holistically, the team offered the following: 

Taken together, these individuals risk and social vulnerabilities factors 
represent a portion of disaster-affected populations known as 
“vulnerability bearers” (Krajeski, 2018; Peek, 2019, Fitzpatrick et 
al.,2020, p.12), and they should be included in broader discussions of 
community needs. While the inclusion of ‘vulnerability bearers’ in 
community discussions of disaster risk and planning raises awareness of 
their lived experiences so as to shape local policy and strategy, such 
intervention also serves to facilitate community connectedness, which our 
study revealed to be a significant resource negatively impacting food 
insecurity. In particular, residents who may feel disconnected from their 
communities may also lack linking capital, which “connects regular 
citizens with those in power.” (Aldrich & Myer, 2014; Fitzpatrick et al. 
2020, p. 12.) 

By including “vulnerability bearers” (and those at risk of becoming members of 

that group) in conversations that occur during community disaster meetings with 

policymakers (a space they may not historically have access to), those individuals may be 

able to provide valuable information about how disasters disrupt their access to food 

resources (such as food banks or food distributors). 

Finally, a finding not represented in the other literature cited in this thesis is that 

of how the inclusion of ‘vulnerability bearers’ in such community disaster meetings with 

policymakers and other community members “may also build trust with the Hispanic 

community, which has been found to have lower expectations that government and 
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disaster relief services will provide post-disaster support” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 12; 

Hilfinger Messias et al., 2011). 

In regard to practical implications, the team suggests that their findings could be 

used by “emergency managers, public health officials, disaster mental health 

professionals, and volunteer organizations” who want data or evidence to help them 

“identify populations” that could potentially be “susceptible to food insecurity” in a post-

disaster location (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020, p. 12). 

Fitzpatrick et al. end their research with what may be perceived as a final 

warning: though learning lessons from past disasters is essential, if stakeholders involved 

in pre-disaster preparation do not take the knowledge gained from studies such as theirs, 

disasters such as Hurricane Katrina, Hurricane Harvey and Hurricane Maria will serve as 

painful reminders of how their inability to figure out how to help and serve the 

disenfranchised and disadvantaged living in disaster areas when they could be insight 

historical events that help create change for the better. 

Emergency Food Systems (EFSs) and Emergency Food Operations EFOs) 

As has been highlighted extensively at this point, disasters upend and disrupt pre-

existing food systems in the area in which they occur. When this happens, emergency 

systems can help temporarily restore food access to those in need of food access, 

especially vulnerable populations. EFS is of particular concern for an island like Puerto 

Rico, where in 2017, over 80 percent of the island’s food was imported and according to 

researchers, local food production levels were at historically low levels (Gould et al., 

2017). According to data from researchers for the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 

in 2015, two years before Hurricane Maria, “about one-third of Puerto Rico’s adult 
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residents experienced food insecurity” (Keith-Jennings & Wolkomir, 2020, p. 3). 

Hurricane Maria worsened this problem by wiping out 80% of the island’s agricultural 

sector, “with plantains, bananas, and coffee” taking the hardest hits (Sad, 2017, para 11).  

Three years after the historic 2017 Atlantic hurricane season, Kaplan et al. 

produced a spatiotemporal study that interrogated the ways in which the hours of 

operation, service area limitations, and the number of food secure individuals per 

emergency food operations were examined. The team decided to conduct this research 

because, based on their observations of relevant data, measures of emergency food 

operations tended to focus on the number of EFOs in areas versus the “effectiveness” of 

those EFOs. In doing so, the “standard” way of measuring EFOs overlooked valuable 

information that could help inform policymakers and non-governmental organizations' 

decisions when measuring the effectiveness of EFOs in a given region (Kaplan et al., 

2020). (Note: The study areas were Owen, Monroe, Brown, Greene, Lawrence, Martin, 

Daviess, Bubois, Orange, Washington, and Crawford counties in Indiana.) The team also 

noted that “the limited literature available on EFS suggests that our area of study is not 

exceptional and that the problems that we document are widespread in the rural United 

States” (Kaplan et al., 2020, p. 285; McEntee & Naumova, 2012). 

The study's results suggest that upon an initial glance of the network of the EFOs 

in the study area, it appears that the region is well covered. However, their analysis 

revealed that despite this appearance, “the hours of operation” of these EFOs is limited 

“in any given month,” which proves to be a barrier to access for individuals who need 

food(Kaplan et al., 2020, pp.284–285, 289). Additionally, the data from their study 

suggests that EFOs, such as food pantries, face pressure at the county level. Another 
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finding suggests that restrictions on who can access food (regional residency) or 

limitations on the number of times an individual can access an EFO are further barriers to 

food access after a disaster. Finally, mobile EFOs, despite the naming convention, are not 

“mobile” in the sense that they are food pantries “on wheels,” but more because a truck 

offloads food into a designated parking lot on a regular basis (Kaplan et al. 2020, p. 287). 

The study highlights considerations that should be noted for individuals traveling from 

remote locations, including travel times when attempting to access a mobile EFO.  

Echoing the sentiment expressed by Islam & Ahmed (2017) that food insecurity is 

a global issue, in 2022, a team of researchers identified the need for a framework that 

could help to “assure emergency food supplies continuity, improve rescue efficiency, and 

reduce disaster losses” (Liu et al., 2022, p. 1). To address this need, the team developed a 

multidisciplinary approach to establishing “a multidisciplinary framework for the 

emergency food supply system” (Liu et al., 2022, p.1). The research team, comprised of 

seven members, determined that the Chinese government may find their proposed 

framework to respond to disasters, including weather-related disasters, in a more 

scientific and efficient manner (Liu et al., 2022). The team also acknowledged that in 

moments of disaster, emergency food can help “ensure human” survivability and the 

“basic needs of” those affected by it (Liu et al., 2022, p.1).  

Utilizing a modified Delhi approach, the team’s framework is divided into two 

“rescue periods”, (the initial period and the middle-late period), and into eight domains 

(“emergency food demand, emergency food reserve, emergency food collection, 

emergency food transportation, emergency food distribution, emergency food 

supervision, an information system, and policy responses”) and sought the input of a 
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team of experts to create a well-considered offering in the emergency management 

framework options (Liu et al., 2022). Notably, this study’s intended audience is “decision 

makers” in the Chinese government, though the team does explicitly state that 

“considering the generalizability of the results, the framework for the emergency food 

supply system should be further optimized in order to adapt to more countries and 

regions” (Liu et al., 2022, pp. 9–10). 

As observed by researchers across multiple disciplines, in 2024, Rosenheim et al. 

observed that though food access and disaster were prevalent themes in the planning 

research, as was noted by Feng & Ewing, (2020), research about how the two topics 

intersect was limited (Rosenheim et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2018). To expand pre- and 

post-disaster planning, the team attempted to address additional dimensions such as the 

role of supply-side disruptions and restoration timelines (to pre-disaster access levels) 

(Rosenheim et al., 2024) 

By intentionally deciding to utilize a supply-side approach, this team 

acknowledged that they could not address the multitude of individual-level factors in 

food access after a disaster (Rosenhiem et al., 2024). However, their work still provides 

broad (but important) insights into retailers' role in providing access to food, particularly 

after a disaster.  

This study’s area of focus included the Texas counties of Harris, Jefferson, and 

Orange, which have all experienced high levels of precipitation and extensive flooding. 

(Rosenheim et al., 2024) Additionally, at the time of the team’s research, also had diverse 

populations who resided in both rural and urban environments (Rosenheim et al., 2024). 
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At the conclusion of their work, the team connected “concepts from access, food 

retail vulnerability and disaster recovery planning” to provide a deeper understanding of 

food systems(Rosenheim et al., 2024, p. 465). The results of their work also argue their 

audience might benefit from a.) considering “multiple dimensions of food access in 

disaster planning,” b.) encouraging “business continuity planning as food access 

planning,” and c.) integrating “food access into disaster planning to reduce inequalities” 

(Rosenheim et al., 2024, pp. 464–465). By doing this, their study brings to light the fact 

that natural disasters can change access to resources. In this case, food retailers act as the 

holders of resources, and disasters leave them vulnerable and limit the ways in which 

they can operate. When accessibility barriers to these resources (retail stores) do occur, 

they can expose and worsen pre-existing conditions related to equitable access to 

resources (Rosenheim et al., 2024); including food and water. 

Researchers have attempted to study food insecurity, food systems, and disasters 

for decades, often building upon each other’s findings, though employing different 

methodologies to conduct their work. These research works have attempted to view the 

issues of food insecurity and emergency food systems with a variety of methods 

(Fitzpatrick et al., 2020; Galanakis, 2020; Dean & Sharkey, 2011). When viewed 

collectively, these individual but related pieces of work help construct a clearer 

understanding of the development of food relief after a disaster. Several researchers have 

even undertaken the difficult task of attempting to evaluate the effectiveness of food 

relief efforts in meeting community needs, but the application of this research in the 

context of disaster has been limited (Clay et al., 2023). 
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Throughout this section, the literature has revealed that disasters significantly 

disrupt food systems and worsen food insecurity, especially where vulnerable populations 

are involved (see Fitzpatrick et al., 2020). While EFSs try to mitigate this, difficulties still 

persist. Studies, such as Kaplan et al.’s work in 2020 reveal that the current ways of 

measuring EFSs are inadequate, as they often overlook important factors such as 

accessibility barriers and unequal distribution of resources. To address these issues, 

researchers, such as Gregory et al. (2005), propose more robust frameworks for ERSs, 

placing importance on factors such as equitable access and long-term recovery planning. 

While progress continues to be made, more research is needed to evaluate the 

effectiveness of food relief efforts and to ensure that emergency food systems are 

resilient and equitable when future disasters strike. The importance of creating robust and 

inclusive EFS and EFOs is vital for protecting those who may find themselves in the path 

of a disaster (especially those who are considered vulnerable populations.) 

Disaster, Social Capital, and Food Security 

Capital, in its various forms, has been understood to be tied to disaster for 

decades. Perhaps the most obvious way in which capital is tied to disaster is in its 

economic form, as the cost of disaster is quite expensive and can require billions of 

dollars in funding to help address the aftereffects (such as infrastructure damage, search 

and rescue needs and food and shelter demands) and restore communities. However, in 

the last several decades, researchers and theorists have turned their attention to a different 

type of capital: social capital. Researchers such as Robert Putnam (Making Democracy 

Work (1993) and Bowling Alone (1995)), Nan Lin (Social Capital (2001)), and Daniel P. 

Aldrich (Black Wave, 2019), began to develop theories around social capital and the 
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ways in which this concept presents in society and in, in the case of researchers like 

Aldrich, how social capital affects dynamics in disaster. 

Though these scholars' work has undoubtedly advanced our understanding of 

disaster and social capital, it is important to understand the term's origins and how it has 

developed over the last several decades. 

According to the Institute for Social Capital, two scholars are most often cited in 

this area of research: Robert D. Putnam and Pierre Bourdieu (Claridge, 2015). 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, one of the earliest scholars to develop a 

theory of social capital, viewed capital as something that existed in three forms: 

economic, cultural, and social (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 79). He defined the concept as the 

“aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 

network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or 

recognition” (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 248). Through his approach, social capital can be 

viewed as something that belongs to an individual (Bourdieu, 1985). 

Contrasted to Bourdieu is American scholar Robert D. Putnam. Whereas 

Bourdieu may be understood as arguing that social capital belongs to the individual, or in 

other words, as a “private resource” or “private good,” Putnam’s approach examines 

social capital as a public good (Putnam, 1995). In his 1995 article in the Journal of 

Democracy, titled “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital,” Putnam 

explains that: “By analogy, with notions of physical capital and human capital- tools and 

training that enhance individual productivity-“social capital” refers to features of social 

organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). 
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Putnam also credits American sociologist and researcher James S. Coleman as 

deserving "primary credit" for developing the "social capital" theoretical framework 

(Putnam, 1995, Footnote 4.). Additionally, he acknowledges Jane Jacobs, the American 

Canadian author of the 1961 book The Death and Life of Great American Cities (Jacobs, 

1961), as "the first scholar to use the term 'social capital' in its current sense" (Putnam, 

1995, Footnote). 

In regard to social capital in her text, on page 138, Jacobs writes: 

If self-government in the place is to work, underlying any float of 
population must be a continuity of people who have forged neighborhood 
networks. These networks are a city’s irreplaceable social capital. 
Wherever the capital is lost, from whatever cause, the income from it 
disappears, never to return until and unless new capital is slowly and 
chancily accumulated. (Jacobs, 1961, p. 138) 

In addition to calling attention to Coleman and Jacob’s contribution to the current 

understanding of Social Capital, Putnam clarifies that his intent in writing his 1995 article 

was not to contribute to the development of social capital theory but to conduct an 

empirical survey of trends in social capital in contemporary America, using the premise 

that social connections and civic engagement significantly influence public and private 

life (Putnam, 1995). While his research focused on social capital in the U.S.A., Putnam 

also noted that the developments presented in his writings might apply to many 

contemporary societies (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). Putnam argues that in America, “there is 

reason to suspect that this democratic disarray may be linked to a broad and continuing 

erosion of civic engagement that began a quarter-century ago” (Putnam, 1995, p. 77). He 

suggests that the “question of how to reverse these adverse trends in social 

connectedness, thus restoring civic engagement and civic trust” (Putnam, 1995, p. 77). 
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A third scholar, Alejandro Portes, was cited by Michelle Meyer as broadly 

defining social capital as “involvement and participation in groups can have positive 

consequences for the individual and community” (Portes, 1998, p. 2; Meyer, 2017, p. 

263) which, in Meyer’s view “describes the collective action, cooperation, and the 

therapeutic community that disaster researcher have highlighted since the earliest studies” 

(Meyer, 2017, p. 263). 

But what do all of these definitions mean in plain English? To answer this 

question, we go back to Robert Putnam. In a 2024 interview with The New York Times, 

when asked about his work Bowling Alone nearly 30 years after its publication, he 

presented two concepts in his works in simple, succinct explanations. When asked to 

explain bonding social capital, Putnam explained the concept as “ties that link you to 

people like you” (The New York Times Podcasts, 2024). He explained bridging social 

capital as “ties that link you to people unlike yourself” (The New York Times Podcasts, 

2024). In his book, these examples illuminate the concepts of inclusivity (bridging) and 

exclusivity (bonding) (Putnam, 2001, p. 22). 

When studying social capital in the context of disaster (and particularly 

emergency food systems and emergency food operations), it is helpful to understand the 

common categorization of social capital: bonding, bridging, and linking.  

Researcher Daniel Aldrige’s work helps further illuminate explanations of social 

capital by explaining linking capital, adding his definitions of bonding and bridging 

capital and providing a visual account of the directions of social capital.  



 

101 

 

Figure 8. Daniel Aldrich’s Illustration of the Three Types of Social Capital and the 

Directions in Which They Flow.  

Note: This image was extracted from Building Resilience: Social Capital in Post-Disaster 
Recovery, (p.34), by D.P. Aldrich, 2012 
(https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo13601684.html). Copyright 
2012 by the University of Chicago. 

When writing of social capital, Aldrige acknowledged and cited the definition of 

linking capital provided by Simon Szreter and Michael Woolcock’s 2004 article “Health 

by Association” Social Capital, Social Theory, and the Political Economy of Public 

Health”:  

“The third form of social capital is linking social capital, made up of networks of 

trusting relationships between people who are interacting across explicit, formal or 
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institutionalized power or authority gradients in society” (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004, p. 

655; Aldrich, 2012, p. 61). Aldrich then goes on to say, 

Whereas bonding and bridging social capital primarily connect individuals 
of the same status- whether neighbors and kin with bonding social capital 
or out-of-town acquaintances from another ethnic group with bridging 
social capital- this form takes into account vertical distance as well. 
(Aldrich, 2012, p. 61) 

Typing social categories this way helps to understand the ties between individuals 

(Claridge, 2014; Meyers, 2017). However, a common problem noted by academics is that 

the increased use of the term has resulted in multiple definitions, multiple typologies, and 

conceptual confusion (Meyers, 2017). 

In 2017, Michelle Meyer noted that policymakers and disaster researchers have 

expressed an increased interest in social capital (Meyer, 2017). She also noted that more 

empirical research is needed to gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which social 

capital a.) affects disaster and b.) how effective resilience programs can be implemented 

across the “disaster phases” (Meyer, 2017). It is important to note that Meyer refers to 

four disaster phases in her work: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. These 

phases are also known as phases of the emergency management by FEMA (FEMA, 

2024). (Please see Table 2 on page 74 for a breakdown of the actions associated with 

each disaster management cycle phase.) 

To help address the need, she conducted a systematic literature review, in which 

she sought to provide insights into how social capital theory has been intentionally used 

in disaster research, after which she synthesized her findings (Meyer, 2017). The results 

were presented in Social Capital in Disaster Research. Her contributions were significant 

to the field, because she presented findings across the multiple phases of 

disaster/emergency management, revealed the number of publications that focused on 



 

103 

social capital and disaster (or hazards), and showed an initial slow growth rate (1998-

2006), and then “soared” (2007-2015); supporting her initial observation that disaster 

researchers were expressing an increased interest in social capital (Meyer, 2017, p.266). 

She also organized the articles she studied by individual or collective outcome “social 

capital” heuristics (Meyer, 2017, p. 267). 

According to Meyer, the scholars she reviewed in her work studied all types of 

disasters (“technological disasters, riots, terrorist attacks, and human-caused events”) but 

noted, that “earthquakes, hurricanes, and tsunamis received the most attention” (Meyer, 

2017, p. 267; Peek & Sutton, 2003; Richie & Gill, 2007). (Heat waves, typhoons, and 

volcanic eruptions were studied the least, according to her data.)  

Her findings indicated that “social capital has been found to positively influence 

the implementation of mitigation and adaptation strategies by people and organizations, 

though there are few studies on the topic.” (Myer, 2017, p. 269). Myer additionally 

reported that her findings showed mixed results in how social capital impacts the 

preparedness phase, has been used as a coping mechanism (Braun and Aßheuer, 2011) 

and used to secure life (Casagrande et al. 2015) and through the use of the internet, 

“interactions over the Internet during the response period fostered weak ties and bridging 

social capital that helped individuals garner social support following a disaster” (Meyer, 

2017, p. 269; Procopio 2007), and has an overwhelmingly positive impact during disaster 

recover, with the exception of when examined in the context of mental health, which had 

mixed results. (Meyer, 2017). 

Meyer also found that not only have several authors “written conceptually about 

the role of social capital” and its relationship with resilience, but they have also put forth 
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multiple “models that could be used to predict community and individual resilience 

before a disaster occurs” (Meyer, 2017, p. 274). Scholars in this group include Aldrich & 

Meyer (2015), Aldrich, Sawada, & Oum (2015), Houston, Spialek, Cox, Greenwood, & 

First (2015), Kulig, Edge, Townshend, Lightfoot, & Reimer (2013), Norris & Stevens 

(2007), Norris et al. (2008), Sherrieb et al. (2010), Skerratt, (2013), Ungar (2015). She 

also notes that a group of researchers have also discussed “the role of social capital across 

all phases of disaster to improve resilience” (Meyer, 2017, 274). This group of scholars 

includes Chui, Feng, & Jordan (2014), Ingham, Hicks, Islam, Manock, & Sappey (2011), 

Mathbor (2007), Murphy (2007), and Richardson (2005) (Meyer, 2017, p. 274).  

Meyer’s research supports the belief that the amount of social capital research 

continues to grow, and there is still much yet to explore regarding its positive and 

negative effects on individual and collective processes. Meyer also offers that, due to this 

concept’s applicability to public policy and public programming, future research: 

is needed to ensure policies and programs are effective at reducing 
impacts of disasters and do not put people at further risk of disaster or 
social marginalization. How and when social capital promotes resilience 
or, conversely, greater risk and for whom are central questions for future 
research to answer. (Meyer, 2017, p. 278) 

The totality of Meyer’s findings is not presented here, but several key takeaways 

do help provide insight into the advancements made in the last several decades. 

Interestingly, Meyer’s work does not address any research that connects social capital to 

disaster and food security. 

Conclusion 

Unfortunately, the information presented in the currently available literature 

indicates that natural disasters in the United States are likely to continue to increase in 
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frequency and intensity, leaving a desperate and continuing need for EFS, ERO, and an 

adaptable NRF. This signals an important need for the U.S. Government and disaster 

management stakeholders to continue to focus on disaster preparedness efforts, 

appropriate policy measures, and innovative, well-thought-through, and adaptable models 

for EFO to be developed. Promisingly, governmental agencies in the United States are 

continuing to find ways to collaborate with non-governmental organizations and 

strengthen relationships with relief partners. NGOs, faith-based groups. and industry 

partners. While stakeholders involved in disaster response efforts acknowledge the need 

to continue to innovate while delivering relief, much work is yet to be done.  

This research process has uncovered only one disaster food security framework, 

leaving a gap in existing delivery models. While the literature does not provide one 

solution to improving short-term food-related disaster relief in Puerto Rico, increasing the 

number of options to choose from may help provide a more robust response in the future. 

It is important to understand food assistance in a disaster context; failure to do so may 

result in the loss of life, which is unnecessary.  

A holistic literature review has also revealed the vital role of the community in 

disaster response. Consistent with other literature that discusses food insecurity, 

emergency food systems, and emergency food operations, the case of operation Chefs For 

Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuerto Rico highlights the importance of social capital (social 

ties), community, and the role of non-profits after a disaster. However, WCK’s case 

illuminated two gaps in current in the existing academic literature: The role of a leader 

with high amounts of capital (social and economic) and the highly unusual case of an 
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NGO entering a relief effort and successfully running an EFO days after a disaster. 

(Given the unknown nature of the WCK in 2017, this second gap is expected.) 

Today, this author's stance is that the available data suggests that among the many 

aspects of planning and preparing for disaster in the U.S., innovative, novel, and robust 

approaches to food relief and security must be vital components of disaster planning 

efforts as there is a likelihood that these weather events will continue to deviate from 

what is considered to be routine and venture into the territory of novelty.  

Additionally, a closer investigation of the NRF and Volunteer and Donations 

Management Support Annex revealed that for disasters that occur in the U.S. and in U.S. 

territories such as Puerto Rico, systems and processes are in place now, and were in place 

in September 2017 that highlight the encouraged route for unaffiliated volunteers and 

volunteer organizations to take when expressing interest in supporting disasters. This 

encouraged route places unaffiliated volunteers in contact with either local VOAD 

chapters or local Citizen Corps Councils to participate in preparedness activities (such as 

training, exercises, and establishing organizational agreements), but perhaps of most 

importance, establishing solid relationships with each other. 
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Chapter V. 

Analysis & Discussion 

WCK responds to natural disasters, man-made crises, and humanitarian 
emergencies around the world. We’re a team of food first responders, 
mobilizing with the urgency of now to get meals to the people who need 
them most. Deploying our model of quick action, leveraging local 
resources, and adapting in real time, we know that a nourishing meal in a 
time of crisis is so much more than a plate of food-it’s hope, it’s dignity, 
and it’s a sign that someone cares. 

World Central Kitchen Website 

Throughout this academic work, the focus has been on understanding the strategy 

of the World Central Kitchen (WCK) in addressing short-term food insecurity on the 

island of Puerto Rico post-Hurricane Maria in 2017. The organization presents the four 

core “tenets” of its model as quick action, leveraging local resources, adaptability, and 

providing nourishing meals. Gaining deeper levels of understanding involved conducting 

exploratory research and creating a case study using publicly available data. Five 

objectives drove the research: identifying factors or characteristics associated with the 

organization that facilitated the organization’s end results; exploring the organization’s 

approach to disaster relief; analyzing the impact of Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico; and identifying what other considerations should be taken 

into account when seeking to gain a fuller understanding of operation Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico. 

In this thesis, Chef José Andrés’ perspective simultaneously served as a 

representation of WCK’s relief efforts, given his leadership role and his portrayal of the 
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relief operation in Puerto Rico in his book and public interviews, this seemed appropriate. 

While his insights shed light on the organization’s experience, his account of events left a 

knowledge gap in regard to crucial information needed to place WCK and its efforts 

within the broader context of the Hurricane Maria relief endeavors. This section aims to 

delve into the key aspects of WCK’s operation, specifically focusing on Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuetoRico, and to frame the relief effort within the larger simultaneous 

federally coordinated response. 

Most of the disaster relief efforts in Puerto Rico “Went Wrong,” Right? 

When reflecting upon what “went wrong” in the disaster relief efforts in Puerto 

Rico, Chef Andrés stated: “The simple answer is: most of it. When you see such epic 

failures, you realize there are systemic problems. The system failed from the top to the 

bottom, at every level of government, from federal agencies to nonprofit charities” 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 236). He then quickly went on to note that these failures are 

not due to the malicious intent of those participating in the recovery and relief efforts but 

instead due to how “they thought” and the “wrong” organization, which, in his view, 

resulted in inefficiencies and death (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 236).  

But is this statement rooted in truth? The answer to this question is nuanced. It is 

a fair statement to say that from Andrés' point of view, as an emergency responder in 

Hurricane Maria relief efforts, he spoke the truth as he understood it based on the level of 

knowledge he had. However, available evidence does not directly support the entirety of 

his statement.  

For example, the National Response Framework clearly describes how disaster 

response efforts are to unfold. With few exceptions, local governments are responsible 
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for “responding to natural and manmade incidents that have recognizable boundaries” 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 11). Then, if a territory, 

such as Puerto Rico, recognizes its resources cannot meet the needs of the recovery 

efforts, the governor may coordinate assistance with the Federal Government. As 

explained in the case study, and according to publicly available documents released by 

FEMA, Governor Ricardo Rosselló Nevares accomplished this step in the escalation of 

support on September 20, 2017, and President Donald J. Trump declared that a major 

disaster existed in the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico on the same day (Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2020). Then, five days later, José Andrés and 

Nate Mook arrived at the San Juan Convention Center to join stakeholder meetings 

coordinated by FEMA to learn how to participate in the relief efforts already underway 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 15). This series of events supports the assertion that, in fact, 

this part of the federal response did not fail, and unfolded as designed, though Andrés and 

members of the WCK were not involved in this level of coordination and thus could not 

confirm it happened.  

Another data point that suggests that “most” of the response/relief efforts 

conducted as designed and did not go “wrong” is the coordinated effort of federal, local 

(territorial and municipal), non-profit, and business stakeholders. According to Andrés 

himself, upon his time in the initial meetings he attended at the San Juan Convention 

Center, business leaders from the private sector (such as Empire Gas, Puma Energy, and 

Coca-Cola), the government (including but not limited to FEMA, the Puerto Rico U.S. 

Attorney, the Puerto Rico Secretary of State), and Non-Profits such as the American Red 

Cross, The Salvation Army, and The Southern Baptist Convention were in attendance, at 
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multiple meetings he attended, pointing to another properly operating part of the federally 

coordinated response: coordinated unified effort (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 14, 15; 

Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, pp. 22, 27).  

Acknowledging That There Was Room For Improvement During the Hurricane Maria 

Relief Effort 

While the data does not support that “most” of the response effort in Puerto Rico 

went “wrong” (to utilize language used by José Andrés), several pieces of evidence 

support Andrés's claims that the response effort was inefficient and riddled with 

bureaucracy. In the 2017 Hurricane Season, FEMA After-Action Report, FEMA itself 

acknowledged several areas where improvements were needed in its response to 

Hurricane Maria. Some of these areas mentioned were insufficient staffing, reducing the 

complexity of the organization, and ultimately revising the National Response 

Framework “to emphasize stabilization of critical lifelines and coordination across 

critical infrastructure sectors” (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, 

pp. iii, vii). Also, in a hearing to Congress, then serving FEMA Director, Brock Long 

testified before the Homeland Security Committee and stated that although the system 

operated as “designed,” he acknowledged shortcomings of the relief execution and that 

he would support changes and innovations to the system that are outside of his authority 

to make (PBS NewsHour, 2017). 
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Gaps in the Federally Coordinated Efforts Provide an Opportunity for José Andrés and 

WCK to Establish an Emergency Food Operation (EFO) 

As is widely acknowledged today, the unusual nature of Hurricane Maria exposed 

several gaps in the overall response and recovery efforts in Puerto Rico (Farber, 2018). 

One of these gaps was perceived to be a lack of quick food relief being delivered to the 

residents of Puerto Rico. After years of learning about food-related disaster relief by 

participating in the Haiti Earthquake relief efforts in 2010, helping coordinate food-relief 

efforts with the American Red Cross one month prior in August 2017, and after 

witnessing the devastation of Hurricane Harvey in Houston, Texas, first hand, it can be 

interpreted that the newly forming disaster relief leader, José Andrés may have assessed 

that based off of his prior experiences and knowledge base he could likely step into the 

Hurricane Maria relief efforts and apply his knowledge to those efforts and help.  

As history has shown, Andrés did indeed help, though his and his team's 

participation is not without room for critique. As revealed throughout the case study, 

several key factors helped the WCK complete its disaster relief intervention. 
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Identifying the Factors Associated with WCK that Helped Facilitate the Organization’s 

End Results 

Based on publicly available information, there appear to be at least fourteen 

factors/components associated with operation Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico that lead to the organization’s success.  

Table 5. Interpreted Factors Associated with WCK’s Operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/ 
#ChefsForPuertoRico 

Factor Factor Description 

Leader 
José Andrés’ years of experience as an entrepreneur, 

expert chef, and culinary expert with a high level of 
social capital may have been a critical factor to 
operation #ChefsForPuertoRico’s success 

Time (Urgency of Now) José Andrés and other key team members acted quickly 
when given the opportunity to participate in relief 
efforts. 

Flat Organizational 
Structure 

Though not always the most effective approach when 
operating in a novel crisis, a flat organizational 
structure can empower leaders to make decisions 
without several layers of approval, saving precious time 
during moments of crisis. 

Communications 

Internal: Quickly, the #ChefsForPuertoRico team 
established internal communications on WhatsApp, 
which allowed them to communicate, even when other 
means of communication were inoperable or patchy. 

External: Social media, Radio, and T.V. interviews 
helped raise awareness of the operation and available 
aid. 

Chefs Corps 

A key component of WCK’s ability to quickly start 
cooking and scale efforts is its corps of chefs, who were 
already highly trained in culinary arts and the restaurant 
industry, allowing them to “jump in” and start cooking 
at scale. 

Financing 
Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico was 

funded/financially supported by:  
• Private Financial Donations 
• In-Kind Donations (Food, Fuel, Vehicles) 
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Factor Factor Description 

• Federal Funding (Two FEMA contracts) 

Partnerships 

By the end of operation Chefs For Puerto 
Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico, meals from WCK had 
reached all island municipalities. To accomplish this, 
the organization partnered with: 
• Federal Agencies 
• Other Non-profits 
• Local businesses 
• Community Volunteers 

Network of Kitchens 

To continue feeding operations as time went on, multiple 
types of kitchens became a part of a “network of 
kitchens.”(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018,p.46) This included: 

• Coliseum Kitchens 
• Restaurant Kitchens 
• School Kitchens 

“Intelligence”/Situational 
Awareness 

• Maps 
• Observing Conditions While Out Delivering 

Meals 
• Attending Meetings with Other Relief 

Stakeholders 

Logistics and Distribution 

Navigating the severely damaged roads on the island was 
difficult. To help overcome this obstacle, seven food 
trucks and giving hundreds of meals to organizations 
that came to pick them up proved to be two viable 
solutions. 

Locally Sourced 
Resources 

A cornerstone of the WCK’s approach relied on 
community-sourced resources such as food 
commodities from distributor José Santiago. 

 
Adaptability A core component of #ChefsForPuertoRico was their 

ability to adapt to the ever-evolving disaster at hand. 

Scalability The team repeatedly increased food output throughout its 
operation until the end, when they scaled down to not 
negatively impact the island’s economy. 

Improvisation Without preparation, Andrés and the WCK team 
improvised at many points of their operations. 

Culturally Relevant Food Andrés and the WCK team believe in serving culturally 
relevant food whenever possible because food is not 
only nourishing but also empowering. 
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How José Andrés and WCK Approached Providing Disaster Relief after Hurricane Maria 

Inside the terminal, we watched the news on the airport screens. It was not 
promising for our journey. San Juan’s airport had lost power. Travelers 
were stranded inside, in the sweltering heat, sleeping on the floor while 
waiting for the power and the flights to return. The situation seemed 
desperate: no food, no water, no air conditioning, no flights. People were 
prepared to suffer all that in the hope of getting a seat on the first flight off 
the island. How bad were the conditions at home for them to do that? 
(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 12) 

In his recounting of events in We Fed an Island: The True Story of Rebuilding 

Puerto Rico, One Meal at a Time, José Andrés said he first learned of the devastating 

effects of Hurricane Maria, as many Americans had, by consuming media (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, pp. 10, 12). He said that through watching a broadcast on news channels 

such as CNN, he gained a sense of the severity of the hurricane's aftermath and an actual 

need for food relief (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 10). Though he was not an emergency 

management expert at the time, evidence suggests through information gathering via 

television broadcasts that he sensed the severity of the crisis.  

After viewing the news for several days, Andrés acted quickly and called upon 

teammate Nate Mook and several other key members of his network to obtain plane 

tickets and get into the rooms where key relief discussions were taking place within 24 

hours on the island (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 10). By his second day on the island, 

Andrés established his base of operations, formed his key team leads for the operation’s 

established lines of effort, and, while utilizing a makeshift flip chart, improvised a flat 

organizational structure and “twenty-one-day” operational plan (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, 

pp. 21–22, 105).  
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This initial series of events highlights several factors present in the WCK’s EFO: 

time (urgency of now), improvisation, social capital, the role of public media in providing 

information, and a flat organizational structure. 

José Andrés Important Role as the Leader of WCK’s operation #ChefsForPuertoRico 

There are very few heroes in any disaster, and there are no perfect leaders. 

 José Andrés 

Perhaps the most critical factor of the WCK’s successful operation in Puerto Rico 

may be interpreted as being its leader, Chef José Andrés. Andrés has a unique identity in 

this world. As a successful entrepreneur in the culinary industry, he not only has cooking 

knowledge but expertise and connections throughout the business world. As a manager of 

people, having previously managed several restaurant staff throughout his career, he 

understood at a fundamental level that he would have to, and was capable of, managing at 

least a small team of people through feeding people for a week. (As a reminder, Andrés 

only intended on being on the island for roughly a week.) 

While he had deep subject matter expertise in the culinary world and a shallow 

level of knowledge as a relief provider as a partner of the American Red Cross in 

previous disasters, Andrés and his WCK teammates lacked the strategic and deep 

knowledge of emergency management that the government and other emergency 

management community members held. Andrés also acknowledged that this relief effort 

differed significantly from his previous relief work and that this situation presented new 

elements that he had not encountered before. Despite this lack of developed emergency 

management skills and knowledge, Andrés and his team committed themselves to stick it 
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out, developing the necessary skills, tools, and partnerships to overcome the obstacles 

they encountered and see their operation through.  

Aside from his culinary experience, what was the secret to his ability to create and 

complete the EFO he set up after Hurricane Maria? A close examination of his recounting 

of events reveals a possible answer: Social capital. In recounting his story, Andrés never 

uses the term. Instead, he repeatedly describes it. Andrés reveals himself to hold deep 

social ties and influence (many he developed through his culinary career, no less). At 

several points in Andrés’ recounting of his time leading the Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuerto Rico operation, he mentions how he called on people within his 

social and professional networks to assist him and WCK in accomplishing a task or a 

goal. For example, when he wanted to help persuade the First Lady of Puerto Rico to 

allow him and his team to use El Choli, he reached “up” and utilized one of his higher 

ties by calling on Carlos Mercader, the Executive Director of the Puerto Rico Federal 

Affairs Administration in Washington D.C. This is an example of “linking” social capital 

that was highlighted by Daniel Aldrich’s work in the previous literature review chapter. 

When he wanted to receive expert help from fellow chefs, he reached “across” his 

network to his fellow business peer and friend, CEO of Bon Appetit Fedele Bauccio, who 

helped provide a handful of chefs who became integral to the relief operation (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, pp.128. 254). This is an example of bonding social capital specifically 

because he mentions that Cauccio was a friend, suggesting the two share strong ties, 

which describes bonding social capital as described by Robert Putnam’s work. A more 

unusual example of Andrés’ social ties appears when he wants to gain a different 

perspective of the island and who he was helping. Andrés referred to Jorge Unanue of the 
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company Goya Foods as his friend (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 159). He then explains 

that Unanue offered him the opportunity to take his private jet to survey the interior of the 

island (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 159). He describes the importance of the experience in 

the following manner: 

That afternoon we witnessed firsthand what we were fighting for. My 
friend Jorge Unanue at Goya Foods offered to take us into the mountains 
on is private helicopter, giving us a glimpse of the forgotten interior of the 
island- and what a food relief operation could look like if the military used 
helicopters to help. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 159) 

These few examples illustrate Andrés's social capital and social ties that traveled 

with him or reached beyond him out into the network of people he was connected to. The 

three examples above touch on Robert Putnam’s and Daniel Aldrich’s work mentioned in 

the literature review.  

Andrés's ability to call on his social ties also nods toward Robert D. Putnum’s 

academic contributions, which build on Bourdieu’s work and tie in factors such as 

“trust.” We see another example of Andrés’ social capital when he visits José Santiago 

Inc., the operation’s main distributor/supplier. When conducting the WCK’s team’s first 

visit to the distributor, Andrés calls on the two men’s familial roots in Asturias, Spain, 

saying, “It felt like he and I were family” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 23). Adding, “I am 

from Asturias. You are from Asturias…I won’t let you down. We will pay you for the 

food. You don’t need to worry” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 23). And with that, the two 

men shook hands and made an agreement, and Andrés was extended a $50,000-dollar 

line of credit (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 23). This type of multi-thousand-dollar business 

deal may not have been made without a degree of trust based on the men’s shared 

“bridging” social tie and Andrés's public recognizability and influence.  
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José Andrés success in leading the relief efforts after Hurricane Maria was not 

only due to his culinary skills or restaurant management abilities. His strong network of 

connections was also of vital importance. He used his relationships, or put another way, 

his social capital, to receive assistance from friends and powerful people to secure 

resources like a new kitchen in which to stage his operation, transportation to surveil the 

island, and a local food supplier to sustain operations. Andrés’ ability to build trust, (as in 

the case with José Santiago), and rely on friends (as in the case of Jorge Unanue) was 

likely crucial for operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico’s success.  

Time/ “The Urgency of Now”: Considering the Positive Attributes of This Factor 

After Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico, Andrés and Nate Mook wasted no time 

in setting up operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/ #ChefsForPuertoRico with the assistance 

of José Enrique. Their rapid deployment and swift action were crucial in providing 

culturally relevant and hot meals to millions of people at risk, contributing to restoring a 

sense of normalcy in the aftermath of the disaster. By bypassing traditional planning and 

preparations, they were able to reach remote parts of the island that had been cut off due 

to infrastructure damage, outpacing other relief efforts. 

But this “urgency of now” method employed during the team’s relief operation 

was not without problems. 

Considering The Consequence of Rushing to Help 

While Andrés's decision to swiftly self-deploy to Puerto Rico ended with several 

millions of meals being served, there is also another result of this decision: his perception 

of being met with resistance from people within the established emergency and disaster 



 

119 

management apparatus and feeling frustrated on several occasions during his relief 

efforts. But why might this be the case?  

As a reminder, in September 2017, the WCK was a relatively unknown 

organization. Their ability to perform well in a disaster relief operation had not been 

tested. There is no publicly available evidence of FEMA, as the coordinating agency of 

the Hurricane Maria disaster efforts, having knowledge of WCK’s training 

accomplishments or understanding of relief operations. This means that when 

representatives from the organization (including Andrés) self-deployed to assist with 

relief efforts, they were likely not perceived as credible, trusted, or reputable in the 

disaster relief space. Therefore, it stands to reason that it might have been unrealistic for 

WCK representatives to expect to be welcomed and included in already-created and 

coordinated relief plans by organizations that had built trust among each other. 

Ordinarily, organizations build trust and form relationships with other designated 

Emergency Management and disaster stakeholders during the mitigation and 

preparedness phases before a disaster occurring in an area, including performing 

exercises and then going deploy. As is now documented, WCK’s decision to deploy 

during the response phase of the emergency management cycle “paid off.” Still, it is 

possible that the relief effort could have been even more successful. 

How could WCK have accomplished a smoother relief experience? There are 

several potential answers to this question, but one of the strongest suggestions is that 

WCK could have learned about the Federal government’s ‘encouraged’ means of 

becoming an affiliated disaster NGO. Familiarity with the NRF and Volunteer and 

Donations Management Support Annex, even if the organization did not follow the 
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guidance within those documents, could have prepared them for the resistance they 

perceived, since they would have understood they would be seen as unaffiliated or 

spontaneous volunteers by the emergency management and disaster stakeholders 

participating in disaster efforts. Though Andrés has publicly been vocal about his disdain 

for bureaucratic systems, in this case, it may have been more beneficial for the 

organization to learn about the process and then become registered as a recognized 

disaster partner ahead of their deployment to a disaster area.  

While he may still have felt frustration (as can be a common feeling during 

disaster operations), some of these frustrations may have been alleviated by pre-planning. 

For example, in relation to one of the FEMA contracts WCK was trying to secure, 

Andrés wrote: 

I was frustrated with the red tape that meant there could be no contract for 
several weeks while the bidding process took place. An emergency is an 
emergency, and long contract negotiation does nothing for people without 
food and water. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 222) 

There is no publicly available evidence that WCK engaged with the Federal 

contracting processes prior to their engagement in Hurricane Maria in 2017. And yet, the 

organization was established in 2010 after the Haiti earthquakes. If the organization had 

plans to rapidly respond to disaster areas, it may have been in their best interest to engage 

the Federal contracting system/process and have their information already approved so 

that when September of 2017 arrived, they could be issued FEMA contracting monies 

sooner. This is speculative since there is no publicly available data to prove or disprove 

the organization completed this task. 
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Improvisation 

If only someone could see what we were doing, how we were improvising. 
If only someone could see how people were suffering and react with the 
same urgency we were. If only someone would listen to me. 

 – José Andrés, We Fed an Island, p. 125. 

Three examples of how Andrés and the WCK team found themselves improvising 

and fine-tuning their relief efforts throughout their operation are found throughout the 

case study. For example, at the beginning of the team’s on-the-ground efforts, the team 

initially wanted to utilize the San Juan Coliseum for their base of operations, but after 

being turned down due to the space being utilized by the 150-person team staffing the 

distribution center from that location, they decide to utilize José Enrique’s restaurant as 

an initial base of operations instead (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p.17). Another example of 

the team’s necessary improvisational ability became apparent when the team had to 

figure out how to fund their operation. As identified in the case, Andrés and WCK 

initially hoped to receive funding from FEMA and the American Red Cross. Instead, they 

found themselves relying on a small seed of money from Andrés himself and then 

pivoting to crowd-sourced fundraising, in-kind food donations, and donations from 

wealthy donors to help meet the expensive needs of the ever-expanding operations, until, 

eventually, two FEMA contracts, totaling approximately 12 million dollars were secured 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 126, Carrasquillo, 2017).  

Yet another example of the team’s improvisational abilities was showcased when 

dealing with a problem that many on the island faced after the wake of Hurricane Maria: 

the operation needed more fuel (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 34). “We didn’t have much 

money, but we did have something people wanted: food. We were improvising and doing 

whatever it took to get that food delivered. So we weren’t above bartering the food for an 
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essential commodity: gasoline. So we traded food and lots of it for as much gasoline and 

diesel as we needed” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 80). He continued, saying, “It was one 

of our very best deals, and it allowed us to feed so many more people across the island” 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 80). 

The three problems listed above were not insignificant challenges to overcome for 

an EFO to overcome. However, these examples also highlight how Andrés and the WCK 

team had to adapt and rely on their improvisational abilities to meet unexpected 

challenges after Hurricane Maria. They confronted obstacles such as denied access to 

their preferred location, insufficient funding, and a lack of vital fuel for their operation. 

To overcome these obstacles, Andrés and the WCK relied heavily on improvisation to 

find solutions, like using José Enrique’s self-named restaurant as an initial base of 

operations, relying on multiple sources of funding to hold them over until FEMA funding 

was available, and bartering to secure fuel. 

Gaining Situational Awareness (Intelligence) Through the Use of Creativity and 

Adaptability  

The news from Puerto Rico was frustratingly sketchy. I knew there was a 
crisis, but it was hard to assess without being on the ground. 

José Andrés, We Fed an Island, Ch. 1, p. 9. 

At several points during the operation, Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico, Andrés, and the WCK team utilized an approach that 

integrated three important factors when tackling Hurricane Maria relief efforts: gaining 

situational awareness, creativity, and adaptability. For example, one of the main hurdles 

that Andrés overcame as a leader in his first week in Puerto Rico involved a lack of 
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island visibility. Without this important part of intelligence, he was metaphorically 

“blind.” To gain “sight” and insight into the actual severity of the crisis, he realized he 

needed access to advanced maps that would give him a comprehensive view of the island.  

An example of a specialized map that might have been useful would be the US 

Department of Agriculture’s maps created by the Disaster Mapping Team, which can be 

used by “the USDA Multiagency Coordination Team during response and recovery” 

(Matlock & USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service [NASS], 2023, para. 3). Such 

digital maps can create multi-level views of geospatial data that, amongst other abilities, 

can “assist state emergency boards in gauging long-term extents of damage” (Matlock & 

USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service [NASS], 2023, para. 3).  
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Figure 9. An Example of USDA’s Mapping Capability. 

Note: This image of the USDA NASS’ map capability is from the article “USDA’s 
Disaster Mapping Team Provides Data in the Most Critical Times.” attributed to 
Matlock & USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service [NASS], 2023. 

Andrés explained his view of the importance of the maps in the following quote: 

My dream was to get an overview of the island – a comprehensive 
summary of every needs, showing every bridge that was down, every gas 
station that was open or closed, and every community that needed the 
most help. It was only with that kind of information that we would be able 
to locate our kitchens, or target our deliveries, in the right parts of the 
island at the right time. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 77) 

After a brief conversation in which Andrés communicated with the military map 

team the “scale and detail” of the maps he would need, Andrés proceeded with his work 

of setting up his food operation (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 79). 
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Approximately a week later, after a meeting with FEMA, Andrés had access to 

his first “military-drawn map” and a “temporary password” to the system that would give 

him access to a digital version of the map as well, thanks to Andrew Goldblatt and a team 

from the Army Corps of Engineers (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 101, 103). When 

explaining what the map meant to him, he stated: 

The map was so much more than a piece of paper. You know what the 
map really became for me? A way to show that I wasn't crazy. The map 
meant I wasn't just a crazy chef who wanted to open eighteen kitchens. I 
could walk people through every step of the plan, through everything we 
had built and delivered, through every region in town that needed help. I 
was showing that all those activations of kitchens had a footprint. They 
were proof of what was possible, and I hoped that proof would help 
FEMA and the Red Cross to help other people. They might even help me 
feed those people. Thanks to my friends in the Army Corps of Engineers, 
especially Andrew Goldblatt, I even had a digital version of the map. It 
could have been so useful for everyone responding to the crisis, as an 
updated picture of all the resources and needs on the island. In my brain, 
this was a prototype for future disasters. If only people could get behind 
this project and what we were doing. Instead, I didn't FEMA credentials 
and could only get a temporary password to see the digital map. (Andrés 
& Wolffe, 2018, p. 101) 

With this new access to this tool, the team was able to develop a more informed 

relief operation. Without this key tool, while it is unknowable for certain, it is unlikely 

that WCK could have executed its relief efforts as effectively as the organization did. 

In addition to gaining access to information through coordination meetings, as 

well as digital and paper maps, Andrés and his team also gained awareness by performing 

a seemingly simple act: driving around the island. During several trips to and from 

meetings, hotels, and shopping trips, he and team members were able to surveil the 

island, gaining a sense of which roads were blocked by debris, such as large trees, which 

intersections traffic lights were inoperable, and which areas yet needed help (Andrés & 

Wolffe, 2018, pp.15, 17). 
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Scalability  

While Andrés and WCK successfully cleared several hurdles that could have 

caused their operations to collapse, scalability was among one of the biggest challenges 

the team had to rise to the occasion to meet. For the purpose of this thesis, scalability is 

defined as the ability of a system or organization to appropriately adapt and expand (or 

retract) as a situation requires to meet the needs of said system or organization. Within 

the context of an EFO, this could look like the WCK increasing meal output to feed more 

people across the island’s municipalities at an efficient pace or, as the operation reached 

its end, the ability to reduce meal output and reduce the organization’s footprint on the 

island before departing. 

Insight into the Federal Scaling Efforts  

Outside of Andrés's awareness, and while he focused on constructing, funding, 

and scaling operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico, FEMA, alongside its 

Whole of Community partners, set multiple relief courses in motion to address the 

mounting humanitarian crisis of Hurricane Maria. As previously stated, the large scale of 

the disaster overwhelmed the local government’s capabilities early in the response 

efforts; this, in turn, led to FEMA finding itself in the position of leading the response 

(relief and recovery), which, as future writings would record, despite its best intentions, it 

was not completely prepared to do due to several factors, including unfamiliarity of the 

novelty of the disaster. Working alongside its partners (as outlined in the National 

Response Framework), FEMA found itself adapting its response to the ever-changing 

needs of the crisis. These adaptations included opening a Personnel Mobilization Center 

(PMC) in Anniston, Alabama, eventually mobilizing over 5,000 emergency responders 
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who deployed to Puerto Rico to help in response and recovery efforts (Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. 29). These, amongst other 

coordinated efforts, would lead to the longest sustained air mission of food and water in 

the organization’s history (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. 

41). During this operation, the organization made the historic decision to use non-

perishable grocery and snack boxes in its feeding missions (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. 41). Puerto Rico’s mass-feeding plan was 

modified to prioritize the 22 “hardest hit” municipalities (Federal Emergency 

Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. 41). However, the commodities (such as food 

items) differed in their requirements, leading to an acknowledgment that more integration 

and coordination between FEMA’s Logistics, Mass Care, and Procurement teams would 

be helpful regarding feeding operation During this operation, the organization made the 

historic decision to use non-perishable grocery and snack boxes in its feeding missions 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2018, p. 41). 

Insight into the World Central Kitchen’s Scaling Efforts 

Though the federal government’s response began before José Andrés and WCK 

arrived in Puerto Rico, WCK soon found itself, on an individual organizational level, 

independently working to scale its own operation, too. Though they would have to work 

to fine-tune their scaling efforts, here are two times the organization decided when it was 

appropriate to scale their operation: expanding kitchen operations and managing 

volunteers. 
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Scaling Opportunity One: Expanding Kitchen Operations 

One of the first scaling opportunities came at the end of the end of the WCK’s 

first week of operations. During the first seven days of the team’s operation, the team 

accomplished a great deal. They had rapidly established their flat organizational 

structure, a base of operations, a means to communicate with each other and the people of 

the island, and a way to reach those in need via food trucks. With a “take it day-by-day” 

approach, the team steadily increased their food output by thousands from their initial 

2,000 meals to over 4,000 by the first week’s end (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 36).  

But this growth in this location was unsustainable. The team needed to scale their 

operations even further. But how would they accomplish this task? By day eight of 

operations, the team decided the correct solution would be to open more kitchens (Andrés 

& Wolffe, 2018, p. 36). This included moving their base of operations as well. As 

mentioned in the case study chapter of this thesis, initially, José Andrés and the WCK 

team decided to utilize José Enrique’s self-named “pink restaurant” as their base of 

operations. However, this decision was only made because the team did not have access 

to their preferred location, the Coliseum of Puerto Rico (Coliseo de Puerto Rico José 

Miguel Agrelot). Calling upon his knowledge earned by having participated in the 

Hurricane Harvey relief efforts in Houston, Texas, he knew that arena-style kitchens are 

the ideal and most efficient style of kitchen for both cooking and distributing food during 

a disaster because of their ability to feed tens of thousands of people, their ample storage 

and refrigeration, and built-in delivery access (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 97).  

Fortunately, while the on-the-ground operation focused on getting food to the 

people of Puerto Rico, in the background, people (including Carlos Mercader, the 
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Executive Director of the Puerto Rico Federal Affairs Administration) and Josh Gill (a 

former state emergency bulk coordinator and new contact with FEMA knowledge) 

worked in the background to get the team access to the Coliseum of Puerto Rico (Andrés 

& Wolffe, 2018, pp. 79, 88). By the start of the team’s second week in operation, the 

team had successfully gained access to the Coliseum of Puerto Rico and scaled up their 

output from their first day’s preparation of 500 sandwiches and 2,000 hot meals to 21,00 

meals and 2,000 sandwiches by their fourth day, and over 20,000 meals in total “two 

Sundays” after Hurricane Maria hit (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 80, 91). 

As the operation continued, the WCK decided to partner with local community 

restaurants and school restaurants to expand their reach. Ultimately, the team reached a 

milestone of 3 million meals, having 24 kitchens, and seven food trucks in the two 

months since Hurricane Maria made landfall (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 230, 233). 

Scaling Opportunity Two: Managing Volunteers 

One of the keys to operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuerto Rico was its 

volunteer force. Led by José Enrique’s sister, Karla Enrique, the importance of this task 

could not be taken lightly because, without volunteers, the operation would fail. As cited 

numerous times in academic literature, volunteers perform vital work during disaster 

relief efforts (Rotolo & Berg, 2010). WCK needed volunteers to cook, clean, help 

coordinate volunteer and distribution efforts, prep food, and shop (Andrés & Wolffe, 

2018, p. 26). The WCK team quickly found multiple ways to scale up their efforts. For 

example, during the same time the team decided to expand their kitchen operations to 

other kitchens, they also expanded and scaled up their volunteer efforts. When WCK 

decided to partner with restaurant Mesa 364, they also inherited the team of volunteers 
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from Mano a Mano, a volunteer group that helped reconnect families displaced by 

Hurricane Maria as well as helped with relief efforts by delivering food and water 

(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 37; The United Methodist Church, 2018) 

As the operation moved forward, Andrés assembled a Chef team, which would 

eventually become known as the Chef Corps, and scale up its volunteer count to 

approximately 20,000 people by the time Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

ended (World Central Kitchen [WCK], n.d.). 

Chefs Corps & Locally Sourced Resources 

My dream was to find a way to feed the many in ways that would help the 
local economy. We could create a network of chefs, like Doctors Without 
Borders, to help in a crisis. Rather than dumping food aid on an already 
struggling economy, we would source our supplies locally, wherever 
possible, and help put the farmers and suppliers back in business. 
Ultimately, we would develop viable food businesses- from farms to 
restaurants- that could help deliver local services to the people in greatest 
need. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 42) 

As mentioned briefly in the previous section, one of the keys to the success of 

WCK’s EFO was its Chefs Corps. With a team of already trained professionals who 

specialized not only in food preparation on service but also processes and kitchen 

management, the responsibility (and burden) of conducting normal training associated 

with food preparation, such as knife skills and food safety and sanitation, was already 

handled prior to the chef’s arrival on the island. For example, chefs like Karla Hoyos, 

whom Andrés described as “ a twenty-nine-year-old executive chef who was at the heart 

of how we fed an island,” provided invaluable expertise in helping the operation run 

smoothly (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p, 128). Andrés’ perception of her valuable 

contribution was described as follows: 
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When you cook at scale, you become expert at processes, and Karla was a 
cooking systems specialist. She quickly helped establish order and 
structure out of the chaos of the first days at El Choli, where we had no 
power and little cooperation from the people on-site. She chased down 
suppliers and organized our teams to the point where we could ramp up 
quickly. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 129) 

As addressed earlier in this chapter, the organization scaled up in a decidedly 

deliberate fashion until it reached the point in which the operation served tens of 

thousands of meals a day. 

Another factor of importance in WCK’s relief effort was the choice to use locally 

sourced items that were on the island. On its surface, this appears to be a logical choice, if 

for no other reason, the team did not have a means of ordering and receiving resources 

from off of the island. However, aside from that point, as highlighted in an earlier quote 

from Andrés, there was an element of intentionality behind not only his Chefs Corps, but 

also in regard to sourcing items. The intention was to purchase items from suppliers 

locally to help local food farmers and suppliers stay in business. Andrés demonstrated 

this twice in his use of local food supplier José Santiago and the local Sam’s Club. In this 

way, WCK’s EFO was mutually beneficial for his organization and the companies he did 

business with.  

Adaptability: Using Ingredients They Had on Hand to Feed People 

We always adapted our cooking to whatever ingredients were available. 

-José Andrés, We Fed an Island, Ch. 1, p. 99. 

The ability to adapt in a crisis situation is of the utmost importance. Because post-

disaster locations can be unpredictable environments, relief participants must be able to 
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adapt to the circumstances as they evolve. In the case of a relief operation centered on 

food, it makes sense that those preparing meals that source local ingredients should 

remain open-minded and willing to adapt meal composition to include readily available 

items. This may be helpful to remember when preparing donated food items as well since 

an organization may not be in control of the items donated. 

Logistics and Distribution 

With no vehicles of their own, WCK had to find a way to get food out of their 

kitchens and into the hands and mouths of those who needed it across the island. To meet 

this need, the team utilized available food trucks that were standing idle due to Hurricane 

Maria. Andrés explained the logic behind that decision in the following manner: 

Back at the restaurant, our cooking operation was busy enough to fill up 
our first round of food trucks, which were our secret weapons. Instead of 
asking people to come to us, the food trucks could find the communities in 
greatest need: the people who had no gas or cars to drive to us or were 
simply too old, too sick, or too busy to travel. Nobody thinks about food 
trucks because they are still considered an informal or unserious part of 
the food distribution business. To me, they were ideal for our mission: a 
moving kitchen, perfect for storing and distributing food across long 
distances. Further, the trucks were simply available after the storm they 
weren’t doing their normal runs, because their usual customers were no 
longer able to work and nobody was going to stand on this street, waiting 
for a tasty lunch at a great price(Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 35).  

This innovative solution helped WCK’s operation reach remote parts of the island 

and addressed a gap in EFO research presented in Chapter Four by Kaplan et al., who 

spoke about the limitations of mobile EFOs. The limitation, Kaplan explained, was that 

mobile EFOs are not traditionally mobile in the sense that they travel but more so that 

they offload into designated locations, such as a parking lot, on a regular basis (Kaplan et 

al. 2020, p. 287). This means those in need of food relief must have the ability to get to 
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the drop-off location. Here, WCK addresses and finds a way to move beyond that 

limitation by traveling with food to meet people where they are. Though seemingly 

simple, as Andrés explains, this approach was not common. 

Flat Organizational Structure 

I wanted them to feel some sense of ownership of this plan: I didn’t want 
to impose it on them, not least because I planned to leave by the next 
weekend. This is something they needed to own, and they stepped up 
immediately. 

-José Andrés, We Fed an Island, p. 26. 

José Andrés never intended to stay throughout the entirety of operation Chefs For 

Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico. He intended to stay for the week and leave the 

weekend after he arrived. To do this, he wanted his team leads to feel ownership in the 

creation of the feeding plan. In fact, as he stated: “I prided myself on creating a flat 

organization, where people could make decisions quickly” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 

201). As a person who has repeatedly mentioned that he despised bureaucracy, it is 

logical that Andrés set up operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico to 

operate with a flat organizational structure. This structure decision, with fewer layers of 

bureaucracy, allowed, first, as he stated, for his team to feel a sense of ownership in the 

plans they were forming. Additionally, as also mentioned by Andrés, the flat structure 

empowered the team leads to “step up” and show initiative, which can help with quicker 

problem-solving, as already illustrated earlier in the chapter, time/urgency is a valued 

factor in the WCK relief operation. It would appear that this structure type contributed to 

the overall effectiveness and adaptability of the team’s EFO. 
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Communications 

We took the most important organizational step of all by setting up a 
WhatsApp group that night, using our brand-new name: Chefs For Puerto 
Rico. That chat group would become our central intelligence agency for 
the next several weeks, a constant buzz of information, questions, 
demands, and good humor. It was out team spirit and lifeline, tapped out 
on phones from the most disconnected parts of the island and the darkest 
corners of kitchens. It also worked with the faintest of cell phone signals, 
while phone calls and emails dropped in an out unpredictably. (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 27) 

To complement the organization’s flat organization structure, the information 

needed to flow quickly and to all relevant team members. How did the WCK team 

accomplish this task? By setting up a WhatsApp group chat. With communications being 

spotty on the island, this internal means of communication was shown to be a viable 

choice. The use of WhatsApp was helpful because it is an application many people may 

be familiar with. Additionally, the application can be used on the web or a cellular device 

to coordinate/facilitate information sharing, such as food drop-off locations, resource and 

supply needs, and the physical locations of team members. However, the use of 

WhatsApp is not without its limitations. Should the network the app operates on become 

overwhelmed or congested, messages may not flow through promptly, reducing the 

efficiencies of disaster relief efforts. 

Still, this choice worked for the organization and highlighted the organization’s 

ability to overcome the problem of restricted phone communications due to damage to 

the cell towers on the island. This non-standard way of communication in the wake of 

disaster highlights a potential tool/method that may be used to complement more 

traditional means of communicating within organizations in the wake of disaster.  
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Partnerships 

A lot of people praise what I’ve done, but that isn’t what should be 
praised. What I’m amazed about is that- without any infrastructure and 
without any readiness- we were able to be more ready and adaptable than 
organizations that specialize in emergencies. Imagine what we could have 
done with the right partners who wanted us to succeed. (Andrés & Wolffe, 
2018, p. 248) 

In the above quote, Andrés centers WCK’s efforts, and alludes to the fact that the 

organization could have produced more if they had the “right” partners. Interestingly, in 

spite of not having what Andrés viewed as the “right” partners, a key to the WCK’s 

success may have been their ability to form partnerships with other organizations and the 

people of Puerto Rico, despite not having strong ties to federal agencies and formalized 

partnerships with other non-profits such as the American Red Cross or the Salvation 

Army.  

Nonetheless, examples of partnerships are abundant in WCK’s operation. One of 

the most beneficial partnerships is displayed immediately when Andrés gets into contact 

with restaurant owner José Enrique, owner of the pink restaurant of the same name in 

Puerto Rico. Enrique, who was already preparing a small number of meals from his 

restaurant before Andrés arrived on September 25, allowed his restaurant to serve as the 

initial base of operations for WCK’s relief operation upon WCK’s arrival to the island. 

There is no publicly available data that suggests Enrique charged Andrés or required any 

payment for this partnership. One can infer this partnership formed on the basis of 

friendship and a shared common interest to feed the people of the island. Andrés refers to 

Enrique as a friend, and the two are also both chefs. This partnership, one could argue is 

an example of bonding social capital. 
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Partnering to Secure Funding 

My hope was that we could partner with the Red Cross and Salvation 
Army. I thought we might be able to supply them, to feed into their system 
of delivery. I was unsure about speaking up, which is an unusual feeling 
for me. But I was just a chef, running a small and young non-profit that 
was never supposed to be there, in a meeting with people representing 
huge charities. The Red Cross has annual revenues of $2.6 billion. We 
weren’t just small compared to them; we were microscopic. (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 75) 

Andrés hope to partner with the American Red Cross and Salvation Army may be 

viewed as ambitious, but also as an indication that he and the WCK did not understand 

the criteria of partnering with these two organizations. It is unclear if Andrés understood 

that both the American Red Cross and the Salvation Army are members of National 

VOAD, with smaller chapters in Puerto Rico. As members of NVOAD, the American 

Red Cross and Salvation Army have had years to develop their relationships with each 

other and multiple layers of government. It is sensible to expect these organizations 

would not have had the required levels of trust to partner with Andrés and WCK who 

may have been perceived as acting in the role of spontaneous volunteers. But, both 

organizations did pick up food from WCK and delivered meals throughout the island, 

ultimately meeting Andrés intent to feed the people of Puerto Rico. 

The most obvious indicator of WCK’s partnership with FEMA was the two multi-

million dollar contracts that the NGO secured, despite the two organizations not having 

worked together prior to Hurricane Maria. In his recounting of events in We Fed an 

Island, Andrés spoke of how a man named Josh Gill, whom the WCK team had only met 

by chance during the fourth day the WCK team was on the island, was the key to the 

team securing the FEMA funding (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, pp. 64–66). But unlike his 
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partnership with José Enrique, Andrés and WCK’s partnership will Gill was not altruistic. 

A realization Andrés describes in the following manner: 

Gill said he could help get us a food contract from FEMA and I was naïve. 
I thought everyone was working out of  the goodness of their heart, but it 
was clear that Fill expected more, so I asked him what he was going to get 
out of it. He named his price: one dollar per meal would go to him. I had 
no idea who he was barely twenty-four hours earlier, but he had already 
proved his value to me. He took us to the right people in the right meeting, 
and they were comfortable with him. Above all, he gave me the courage to 
speak because he believed in me. Even if he believed in me because he 
hoped there was money to be made. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 80) 

Though Andrés was critical of FEMA’s contracting process and perceived 

bureaucracy, WCK was able to use the funds FEMA provided to meet his intent to feed 

the people of Puerto Rico, much like his “unofficial” partnerships with the American Red 

Cross and the Salvation Army. 

Andrés’ story would suggest that one of the most uncertain factors in the 

beginning days of the WCK EFO was the ability to secure funding for the operation. 

While he initially traveled to the island with roughly 5,000.00 in funds, he quickly spent 

the funds in a short time on the island. Though he and his team relied on private financial 

donations and in-kind donations (like food, fuel, and vehicles), the largest funding source 

came from FEMA in the form of two separate contracts totaling slightly under 12 million 

dollars. 

The ability to secure this funding in such a short amount of time, especially in the 

wake of a disaster, is an unusual achievement for an independent NGO. This complex 

process would typically require certifications and registrations that could take weeks or 

months. 

Andrés acknowledged the most important “donation” the WCK received was the 

donation of time and energy from volunteers. The people on the island showed up to help 
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make sandwiches, prepare hot food items, and make deliveries to locations in need, 

including hospitals. Of note, many of these volunteers were also “spontaneous 

volunteers,” but they were needed and welcomed by WCK to help with the organization's 

“massive sandwich operation” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 127).  

Partnering to Establish a Network of Kitchens 

Our plan, as we pinpointed on my precious maps, was to open kitchens 
across the island. For that, I needed a partner with lots of kitchens. We 
were already working with the Department of Education to get school 
kitchens to cook for their communities, but it was hard to know if those 
schools were doing the job. Even Secretary of Education Julia Keleher had 
poor contact with her own schools. The potential was real. (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 123)  

Andrés plans to partner with kitchens island-wide, including multiple types of 

kitchens, including schools for children and a vocational school network called IBC. 

While he hoped the network of kitchens under Secretary Kehler’s purview would open 

and feed that is not where he placed his focus. Andrés  noted: 

Still, there was a model there. Schools are a tremendous resource in a time 
of crisis, and here are many different types of schools, not just for 
children. I have worked a lot with culinary schools on the mainland, and I 
know there are few places with more professional kitchens and cooks with 
basic training. I started talking to the vocational school network called the 
Instituto de Banca y Comercio, or IBC. If the Southern Baptists weren’t 
coming with their mobile kitchens, perhaps we could replicate their 
operation with a network of regional kitchens. (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 
123) 

In this example, Andrés highlighted at least two important things: One: WCK 

desired to step in and fill the gap that the Southern Baptist Convention (an NVOAD 

member) could not fill the role of utilizing their mobile kitchens to deliver food as they 

usually would (presumably by utilizing the operation’s food trucks) and that by 

partnering with IBC, at least the kitchen volunteers affiliated with these schools would 
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have a basic level of training. Andrés revelation of how this partnership would unfold 

explains how this partnership proved to be vital. He explained: 

They could prepare the meals, at a cost, and with the support of our 
deliveries. These were the kind of suppliers that a FEMA contractor 
needed to find: local partners, with technical expertise and local facilities. 
They could produce what we wanted, under our supervision, in real time 
and at large volumes. Between the IBC kitchens, the regular schools, my 
own kitchens and d a commercial caterer I had found, we could feed as 
many as one million people every day. I don’t want to sound crazy but 
sometimes crazy is sometimes what you need to look for. (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 123) 

WCK did not reach the scale of feeding one million people every day, but their 

idea of partnering with multiple types of kitchens to feed people in different regional 

areas is one that could be replicated in future disasters. 

Culturally Relevant Food 

As a Spanish-American immigrant who operates culturally diverse restaurants 

that draw from global influences, he understood the importance of culturally relevant 

food in Puerto Rico not only because of his restaurant experience but also because of an 

important insight gleaned during his time participating in Haiti relief efforts. While 

cooking rice, a local Haitian earthquake survivor taught him that people want to eat food 

the way they like it prepared- not necessarily the way the cook thinks it should be 

prepared. He recounted the following: “But it hit me: if this is was your only meal of the 

day, and perhaps your only hot meal in several days, you too would want it prepared your 

way” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 43). Later, he continued,  

In an emergency you need to get creative. At these times, you need to 
know when to lead and when to follow, when to teach and when to learn. 
These women taught me a lesson I could never learn in a classroom, or 
dream up in the office of an international aid group. A plate of food is not 
just a few ingredients cooked and served together. It is the story of who 
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you are, the source of your pride, the foundation of your family and 
community. Cooking isn’t just nourishing; it’s empowering. (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 43) 

Insights from Operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

Exploring the WCK’s operation, Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico and 

its leader, Chef José Andrés, revealed what an unorthodox, but successfully completed, 

EFO can look like. Four additional key findings provided further insight into the complex 

world of disaster relief. Those insights are: (1) There is room for innovations in 

approaches toward short-term food insecurity. Inefficiencies in the U.S. response efforts 

left a gap in which José Andrés and WCK could step in and provide an effective food-

related intervention, which addressed short-term food insecurity on an island. Due to their 

involvement in the 2017 Hurricane Maria relief efforts, at least 3 million meals were 

added to the final number of meals delivered to those in need. (2) The “right” leader can 

dramatically and positively impact relief operations. The key to the WCK response 

heavily relied upon its leader, who, with international celebrity status, connectivity to a 

strong network in which he could call for help, and subject matter expertise in the area of 

management and culinary arts, rapidly mobilized, and with the help of local community 

members, fed millions of meals to the people of Puerto Rico. As a leader, Andrés and 

WCK demonstrated several notable traits that may have influenced the outcome of 

operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/ #ChefsForPuertoRico. (3) Though not exactly 

replicable due to the novelty of the crisis in which it was created, factors associated with 

the initial Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico model used in Puerto Rico after 

Hurricane Maria can potentially be helpful when applied to the limited number of food-

centered disaster relief models currently available. (4) Though never explicitly stated and 
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not officially designated as a support element to the national response capabilities, WCK 

worked as a partner with the Federal government, providing life-sustaining services such 

as food and water delivery and distribution, as described in the NRF ESF #6 (Federal 

Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2016, p. 24). This further highlights the 

importance of openness to partnerships, even if they are non-conventional. 

Potential Larger Implications of Operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

An exploration of José Andrés and the WCK team’s disruptive approach to 

creating an EFO called Chefs For Puerto Rico/ #ChefsForPuertoRico revealed an 

unusual, but effective approach towards providing relief after a disaster that resulted in 

the delivery of over 3 million meals to the people of Puerto Rico. Though Andrés and his 

team did not follow the “encouraged” method for unaffiliated volunteers to engage in 

supporting the NRF ESF #6 that is outlined in the Volunteer and Donations Management 

Support Annex, the WCK team was able to establish a model for their operation and gain 

access to just under 12 million dollars in contract funds via two FEMA contracts. 

At the outset of this thesis, a simple aim guided this research: to gain an 

understanding of and to analyze José Andrés and the WCK’s approach to creating an 

EFO in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria. Did the WCK create a new model for disaster 

relief, as has been claimed by the media? Yes. But this is not unsurprising or 

groundbreaking. Each new organization can create its own model for how it chooses to 

operate. Perhaps of greater insight are the fifteen factors identified by this study that are 

associated with the organization’s EFO. These factors/components are important to 

examine because they can be adopted when and where appropriate by organizations 

operating in disaster areas if they choose. 
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Another key insight brought forth by this thesis is the importance of 

understanding the NRF and the Volunteer and Donations Management Support Annex 

prior to entering into a disaster area as either an individual volunteer or an organization. 

In taking the time to learn about important documents and processes that guide disaster-

related efforts, organizations can prepare themselves to complete the required steps to 

join a disaster response or relief effort. Additionally, learning about and following the 

steps outlined in the National Response guidance allows organizations to build the proper 

relationships with other participating disaster organizations well ahead of when it is time 

to participate in an emergency support function/role. 

This is not to suggest the work performed by José Andrés and the WCK is 

unimportant. On the contrary, WCK relief efforts in Puerto Rico were incredibly 

impactful, especially on the individual level. Members of the Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico team reached Puerto Rico after perhaps one of the most 

devastating events residents of the island may ever experience: a Category 4 extreme 

weather event. And when the WCK team members arrived what did they bring? Food, 

and hope. The role of hope cannot be entirely dismissed when discussing the impact of 

WCK’s food operation. Survivors in remote parts of the island who encountered WCK’s 

relief operation may not have seen anyone since they survived Hurricane Maria. They 

may have felt scared and alone during the hours or days before relief arrived. But they 

were not alone, and they most certainly not forgotten about. WCK team members and 

volunteers thought of Hurricane Maria survivors and thought enough of their lives to 

prepare a culturally relevant meal for them and bring it to them. Andrés shared the 

following: “A freshly cooked plate of local food is a meal you’re sharing with your 



 

143 

family and community. I like to say that a hot meal is more than just food; it’s a plate of 

hope” (Andrés & Wolffe, 2018, p. 135). 
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Chapter VI. 

Conclusion 

The specific problem addressed in this study is how a non-profit organization with 

limited relief experience established a model to address short-term food insecurity in the 

aftermath of a disaster.  

The purpose of this thesis aimed to explore, understand, and analyze the food-

related disaster relief approach of the not-for-profit organization, the World Central 

Kitchen, and its leader, Chef José Andrés' who provided food-related disaster relief to the 

people of Puerto Rico during September through November 2017 via operation 

#ChefsForPuertoRico. To accomplish this task, key factors/characteristics associated with 

the organization and its founder/leader, José Andrés , were identified; an analysis of the 

organization’s approach and structure helped with the execution of its relief operation, 

grasping an understanding of the organization’s impact and identification of how the 

organization solved issues during their relief efforts were studied. 

Three research questions guided this study:  

RQ1. How did WCK, led by José Andrés, a celebrity chef with seemingly 

minimal emergency disaster preparedness experience, successfully execute and scale up a 

food-related disaster relief operation in a community where he did not reside? 

RQ2. What does the answer to that question suggest regarding potential lessons 

learned from and the applicability of WCK's emergency response model to future 

emergency food aid efforts? 

RQ3.Why were WCK’s food relief efforts significant? 
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Implications of this thesis’ findings 

The World Central Kitchen’s involvement in the Hurricane Maria efforts 

highlighted perceived inefficiencies in the Federal contracting process. It illuminated the 

need to strengthen the relationships in public-private partnerships in times of crisis. The 

spotlighting of these inefficiencies and the organization’s demonstration of how to 

minimize or deal with them could suggest that changes to the federal disaster response 

apparatus would help address real-time unpredictable needs that occur during the relief 

phase of natural disasters on the unincorporated territory of Puerto Rico and other U.S. 

territories where access may be hampered by transportation and logistical restrictions.  

Operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/ #ChefsForPuerto also showcased the resilience 

and importance of flexibility during times of disaster, but by no means was the execution 

of this operation without room for critique or “flawless.” By employing flexible thinking, 

a flat organizational structure, and leveraging the social capital held by chef José Andrés, 

the organization created a scalable disaster relief model that led to millions of people 

receiving food aid. But, by self-deploying to an area where an active federally 

coordinated relief effort was occurring, data suggests that the WCK team caused much of 

their own frustration. Additionally, by not building strong social ties with the recognized 

partners involved in disaster relief before moving to participate in Hurricane Maria relief 

efforts, the WCK team failed to create the necessary bonds of trust that would have 

facilitated their involvement in the coordinated post-disaster response phase. 

Beneficiaries 

Hurricane Maria highlighted the importance of giving special and additional 

consideration to the island of Puerto Rico when carrying out food relief operations. 
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Mainly, the team from WCK demonstrated how vital an urgent response is to utilize a 

specialized group of professionals who know how to source local resources such as 

community volunteers and local food items and make all the difference in terms of 

helping people who need the aid right away. Based on the reach of Chefs For Puerto 

Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico, it may be reasonable to suggest that the model for disaster 

relief the WCK team developed during this time should be seriously considered as a 

viable alternative to current food relief operations in use.  

The primary geographical focus of this study is on Puerto Rico; however, 

improvements to the federal response system for both response and, more specifically, 

relief efforts could have widespread benefits across the U.S. and its territories. It is 

crucial to ensure efficient relief, particularly in food distribution, especially during life-

threatening situations. While not every non-profit organization whose relief efforts 

involve food may possess the same level of culinary expertise as WCK, it may be helpful 

to consider and potentially adopt lessons on scalability, flexibility, and fundraising 

demonstrated by WCK to enhance their relief efforts.  

The findings of this study might apply to any area where urgent food relief 

operations occur in the future. 

Potential Impacts of Future Research 

In the previous chapter, potential future research development suggestions were 

outlined. This research could help further define the WCK model and present variations 

of the factors presented in this study for use in international operations. Future research 

could also allow those who actively participated in the response to give their impression 

of operation Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico to enable a more robust and 
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detailed understanding of the operation that is impossible while only utilizing publicly 

available data. Future research could also expand to incorporate the perspectives of the 

organizations that participated in the Hurricane Maria relief efforts, which may hold a 

different or nuanced perspective that has not yet been considered. This may allow for a 

more rigorous investigation of the WCK’s Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefForPuetoRico 

model and approach. 

In the years since the WCK provided relief efforts to the people of Puerto Rico, 

the organization has expanded its food relief efforts into the international realm. 

Countries such as Brazil, Chile, Haiti, Ukraine, and Japan have all benefited from the 

work of WCK while still addressing food security needs in the U.S., never losing sight of 

the original operation in which the organization established its model. 

In the time Andrés and the Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico operation 

were on the island, they would reportedly feed over three million people, utilize a 

combination of over twenty kitchens, earn two FEMA contracts worth approximately 

twelve million dollars, and receive coverage in countless mediums such as The New York 

Times, Time, and The Washington Post. Andrés even gave a TED talk titled: “How a 

team of chefs fed Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria,” which has been viewed over one 

million times at the time of this thesis publication. 

While the work of World Central Kitchen is a novel approach to delivering food 

relief after a disaster, perhaps there are insights worthy of exploration to be found in this 

case to future scholars. While it is highly improbable the approach José Andrés employed 

can be duplicated step-by-step, insights gleaned from Andrés demonstrated leadership 

during the Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuetoRico operation, and the decisions the 
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team made regarding how to utilize community volunteers, experts', special consideration 

for vulnerable populations, the power of partnerships and understanding the power of 

communication may be applicable in future relief efforts. 
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Appendix 1. 

Additional Helpful Information 

Table 6. Influential Chefs For Puerto Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico Stakeholders 

Person Role/Association with Chefs For Puerto 
Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

(Chef) José Andrés Founder of WCK 

Daniel Serrano José Andrés’ Executive Assistant 

(Chef) José Enrique 
Montes 

Owner of José Enrique restaurant in Santurce. With his 
business wrecked, with no power and a refrigerator 
full of food going to waste, he started cooking. He 
started making sancocho. 

(Chef)Ricardo Rivera 
Badia 

El Curry restaurant: helped barter food from his 
restaurant with the gas station next to one of his 
restaurants 

Kenny Blatt 
(One of Andrés Puerto Rican Partners) Investor who 

helped revive the Dorado Beach resort where Andrés’ 
restaurant Mi Casa was located. 

Javier Garcia 

WCK Board Member; helped Andrés and Mook get 
rooms at the AC and the Hyatt near the convention 
center. 

 

Frederico Stubbe Helped Andrés and Mook get rooms at the AC and the 
Hyatt near the convention center. 

Bernardo Medina Media and Communications expert 

José Santigo (Food Supplier) Owner of José Santiago Inc. named 
after the founder and his grandfather, also the COO. 

Alberto de la Cruz The person who runs Coca-Cola’s bottling operations in 
Puerto Rico. Informs the team about Ramon Leal. 

Josh Gill 
Helped Andrés get into FEMA Mass Care Meeting. 

Also helped facilitate WCK contract with FEMA but 
wanted one dollar per meal. 

Captain Sanderson Salvation Army Affiliate. 

Waddy Gonzalez FEMA’s head of mass care in Puerto Rico. Former Red 
Cross official who grew up in San Juan Puerto Rico. 

(Chef)José Luis Labeaga Owner of the Mi Pan bakery 

(Chef) Wilo Benet 
Pikayo restaurant owner. It was housed in the Hilton 

Hotel; the hurricane and restaurant were closed due to 
the storm. Quoted as saying, “It’s a good feeling 
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Person Role/Association with Chefs For Puerto 
Rico/#ChefsForPuertoRico 

knowing you are doing something to help” (Andrés & 
Wolffe, 2018, p. 81). 

(Chef) Enrique Pineiro Restaurant: Mesa 364. 

(President) Donald Trump 45th President of the United States. 

Governor Ricardo Rossello Governor of Puerto Rico during Hurricane Maria 
response and recovery phases 

First Lady Beatriz Rossello 
First Lady of Puerto Rico during Hurricane Maria 

response and recovery phases; also responsible for 
developing United for Puerto Rico initiative 

Mayor Carmen Yulin Cruz Mayor of San Juan Puerto Rico during the Hurricane 
Maria Response and Recovery phases. 

(Mayor) Felix Delgado (New Progressive Party) (also known as El Cano) was 
the Mayor of Cataño in Puerto Rico. 

Mayor Maria Melendez 
Altieri Mayor of Ponce in Puerto Rico. 

Carlos Mercader 

(Governor’s Representative) The Executive Director of 
the D.C. office helped reach multiple stakeholders to 
obtain more government connections and good 
references for WCK’s work. Access to El Choli and 
FEMA funding was in motion and helped by 
Mercader. 

 

Ramon Leal 

The head of the Puerto Rican restaurant association, 
ASORE, oversees all the kitchens on the island. He 
helped with large donations such as fifteen thousand 
pounds of chicken, propane gas tanks, hot dog rolls, 
tortilla wraps, fresh fruit, and five pallets of water. He 
also organized the delivery in the mountains (he was 
especially interested in this because his family lived 
there). 

• Worked with other business leaders in the 
private sector and government officials.  

• Helped to bring “a plane full of supplies donated 
by the Mexican government from Miami to San 
Juan, with food for our operation and medical 
supplies like oxygen tanks” (Andrés & Wolffe, 
2018, p. 90). 

• At night, he would deliver diesel and propane to 
homes for the elderly and hospitals. 

• Point person for organizing a meeting of 
business leaders at the hotel Andrés was staying 
at. 
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Secretary Luis Rivera-
Marin Secretary of State Luis Rivera-Marin 

Lymari Nadal 
Actor and writer who gave Andrés a heads up regarding 
the food crisis in Ponce. Also delivered five hundred 
meals to Ponce 

Rafael O’Ferrall 

Retired U.S. Army general who was now a general 
manager of Dade Paper Company in Puerto Rico. 
Attended the October 1 Meeting and took Andrés 
requests seriously. Ensured the WCK received tens of 
thousands of aluminum trays and pans. 
 

Erin Schrode 
(Chief of Operations and Happiness) activist who 
worked in medical relief after the Haiti earthquake came 
to help. 
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