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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic is perhaps the most far-reaching natural disaster 

experienced by Puerto Ricans in recent years: all people are at risk of contagion, the 

virus is everywhere in the world and borders cannot be closed, the enemy is invisible, 

and it can persist for months and even years. 

 

Upon its arrival in Puerto Rico, COVID-19 found a weak economy, a high proportion 

of older people, an environment of mistrust in the government, and a country that is 

still recovering from the ravages of Hurricane Maria and the earthquakes in the 

southwest. 

 

The pandemic occurs in an environment of vulnerability for children and families 

in Puerto Rico. 

 

As in previous natural disasters, the high poverty rate is the obvious vulnerability. A 

total of 343,000 boys and girls in Puerto Rico (58%) live in poverty, as defined by federal 

standards. Multiple studies have shown that families with children living in poverty are 

the most affected by disasters caused by natural phenomena. 

 

Vulnerability to the pandemic is also evident in the nucleus of families due to 

economic and food insecurity, poor health conditions, the predominance of 

single-parent households, lack of technology, and a high percentage of workers 

at risk of losing their jobs due to the quarantine closure orders. 

 

Federal aid will help temporarily alleviate poverty 

 

The total amount of federal and state aid that families will eventually receive to 

counter the negative effects of the pandemic is difficult to pin down, as there are 

ongoing discussions about other potential aid and many of the federal aid that has 
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already been adopted is not explicit about the assignment that corresponds to Puerto 

Rico. Based on data from the Community Survey, press releases, and government data, 

cash aid for families and workers, including federal pandemic unemployment, is 

estimated between $5.4 and $5.9 billion. 

 

Under different scenarios, income simulations show that without federal and state 

aid the pandemic can increase the child poverty rate during four months of quarantine 

from 58% to 65%. During those four months, 244,000 people will plunge into poverty, 

including 43,000 boys and girls. 

  

Income calculated annually shows smaller increases in poverty than when the 

effects are considered over only four months. Even so, increases of between 1 and 14 

percentage points are observed, depending on the population considered and the 

period of unemployment. In a scenario of six months of unemployment and 

considering annual income, 100,000 people, including 24,000 boys and girls, could 

fall into poverty. 
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Monthly Poverty after 6 Months of 
Unemployment 
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State and federal aid are effective in reducing poverty caused by COVID-19. In a 

scenario of job loss for four months, and with all state and federal aid during those four 

months, general poverty during that period falls from 52% with COVID-19 and without 

aid to 24% with aid. The child poverty rate drops from 65% to 34%. In an annual period, 

with job loss for 6 months, child poverty can be reduced to 48%. 

 

It should be emphasized that these projections are approximations made under 

assumptions and uncertainty. For example, it is assumed that all people receive aid for 

which they are eligible. If aid is not received, poverty reduction would be less. Similarly, 

although efforts were made to allocate aid to eligible people, it is possible that, due to 

lack of information, aid is being allocated to some people who are not eligible, which 

would exaggerate the reductions in poverty. Even with pandemic aid, there is a 

segment of children who continue to live in poverty, especially under extreme poverty. 

For these, it is necessary to develop other types of assistance that reduce their 

vulnerability. 

 

The scenario of pandemic aid evolves day by day. It is not known if there will be 

other types of aid in the coming months or if federal unemployment benefits will be 

extended after July 31, 2020. Therefore, the reduction in poverty may be temporary 

and, when the pandemic subsides, Puerto Rico may return to its "normal" child poverty 

rates of 58% or even higher. This would be the scenario unless public policies are 

adopted that cause a permanent decrease in poverty. 
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The experiences with the pandemic, its effects on poverty, and state and 

federal aid offer four main lessons. 

  

1. To counteract the negative effects of COVID-19, aid must reach families as 

soon as possible. However, at the time of writing this document, the 

Department of the Treasury of Puerto Rico does not yet have the forms available 

so that those who do not file taxes can receive their cash aid. Neither have 

payments come in to keep child care centers open and many have yet to receive 

their federal unemployment payments. A government that works better for 

everyone makes the difference in whether or not a family has the money to 

cover their basic needs during COVID-19. 

 

2. The impacts on poverty will depend on how quickly the economy returns 

to normal and workers rejoin the work force. For this reason, public policies 

aimed at facilitating entry into the labor market with the necessary safety 

protocols and a balance between health and economic activity are crucial in 

reducing poverty in times of COVID-19. 

 

3. The effect of cash aid suggests that they constitute valid policy to combat 

child poverty. Poverty has negative consequences both for children and for the 

economic development of Puerto Rico. The experience with aid granted due to 

COVID -19 brings to the table that cash aid that goes directly to poor families is 

a valid policy to attack poverty. 
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4. In order for the aid to have greater reach, it must include families with 

people who are employed as well as with people who are unemployed. In 

Puerto Rico, many of the children living in poverty live in households where 

none of its members is employed. Therefore, these families do not benefit from 

aid directed to people who are employed. COVID-19 grants demonstrate how 

to combine assistance to employed and unemployed families to reduce both 

poverty and extreme poverty. In federal aid, this is shown by the cash received 

by families and their children between the ages of 0-16, in addition to the 

pandemic unemployment aid of $600 a week. State aid, however, has focused 

on workers. 

 
Recommendations 

 

To address the consequences of the pandemic in families with children, we make 

short- and long-term public policy recommendations. Most of these policies are 

aimed at addressing the identified vulnerabilities that amplify the negative impacts of 

the pandemic, such as low income, joblessness, lack of technology, and food 

insecurity, which amplify the impacts of the pandemic. 

 

 

  



 

7 
 

 
 

 
 
1. Policies to strengthen the economic security of families 

 

This set of policies addresses vulnerabilities due to COVID-19 related to low 

income, joblessness, and the difficulties single mothers face when employed. The 

suggested policies promote employment, make work pay, put money in people's 

pockets, and provide employment support, all with the purpose of protecting the 

economic security of families with children. 

 

1. 1 Promote state’s Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 

1.2 Having the federal Congress extend Child Tax Credit (CTC) to Puerto Rico 

1.3 Credit for employers 

1.4 Cash emergency aid 

1.5 Focus federal COVID-19 aid for college students on the students who need it 
most  

1.6 Increase access to childcare for the children of essential workers 

1.7 Stabilize the supply of childcare so that providers are available when workers 
return to their jobs 

Public Policy Recommendations to Covid-19 
 LONG TERM 

 
SHORT TERM 
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2. Food security policies  

 

These policies focus on guaranteeing the basic need for food security of families 

with children. One in four families with incomes at or near poverty does not receive 

help from SNAP. Although food aid such as SNAP and WIC do not enter into the 

calculation of monetary poverty, food is perhaps the item that is most immediately 

affected during natural disasters and requires swift action by the government. 

 

2.1 Enable the Pandemic EBT program in Puerto Rico 

2.2 Expedite the disbursement of WIC aid 

2.3 Ensure access for all children living below or near the federal poverty level to 
the Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 

 

 

3. Policies to reduce the digital gap  
 

These policies address low-income families’ vulnerability of lack of technology. The 

policies focus on gathering resources for Internet access, with the purpose of 

continuing education. This need arises because families' limited incomes do not allow 

them to purchase a computer or a monthly Internet payment for their children to 

effectively participate in online education during school closings due to COVID-19. 

 

3.1 Provide Internet access to families in greater need 

3.2 Speed up the purchase of tablets for online education 

  
4. Policies related to improving government operations 

 

One of the country's vulnerabilities is a lack of trust in the government, which can 

jeopardize the response to COVID-19. Simulations show that the government's 

slowness to deliver aid can make many families unable to meet their basic needs during 
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the pandemic. In order to improve government services so that it can better serve 

families and protect their economic security, two recommendations are made: 

 

4. 1 Improve the agencies’ ability to respond to the needs of children and 
families 

4. 2 Uniform long-distance K-12 education 

 

Long-Term Recommendations 
 

In the period of economic recovery, it must be ensured that more children do not 

fall into poverty, and reduction of child poverty as a strategy that promotes economic 

development must be prioritized. The policies in this section focus on ways to insert 

families into the workforce, provide the support they need to keep their employment, 

and improve the government's economic and social support system. 

 
1. Strengthen early childhood and childcare systems  

2. Develop sectorial job-training programs with a focus on growing industries 

and that prioritize young adults and parents  

3. Develop a tax credit program for businesses that provide first jobs to youths 

and all those with dependents 18 and under  

4. Strengthen the government's social and economic support system 
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