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To the unknown heroes: the chefs,

the volunteers, the military, the first

responders, and all the forgotten people

around the world who put their lives
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Foreword

THREE DAYS. THAT’S HOW LONG IT TOOK FROM THE TIME HURRICANE Maria hit Puerto Rico to when we knew our family was still alive thanks to a Facebook picture a cousin had posted. Five days to hear if our family was fine (they were) and to hear if the house our family had built years ago had survived (it did not).

It’s a horrible feeling—waiting and not knowing. You feel helpless. You worry. You imagine the worst. You feel like there is nothing in your skill set that can help your loved ones who are so far away. We got relief from that worry in only five days. We were fortunate. It was a much longer wait for many others.

Now imagine a different kind of waiting and not knowing. Waiting without power. Waiting for food. Waiting for running water. Not knowing if your family one town over is alive. Not knowing if the roads are clear or if it’s safe to go in search of supplies. Not knowing if the hospitals will continue to function. Not knowing if anyone from the mainland is on their way with relief or if they even have a strategy in place to help you. Not knowing if your entire island has been forgotten.

What you are about to read is the story of someone who helped people in a time of crisis. Someone who did not wait for paperwork or permits while people starved. Someone who saw that without nourishment, no one would have the strength to rebuild and recover in the long days, months, and years ahead.

Chef José Andrés was one of the first people to arrive on the island for humanitarian purposes after Maria hit. He faced obstacle after obstacle as he tried—and succeeded—in setting up what became the biggest kitchen with “real” food feeding Puerto Ricans for two months after the storm. His first day of operations, Chef José Andrés and Chefs for Puerto Rico, a cadre of volunteer chefs from the island, prepared 1,000 meals to feed Puerto Ricans. By the second day, they doubled their output. By three months, 3 million meals were prepared and served throughout the island.

José Andrés’s mission in Puerto Rico seemed simple: develop a meal program for Puerto Ricans-in-need, with delicious food that was cooked and delivered on the same day, using local products to stimulate the local economy. His clarity of purpose put him at odds with almost every large institution involved in relief efforts on the island. He did not want to hear about bidding processes, meetings, or excuses about why scaling up could not be done. And he did not take NO for an answer. We were amazed at what he was accomplishing in the aftermath of the storm and could not wait to get down there and lend a hand.

Upon arriving in Puerto Rico, the first thing we noticed was a once-green country that now looked as if it had been set on fire: all vegetation was gone or dead. We could see the devastation, the FEMA blue tarps as makeshift roofs everywhere, the darkness descending as the sun set. The sea of desperation and need was best summarized by the mayor of San Juan’s outcry, “We are dying here” in a plea to the federal government for help. Amongst all this, Chef José Andrés had created a beacon of sustenance, an oasis in every place from where they were cooking, including the Choliseo.

When we arrived in Puerto Rico, the first stop was to join the assembly line at Chef José Andrés’s kitchen. As we walked in we were overcome by the joy of the volunteers, by the aroma of Puerto Rican cuisine, by the enormity of the effort. As sandwich-making beginners our instructions were simple—lots of mayo, cheese, and ham. Though the sandwiches seemed simple to many, for Chef José Andrés, they were magical: “I have created many avant-garde dishes as a chef but there are few meals I’m prouder of than the hundreds of thousands of sandwiches we made in Puerto Rico.”

For more experienced workers, the cooking menu had expanded beyond sandwiches to include sancocho, a stew including a variety of meats, corn, and vegetables. As a way to deliver large quantities of calories, nutrition, and comfort to many storm survivors at a time, it’s hard to beat sancocho. As José says, “When you eat sancocho













Prologue

THE FIRST TIME I TRAVELED TO THE CARIBBEAN WAS BY SHIP. JUST LIKE the early colonial explorers, I sailed into Santo Domingo and marveled at its beauty and geography. I was a young man, serving briefly in the Spanish navy on the Juan Sebastián de Elcano, a majestic, four-masted topsail. The third-largest tall ship in the world, it was named after the Spanish explorer who was the captain of Magellan’s fleet, and the first man to circumnavigate the world. Although I had no idea at the time, this was the start of my love affair with the Caribbean and with America.

So a few years later, when I was drifting between jobs for several months, I could only say yes to the chance to work in Puerto Rico and to return to this magical sea. I was a young chef, learning my trade shortly before settling down in Washington, D.C., to start my restaurants and my family. But I will never forget the sights and sounds of those weeks cooking at La Casona in the Santurce neighborhood of San Juan: the spirit of the salsa, the nightly call of the coquí frogs, the lush green of the tropical leaves.

Many decades later, as an established chef with many restaurants to my name, I returned to revive one of the jewels of the island’s glamorous heyday in the 1950s and 1960s: the magical place known as Dorado Beach. My restaurant, Mi Casa, is part of the former home of the visionary American who preserved the natural beauty of this northern shore, Clara Livingston. She sold her plantation to Laurance Rockefeller, the environmentalist, who carefully developed it as one of his RockResorts, turning it into a refuge for Hollywood stars and American presidents. I was honored to be part of its revival, and my work there created lifelong friendships with many of the island’s chefs, its entrepreneurs and the everyday Puerto Ricans who embody its creative and welcoming spirit.

So when Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico in late September 2017, it felt like destiny was driving me back to the place where it all began for me. It was as if two timelines were meeting at the same point in the warm Caribbean Sea: my past and my present, this island’s Spanish roots and its American identity. The echoes of its history merged with the urgent voices of today’s crisis. I felt I belonged here because my ancestors were not so different from the settlers who fought and farmed and cooked here for so many centuries before I arrived. Puerto Rico is the perfect mix of Spanish and American. It’s the perfect mix of my culture. There are African Americans here. They have the blood of my people and the blood of the Africans who were forced to come here.

How could I not be here?

AS PEOPLE SANG ALONG TO “DESPACITO” THROUGH THE SUMMER OF 2017, how many of them understood that Luis Fonsi’s hit was born in this American-Spanish corner of the Caribbean? If you were going to create a song that represented the perfect blend of cultures to break through the language barrier, a song that would garner the most views ever on YouTube, it would be right here in Puerto Rico. And when the hurricanes landed just a few weeks after the end of summer vacation, how many of those “Despacito” fans had any idea the islanders were American citizens just like them?

These islands are not just tourist destinations or hurricane targets. They are the first places the original colonists exploited and reshaped in their own image. They bear the scars of their abuse and neglect to this day. We cannot value Puerto Rico simply for its crops or the national security advantage it offers, and then ignore its inhabitants when they need our investment to break the cycle of poverty or to recover from nature’s fury.

To understand our responsibilities, we need first to understand our history here. That includes the unique contribution this part of the world has played in our American success. After all, it was a hurricane in 1772 that brought Alexander Hamilton from nearby St. Croix to New York, where he would change the course of this nation and the world. Then just seventeen years old, working as a clerk for a business on the island that traded with America, Hamilton penned a letter to his father that was so well written that a group of wealthy islanders raised the money to send him away for his education.1 His letter was a plea for compassion and disaster relief. “O ye who revel in affluence,” he wrote, “see the afflictions of humanity and bestow your superfluity to ease them. Say not, we have suffered also, and thence withhold your compassion. What are your sufferings compared to those? Ye have still more than enough left. Act wisely. Succour the miserable and lay up a treasure in Heaven.”2

It was clear to everyone on Puerto Rico that the president himself knew nothing of America’s history on this island before the hurricane struck. When Donald Trump mocked the pronunciation of the island’s name, he recalled a time when Americans ruled without regard to its identity. “We love Puerto Rico,” he told a crowd of supporters at the White House for National Hispanic Heritage Month, barely two weeks after the hurricane. “Puerto Rico,” he repeated, emphasizing the Spanish accent once again. “And we also love Porto Rico,” he added, laughing at his own joke.3

Our response to a natural disaster has never depended on a person’s accent or politics. We may be Republicans or Democrats—or apolitical, for that matter—but we are fundamentally all Americans. This country has a long and proud tradition of taking care of Americans, and non-Americans, in their moment of need.

THERE’S SOMETHING FUNDAMENTAL ABOUT FOOD; ABOUT PREPARING, cooking and eating together. It’s what binds us; it’s how we build community. Eating isn’t functional. Food relief shouldn’t be either. Whether I am cooking for Washingtonians or refugees, my job as a chef is the same: to feed the many. Whether I am creating an avant-garde meal that deconstructs your idea of a familiar meal, or a giant pot of rice and chicken that fills your belly, I believe in the transformational power of cooking.

A plate of food is much more than food. It sends a message that someone far away cares about you; that you are not on your own. It’s a beacon of hope that maybe somewhere, something good is happening. It’s the hope that America will become America again. That is what a plate of food is. It’s a message from every man and woman on my team saying that we care, that we haven’t forgotten, and it allows those in despair to have a little bit more patience, for one more day.

As I developed my vision for a new model of food relief, I learned a profound lesson from my mentor Robert Egger, who is America’s leading advocate on food issues. “Too often,” he said, “charity is about the redemption of the giver, not the liberation of the receiver.” I do believe that food relief should help liberate the receiver, and that far too often, it has been defined and delivered to redeem the giver. We need to build a new model of disaster relief and food aid that understands the needs and desires of the receiver, and we need to do that right now.

We achieved something extraordinary in Puerto Rico, preparing more than 3 million meals as a small nonprofit, while the federal government and the giant charities struggled to get anything done. We overcame blocked roads and collapsed bridges, political opposition and bureaucratic red tape, supply bottlenecks and cash crunches. It was hot, sweaty, exhausting work. But it was also life-changing and inspiring, channeling our love to do something as simple as this: to feed the people.

Although each disaster is different and each one is complex, the priorities are simple. There is no recovery to manage, and no citizens to govern, if we cannot get water and food to the people. And yet, if you ask around—and believe me, I did—there is nobody, and no single organization, in charge of feeding the people. The experts tell me that everyone is in charge, but what I have seen is that means nobody is in charge. Food relief is not just a question of results and accountability. It is a moral necessity. As Tom Joad says in Steinbeck’s classic from the Great Depression, The Grapes of Wrath, “Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there.”

This is a story of our fight so hungry people could eat. We didn’t feed them as much as we wanted. But we were there, even though we were never supposed to be.







Epilogue

WE HAD ALMOST 3 MILLION REASONS TO GIVE THANKS. THREE MILLION meals prepared for hungry Puerto Ricans by so many chefs—from the island and the mainland—and no less than 20,000 volunteers working across twenty-four kitchens and seven food trucks. We wanted to say thank-you with a special Thanksgiving dinner—that uniquely American meal—for our cooks, our partners and as many volunteers as we could fit around several long tables inside a conference room at the Vivo Beach Club.

I introduced Eliomar Santana, from the church high up in the mountains of Naguabo, explaining how I heard about a pastor who wanted to cook and of course I would have said no, if anyone had asked me first. Now Eliomar had cooked tens of thousands of meals, and inspired us all. He said grace, giving thanks for us all, and we hugged.

I warned everyone to be careful. “Okay, I cut myself already,” I said, “so please only let someone cut the turkey if they know how to use a knife.”

I thanked as many chefs as I could name and all of those I couldn’t. I thanked our volunteers and our food suppliers, especially José Santiago. And I gave a huge thanks to José Enrique and his sister Karla for starting the whole story.

“You know what happened? We needed a restaurant and they gave us their restaurant,” I said. “We needed a car park, and he got us a car park. And we began cooking sancocho, the best sancocho in the history of mankind. And we began making sandwiches, the best sandwiches with mayo in the history of humankind. And then in the parking garage we began getting food trucks. And we began getting paella pans. Paella pans! A crazy guy called Manolo came from Miami wanting to cook rice. He and his team have done hundreds of thousands of arroz con pollo, day in and day out. Chefs For Puerto Rico were so many people, but we needed angels, and the angels we had were food trucks. They came to us and we didn’t have gasoline, but we traded gasoline for food. And that’s good because we were feeding people.”

Above all, I wanted to thank the people of Puerto Rico: all those struggling but selfless communities who told us there were others who needed our help more than they did.

“When you find people that generous, that’s when you really see the real beauty and meaning of the American phrase We the People. It’s not I the Person. That is the island of Puerto Rico. Thank you to Puerto Rico, thank you to the chefs for being part of this and for feeding so many people. Viva Puerto Rico. Puerto Rico se levanta!”

We finished the only way I knew how: with the loudest singing of our anthem:

Voy subiendo, voy bajando

Voy subiendo, voy bajando

Tu vives como yo vivo, yo vivo cocinando

Tu vives como yo vivo, yo vivo cocinando

You live like me, I live by cooking.

HOW DID A BUNCH OF CHEFS AND VOLUNTEERS ACHIEVE SO MUCH IN such a short time? Because we weren’t just a bunch of cooks with great knife skills and the ability to conjure up great flavors. Restaurants are complicated businesses, and a great chef needs to be a great manager—not just of people, but of orders, supplies and inventory. If you can’t get the management right, it doesn’t matter how good a chef you are: your restaurant will fail. Those skills, it turns out, are incredibly useful in a disaster zone. David Thomas, executive chef at my Bazaar restaurants, was a perfect example of the kind of logistical genius you need to run these relief operations. In his day job, he oversees four $10 million restaurants, managing daily orders of 10,000 or even 20,000 items. Still, Puerto Rico was something else. “The sheer volume of things coming in the door was crazy,” he said. “And Puerto Rico doesn’t have the most reliable food distribution services. Unreliability was a big challenge. Everybody wants to say, ‘Yes, no problem, we will get the order.’ But then it doesn’t show up, which means at some point there’s a complete hole in production, which can’t happen.”

Chefs understand how to create order out of chaos, just as they know how to control the fire to cook great meals. There were lots of moments when we didn’t know what to do in the early days. The conversation would go like this: What the fuck do we do next? Okay, let’s keep cooking. That’s a good plan!

Harvard Business Review ran an article recently about embracing complexity, citing the great example of an ant colony.1 Each ant works with local information, and has no big picture of what’s going on. It has no plan, and no obvious leadership, yet together the colony achieves incredible feats of organization and engineering. What we did was embrace complexity every single second. Not planning, not meeting, just improvising. The old school wants you to plan, but we needed to feed the people. We were sending food trucks to those who were fainting in line for food because it was two weeks after the hurricane and not even MREs had reached them. I didn’t call an expert in painting or the history of the ninth century. I called the experts on how you get food to the people in very little time and on very little budget: cooks and kitchens and suppliers.

If we had a plan, it was to be united to achieve as much as possible. With El Choli, we were the biggest restaurant in the world. Period. And if we put in all the kitchens and the food trucks, we were the biggest restaurant company built in the shortest amount of time. How many restaurant companies go from one restaurant to sixteen in less than two weeks, unfunded? Everyone kept saying we needed to have a plan, but we never organized. How many days are you going to organize when people are going hungry? People were eating roots. American citizens eating inedible roots. This was not a far-away country on another continent. This was American soil. That passion to help our fellow Americans was a big reason why we stayed united against the odds, and why we cooked for so many people.

HUNGER AND THIRST ARE HARD TO SEE, ESPECIALLY IN A DISASTER RECOVERY situation like Puerto Rico. You don’t even realize what the problems are until you go into the community and talk to people.

We gave them food that was prepared and cooked earlier the same day. We made it locally to bring economic activity back, paying chefs and hiring food trucks, to create the conditions so people could feed themselves. Along the way, we were restoring pride and creating the conditions so that law and order could return. People behave strangely when they are hungry: they will break into stores to steal food, and risk getting arrested or shot, if there is no other way to feed their families. That’s why my friends in Homeland Security Investigations told me that delivering our food made their job so much easier. It’s far better to approach someone with a sandwich than a gun, no matter if you’re carrying a gun anyway.

Governments and nonprofits exist to serve the people: What point is disaster relief if you don’t care for the people who need that relief? There can be no greater priority than food and water, even though FEMA officials told me otherwise. That’s why someone needs to be held to account for the delivery of food and water in a crisis: a food tsar who can cut through the bureaucracy to save and rebuild lives. We cannot leave this vital task to the elderly volunteers of the Southern Baptist Convention alone.

With food as a priority, we should go into any disaster area with a pre-prepared plan of action. We know where the hurricanes, tornadoes and earthquakes strike. We know there will be more of them as the climate continues to change before our eyes. And we know that the first few days after a catastrophe are critical in terms of food and water. We can stockpile supplies, identify kitchens, and alert relief workers to be on standby ahead of a predictable disaster like a hurricane. We can distribute emergency communications systems like satellite phones, in case the cell phone network goes down. We need emergency feeding teams ready to enter these disaster zones within twenty-four hours, just as we have search-and-rescue teams ready to pull people out of earthquake rubble. You don’t start work after the emergency happens. We need a network of Food First Responders, or FFRs.

No two areas are alike, and you can never plan for everything. But you need to prepare for some things when food is a priority. You need filters to purify whatever supplies of water you can find, instead of trying to ship giant numbers of plastic bottles. You need generators, especially for the big arenas. In the San Juan convention center, half of the kitchen didn’t work. People said it was a private business, but in an emergency it belongs to the people of Puerto Rico. In emergencies, cities should have the power to take back these giant kitchens temporarily, to serve the people. They should be feeding lots of people because the kitchens are big enough to do so. Education departments should have the power and budget to expand the cooking in their school kitchens, so they can serve their communities. Frankly, I’m amazed these plans are not in place already. With that kind of thinking, we could have taken care of the island with half of the people at FEMA.

We could also innovate around the delivery of food. Instead of buying and trashing millions of throwaway plates and cutlery, we could hand out reusable plates and cutlery at the start of a disaster. Believe me, people will take care of them if they know the emergency plate and cutlery guarantees them a hot meal the following day.

WHAT WENT WRONG WITH THE DISASTER RELIEF IN PUERTO RICO?

The simple answer is: most of it. When you see such epic failures, you realize these are systemic problems. The system failed from the top to the bottom, at every level of government, from federal agencies to nonprofit charities. That’s not because there were bad people with malicious intent. I said from the start: there were many good people trying to do good things. But their thinking and their organization was all wrong, and the results were not just inefficient, but deadly.

This isn’t just my view: the thoughts of a chef who didn’t complete high school. Refugees International made its own assessment of the disaster relief in Puerto Rico two months after the hurricane, in its first mission inside the United States in its thirty-eight-year history. Based on its huge international experience, it wanted to compare best practices overseas with what was going on in America. The conclusions, published at the time we were winding down our cooking, were shockingly bad.

“Our team encountered a response by federal and Puerto Rican authorities that was still largely uncoordinated and poorly implemented and that was prolonging the humanitarian emergency on the ground,” they said. “While food and bottled water are now widely available and hospitals and clinics back up and running, thousands of people still lack sustainable access to potable water and electricity and dry, safe places to sleep.”

The group recommended stronger leadership and coordination with local officials and community groups, much better information and communication, targeting the most vulnerable for urgent help, and applying international best practices for future disasters.

“Unfortunately, the response to the catastrophic disaster in Puerto Rico lacked the requisite leadership from the highest levels of the U.S. government necessary to support a more effective, timely response by FEMA,” they concluded. “The response remains poorly coordinated and lacks transparency. Disaster survivors continue to face horrendous living conditions and lack information on whether or when they will be assisted.”2

There is no substitute for leadership at the top, starting inside the White House, with the president of the United States.

But Trump’s obvious failures do not tell the full story. There is a kind of group thinking that leads to these systemic failures. After all, it’s not as if the government and NGO officials didn’t plan for a disaster, didn’t hold endless meetings and didn’t send long emails to giant contact lists. They tried hard, and they failed hard.

However, their attitudes were modeled on a top-down approach that was divorced from reality, and they were not alone in thinking that was the best way to deal with a disaster. Top-down approaches are favored in disaster zones but they are based on fear, and don’t succeed as a result. As Erik Auf der Heide, the disaster management expert, writes, “The unfounded belief that people in disasters will panic or become unusually dependent on authorities for help may be one reason why disaster planners and emergency authorities often rely on a ‘command-and-control’ model as the basis of their response . . . This model presumes that strong, central, paramilitary-like leadership can overcome the problems posed by a dysfunctional public suffering from the effects of a disaster . . . Authorities may develop elaborate plans outlining how they will direct disaster response, only to find that members of the public, unaware of these plans, have taken actions on their own.”3

As for the fear and anarchy, Puerto Rico demonstrated that those widespread expectations were entirely misplaced. Jorge Uribarri, the Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the first HSI team we partnered with, told us that his entire team of agents saw only one potentially dangerous situation during thousands of missions over many months. That was a single supermarket looting on the poor eastern tip of the island on the day the hurricane landed. Even then—in the most impoverished, worst-hit corners of the island—his agents saw no violence.

What works in a disaster is localized decision-making. That was clear from the contrast between the private and public sector responses to Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, as Atul Gawande points out. “I talk about Katrina because you saw two kinds of checklists in action,” he told a Harvard audience. “One is the kind of set of protocols that FEMA had in place, which was all about centralizing control. And in that instance where the protocols really dictated what people out at the periphery had to do, right down to their most nitty-gritty decisions, the thinking could not keep up with the scale of this disaster and its complexity. It just wasn’t something FEMA had dealt with before. And the result was total failure. People doing the equivalent of standing at the bridges saying, this water delivery isn’t on my list.

“By contrast, Walmart handled the situation by first telling their front-line managers in the stores, ‘This is a situation that’s beyond anything we’ve dealt with. You are all going to be working above your pay grade. We have a few key things that we need you to do, though. Number one, do everything you can to save people using your judgment about what is best. But second, communicate whatever you’re doing on a daily basis to us, at the center, in their command center, and also, to one another.’ Because if chaos wasn’t to develop in the ways that different stores were handling things, they needed communication. So they focused on communication. And as a result, really great ideas spread immensely quickly. The stores became the place that opened up three pharmacies to make sure that local residents had access to medications that were critical. They were the quickest in moving emergency equipment to fire and police, whatever they had available in the stores. And they got water into the city two days before FEMA did.

“It had to do with the idea that under situations of complexity, you want to distribute power out to the periphery as much as possible. But then, encourage those teams at the edges to understand the individuals are fallible. But teams of people are more likely to get the better results.”4

Even by the standards of top-down management, the government failed. The Pentagon—the epitome of a top-down organization—failed to do its normal job of pre-positioning assets ahead of Maria. After Hurricane Irma passed through, the defense chiefs sent their resources home rather than responding to Maria’s explosive threat. They didn’t even appoint an on-scene commander, Brigadier General Richard Kim, until ten days after the hurricane left Puerto Rico.5 When the military showed up in Puerto Rico, they were simply too little, too late. “We’re replaying a scene from Katrina,” said Army Lieutenant General Russel Honoré, the man who saved New Orleans in 2005. “We started moving about four days too late.”

It was no coincidence that Walmart was forced to throw out tons of food in Puerto Rico because the federal government failed to respond to its pleas for emergency fuel supplies to keep its food fresh. Pressure from Puerto Rican officials and members of Congress made no difference. FEMA simply chose to say and do nothing, even when Walmart executives said it would take weeks to replenish their supplies.6

The island’s government was not much more impactful. Leaders like Julia Keleher struggled to communicate with her own schools. The mayor of San Juan was more present on television than government headquarters. The governor seemed paralyzed by internal politics when it came to solving the water crisis for his own desperate people. They were so overwhelmed, by the disaster and by long-running challenges, that they could not lead effectively.

As for FEMA itself, the agency remained stuck in a state of denial, unable to see its own disastrous failures. Six months after Maria, Brock Long, the FEMA administrator, testified to members of Congress that the massive $156 million food contract with Tribute that failed was in fact no big deal. “Out of 2,000 contracts, only three were canceled,” he explained. “Tribute being one of them.” Long did not say how many large contracts his agency negotiated for feeding Puerto Rico, but it’s unlikely there were any bigger ones.

“The bottom line is my agency made a herculean effort to put food and water in every area,” he continued later in the same hearing. “It’s more complex, and it’s not going to move as fast, when you are talking about an island jurisdiction, and the airports are completely blown out and the ports are blown out.”7 FEMA’s “herculean effort” was news to any of us who were in fact putting food and water in all 78 municipalities. It was also plainly wrong to say the airports and ports were destroyed. Either Long was trying to deceive members of Congress or he was incredibly ignorant of the facts on the ground. Six months after the disaster, FEMA owed itself and the American people a better accounting of what went so catastrophically wrong in Puerto Rico.

The giant nonprofit sector suffered from similar failures. At their worst, they are as bureaucratic and political as the government, with an overriding mission of raising money to support their giant staff. They suffer from a savior complex, believing they know best how to govern the locals, rather than building up the local leaders and the local economy. Oxfam’s sex abuse in Haiti was the very worst example of that mind-set of cultural and personal superiority, combined with an immoral lack of human respect and decency.8

This is the moment to demand answers from the big NGOs. If we keep giving money to them without results, we are doomed to fail again. We have to challenge their thinking to have a return on our investment. As an American and as a citizen of the world, I felt let down by the lack of readiness and preparedness of the Red Cross and the Salvation Army in Puerto Rico. They could have done better, but instead it was just business as usual. It was disaster boredom. It was just another crisis.

After Hurricane Sandy, the failures of the top-down approach of the Red Cross were obvious to its own leaders.9 Richard Rieckenberg, one of the Red Cross heads of mass care, explained in a letter to the Red Cross vice president soon after the disaster, “As a matter of political expediency, we became committed to creating the illusion of providing mass care rather than the reality. At the level I was dealing with, this was done in a very deliberate and cynical manner. We became focused on making ‘the numbers look good’ and in ‘showing a presence.’ I was in an interesting position as the Mass Care Planner. I was not asked to plan. Rather, I had plans given to me which I was expected to endorse. Some were absurd.”10

Some of the smaller nonprofits are leading the way, accepting the need to change. Mercy Corps realized that cash, food and water filters were key in Puerto Rico. They coupled those insights with great intelligence about the facts on the ground of who needed help the most, and in what areas. “We can’t keep doing humanitarian aid the way we did in the 1990s in the Balkans with all the convoys of food,” said Javier Alvarez. “We have to tap into new resources, private business, universities and social media. It’s got to be much, much faster. We can’t be sitting on the problems.”

Even at the Red Cross, there are signs that change is coming. Brad Kieserman says it is his personal view that the organization needs to plan for disasters in a very different world. “If you are exchanging business cards at a time of a disaster, you’re too late,” he says. “You’ve got to be engaged beforehand. Do we as an emergency management community need to open the aperture further? We do. We are seeing a world in which the people are aging, the infrastructure is aging, the threats are becoming more aggressive and relentless. And I don’t think anybody can deny the number of significant weather events has increased in size and scope, but also frequency.” After all the floods, wildfires and hurricanes of the past year, Kieserman says these weather events are no longer outliers: “I don’t think those things are an anomaly. I think they are a bellwether. I also don’t think they are like what we’ve seen before on a regular basis. That’s an important distinction. So we’ve already begun to plan differently. Because the ways that we planned, and the frequency and intensity for which we planned, are no longer the reality we face.”

YES, WE NEED TO FOCUS ON THE LIBERATION OF THE RECEIVER. YES, WE need to meet the needs where they are. But I saw something profound change among the volunteers who worked so hard to feed an island. It was difficult work, for sure. Yet it was also one of the most fulfilling things they had ever done. Cooking changed them as much it changed the community. Making these meals renewed their values and identity: it reminded them who we are as Americans and what we stand for. In that sense, our country and our leaders would do well to reform disaster relief at home and internationally. We can find ourselves in these crises, as individuals and as a country.

This was a tough assignment for my team, separated from their families for a long time, sweating through the chaos of a tropical disaster zone. Our food relief operation was a huge challenge for each and every one of them. “It was emotionally and physically draining,” said David Thomas. Still, in the middle of this intense recovery effort, they experienced some of the biggest achievements of their lives in the relationships they built with one another. Thomas will never forget the first time he visited the church in Naguabo. “They are all doing this because they honestly, truly want to help,” he said. “It’s like SEAL Team 6 going into a wartime situation,” he explained. “Only these people can understand what we’re going through. We’re now friends for life.”

For our Puerto Rican chefs, the extreme challenges of the recovery helped restore their sense of hope in their communities. “I have new faith in people,” said Ricardo Rivera Badía of El Churry. “You see people here, and they’ve been here for weeks not getting paid. But they are as inspired and happy as the first day. They got engaged with the situation and empowered through it. They took it seriously and that definitely has created in me a new faith in people, to be candid. There are lots of stories of people we have offered money to and they have refused it because they are doing things from the bottom of their heart.”

There are also lots of people who were ready to quit the island but instead found their commitment reborn. Ginny Piñero, who managed our order-taking and organized us from our earliest days, said she found purpose in our food relief efforts. She had been planning to leave Puerto Rico before the hurricane hit, as her son was going to college on the mainland, and her career needed a new chapter. Then her life changed. “I feel tired, but I feel satisfied,” she said. “I feel complete.” She had spent much of the last year working on a doomed campaign for governor by David Bernier, helping to shape the candidate’s policies in the hope of serving as his representative on the island’s fiscal board. When she talked to him in the middle of our food relief operation, she told him how her life was going. “If you were the governor, I was going to be on the fiscal board,” she said. “I don’t have to deal with the fiscal board now. I have to deal with the whole island.” After her experience, she decided she needed to go into public service of some kind, like her great grandfather, who was governor of the island in the 1940s. “That is me,” she says. “That is who I am. This is my legacy to look after the people. It’s confirmed I need to make a whole turn in my career. I’m going to keep on working with non-profits.”

As for Puerto Rico, my friends don’t expect anything to come back until 2019. Even then, Puerto Rico needs much longer term help to restructure its debts and rebuild its infrastructure. “I just don’t see people coming and wanting to spend their hard-earned money immediately,” said Wilo Benet, one of our original Chefs For Puerto Rico, whose great Pikayo restaurant was closed with the rest of the Condado Plaza Hilton in San Juan. His staff scattered across the United States, in Texas, Florida and Illinois, and he was hoping to bring them back when the time was right. Like many others, he continued to pay some employees who needed help for as long as he could, even without a functioning business. “I’m looking forward to when we can get together again,” he said.

After the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, politicians liked to say they wanted to see nation-building at home. Well, Puerto Rico is home and it needs to be rebuilt. If we can find billions to do that in the Middle East and central Asia, we can surely do that on American soil in the Caribbean. Nobody should be talking about FEMA pulling out or the disaster being over within a few months of the hurricane. It wasn’t, and we were still cooking hot meals in Puerto Rico many months after we wound down our huge kitchens, when the recovery was supposed to be well under way. The line between disaster relief and poverty relief is blurred: the hunger of the elderly and the sick has been worsened by the economic collapse after Maria and the continued lack of clean water and reliable power. The latest estimates put the death toll in Puerto Rico at 4,645.11 That is more than the number of people who died in the terrorist attacks on 9/11, and more than double the death toll after Hurricane Katrina flooded New Orleans. The best way to honor those American lives is to rebuild the place they left behind.

THERE SADLY IS ALWAYS ANOTHER DISASTER AROUND THE CORNER. While most of my team was still in Puerto Rico, we watched from a distance as wildfires destroyed the beautiful wine country of Napa Valley. My friend Guy Fieri started cooking thousands of meals for evacuees and first responders, saying we were his inspiration. “If this guy is able to go to a city that doesn’t have power, doesn’t have running water, and he’s able to start feeding thousands of people, we gotta figure this out,” the chef told a local radio station.12

In turn, when we saw the wildfires in Southern California in early December, we knew we had to get back in the kitchen. I called Nate and he said he was on the way before I even asked him to go. Working with my mentor Robert Egger at his new community operation, L.A. Kitchen, we began to build a new team of ten chefs under Jason Collis of Plated Events, and Tim Kilcoyne of Scratch in Ventura. Partnered with the Red Cross, we cooked fifty thousand meals for first responders in December and January, first for the wildfires and then the mudslides. Chef David Chang of Momofuku fame dropped by to help cook as the word spread about what we were doing. Our California operations demonstrated how this new model of food relief can work across different places and crises, as long as you are ready to adapt and work with local experts and partners.

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. Imagine what we could do with the right technology: with digital maps showing in real time where food is needed and getting delivered. Imagine if we could do the same with medicines, seeing where drugs are stored and needed, like a digital pharmacy.

Our greatest achievement was not that we did all this. It’s that we were able to grow from an organization that wasn’t supposed to be there, to an organization that had better intelligence, supplies and purpose than the people who claimed they were experts. Now is the time for those disaster experts to work with the food experts to build a new model of disaster relief that is effective and efficient, driven by the right priorities.

That wasn’t what we set out to do. We didn’t want to fight with the bureaucracy or restructure government. All we wanted to do was to feed the people. But when you start with a simple goal, you learn you can achieve the impossible.

You discover, before long, that you can actually feed an island.
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