Wnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

October 19, 2017

The Honorable Elaine C. Duke

Acting Secretary

U.S. Department of Homeland Security
Washington, DC 20528

Dear Acting Secretary Duke:

We write to express our concern about the accuracy of the fatality count in Puerto Rico due to
Hurricane Maria. An accurate death toll is important for understanding the true severity of the
situation on the ground, for recognizing potential problems and vulnerabilities, for assessing the
quality of the disaster response so far, and for setting policy going forward. Unfortunately, we
have reason to believe the total might be understated. We urge you to take steps to ensure the
correct current fatality count and to maintain its accuracy in the future.

Hurricane Maria is a tragedy that has already claimed dozens of lives in Puerto Rico. As of
today, the official death count is 48." But there are numerous worrying signs that the actual total
is significantly higher:

e Hospital morgues are reportedly full.?

e Puerto Rico’s Institute of Forensic Sciences contained hundreds of corpses, though news
reports were unclear on how many of those were hurricane-related fatalities.?

e One hospital administrator alone reported 49 deaths after Hurricane Maria.*
o In the three days after the storm, the fatality rate in one region was twice the norm.’

e One comprehensive compilation—which also collected the reports above—found that
there have been numerous credible cases of more deaths caused by the hurricane than are
officially tallied. This analysis states, “News reports cite the deaths of more than 450
additional people since the hurricane, and 69 people have been reported missing.”
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Representatives Nydia Velazquez and Bennie Thompson have already brought this discrepancy
to your attention. They wrote that “these numbers call into question the veracity of official
government death counts,” and called for “complete transparency from all entities working on
this unraveling humanitarian crisis.”” We echo our House colleagues’ concern and their call for
transparency.

The aftermath of the hurricane continues to pose a mortal danger to many people on Puerto Rico.
Water contamination is suspected to have led to deaths and cases of leptospirosis.® There are
concerns about dengue, chikungunya, and Zika.” Puerto Ricans have been obtaining water from
a contaminated Superfund site."’

The need for an accurate death toll is especially important because President Trump seems to be
using the number of fatalities to determine the quality of the disaster response. “Sixteen people
certified,” he said of the death count during his visit to Puerto Rico. “Sixteen versus literally
thousands of people. You can be very proud.” He said this shortly after referring to “a real
catastrophe like Katrina.”'" Given President Trump’s recent threat to withdraw relief workers
from Puerto Rico,'? it is crucial that he and the public not receive erroneously low fatality totals.

We urge you to provide all necessary resources to confirm that storm-related deaths are being
counted correctly, to ensure that there is sufficient cooperation with local authorities to obtain
accurate information, to verify that the methodology for calculating fatalities in Puerto Rico
accords with best practices and does not undercount, and to report back to us on when you will
be able to provide an accurate total.

Sincerely,

Chhdii.

Elizableth Warren Edward J. Markey
United States Senator United States Senator
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