Extending federal benefits solves – SSI, SNAP, and Medicare benefits would alleviate poverty and improve disaster reslience. 
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Often forgotten on the mainland, the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico is the largest United States territory and home to over 3.1 million residents.1 Although residents of Puerto Rico have enjoyed naturalized U.S. citizenship for over 100 years,2 the federal government has yet to grant them equal treatment. Puerto Rico's residents cannot vote in federal elections, nor do they have representation in Congress.3 The federal government also limits, and in some cases entirely precludes, funding allotments to Puerto Rico for many federal public benefits programs that make up the U.S. "social safety net." 4 These programs, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), are essential to those with low incomes, the elderly, individuals with disabilities, and families with dependent children.5 Puerto Rico has faced over a decade of economic downturn. It has high poverty and unemployment rates and low labor participation rates. Puerto Rico has been marred by public debt, political corruption, mismanagement, national disasters, and inadequate federal assistance. The U.S. entered the Great Recession in December 2007 and recovered by June 2009.6 In contrast, Puerto Rico's recession began in 2006 but never fully ended.7 By 2016, the island's $72 billion debt crisis led the federal government to establish The Financial Oversight and Management Board for Puerto Rico (Oversight Board), to manage the restructuring of Puerto Rico's debt and fiscal planning.' In September 2017, the island was devastated by Hurricanes Irma and Maria, which wiped out the island's electric grid, washed out roadways and bridges, and damaged buildings and residences. 9 The damage to the power grid from Hurricane Maria led to the largest blackout in U.S. history and the second largest in the world.10 Specifically, Puerto Ricans were left without electricity in the midst of the Caribbean heat, causing already limited food to spoil, water pumps to fail, and medical equipment, such as dialysis machines, to be unusable." Power was finally restored to the whole island after 328 days, but the infrastructure remains vulnerable to this day.12 Hurricane Maria wiped out 80% of the crop value in Puerto Rico, leading to an estimated $780 million loss in agriculture yields.13 The Hurricane's devastation also triggered increased outmigration from Puerto Rico to the mainland U.S., creating lasting effects on the island's ability to recover that are felt today.14 In 2018 alone, approximately 133,500 Puerto Rican residents left the island, up 36.9% from 2017.15 In short, the economic downturn in Puerto Rico has been exacerbated by natural disasters. Many of the island's residents need government assistance. Even as Americans, Puerto Rican residents are excluded from federal programs created for Americans in need: Supplemental Security Income (SSI), SNAP, and Medicare Part D Low-Income Subsidy (LIS). 16 On April 10, 2020, the First Circuit held that the categorical exclusion of otherwise eligible Puerto Rican residents from SSI violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fifth Amendment, finding eligibility based on the differentiation in status not to be rationally related to a legitimate government interest. 17 The ruling in Vaello-Madero guided much of the District Court of Puerto Rico's analysis in Martinez, which looked not only at Puerto Rico's access to SSI, but also its access to SNAP and Medicare Part DLIS benefits.18 In Pena-Martinez,the Court held it was unconstitutional discrimination to deny eligible residents of Puerto Rico access to SSI, SNAP, and LIS benefits solely due to their residency in Puerto Rico. 19 The District Court declared, "[T]o be blunt, the federal government discriminates against Americans who live in Puerto Rico."20 While both decisions are major victories for Puerto Rican residents, the U.S. government's appeals in Vaello-Madero and Pena-Martinezare pending before the U.S. Supreme Court and the First Circuit, respectively. Although restricted access to federal benefits is not the root cause of economic disparity on the island, it has exacerbated the conditions of poverty and hindered its economic recovery. If Puerto Rico is granted the same access to federal funding and federal public benefit programs as states in the mainland are, there would be improved disaster planning, a quicker response for disaster relief, and an increase in economic assistance and work training resources that could bring Puerto Rican residents out of poverty. This paper examines the limited access Puerto Rico's residents have to federal benefits such as SNAP, SSI, and Federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to determine how these limitations have exacerbated the high poverty rate in Puerto Rico and impacted post- Hurricane Maria relief efforts on the island. Part II briefly discusses the poverty statistics in Puerto Rico pre- and post- Hurricane Maria. Next, Part III identifies the differences between federal public benefits programs implemented in Puerto Rico and the contiguous U.S. Finally, Part IV analyzes how implementing SNAP, Federal EITC, or statehood would improve the economic recovery of the island. 
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