Hurricane Maria’s Death Toll in Puerto Rico Rises to 2,975
By Vann R. Newkirk II
Aug. 28, 2018 – A new, definitive study from George Washington University finds that almost 3,000 people lost their lives in Puerto Rico from Hurricane Maria.  It highlights the government’s failures before and after the storm.
The grisly business of counting the dead after a natural disaster would seem to be a straightforward one.  There is a certain number of people alive before the event, and there is a certain number after.  Subtraction should yield a figure similar to the number of death certificates issued, and the number of loved ones families claim have been lost.  That total, a composite of incalculable amounts of personal and familial grief, is how people make rough estimates of a disaster’s magnitude and scope.
As the past year of pain and uncertainty in Puerto Rico can attest, in reality, this accounting isn’t so easy.  2 major studies of mortality—and several additional estimates—have contained wildly different numbers.  Their differences have only inflamed a debate over accountability and lapses in communication.  They’ve also underscored the collapse of official systems and the disastrous response by multiple levels of government.  The very act of counting the dead has transformed from a tragic, but standard, task of government to a months-long bureaucratic nightmare that has indicted deficiencies in both Puerto Rico and Washington.
Now, the definitive estimate that researchers, policy makers, and aggrieved loved ones have been waiting for has finally arrived.  On Tuesday, researchers from the George Washington University Milken Institute School of Public Health released a series of studies on Hurricane Maria’s impact in Puerto Rico.  The mortality study, completed at the official request of Puerto Rican Governor Ricardo Rosselló and administered in conjunction with the University of Puerto Rico, analyzed official Puerto Rican vital statistics.  It found that the hurricane resulted in 2,975 excess deaths, from its landfall in September 2017 to February 2018.  2 complementary studies in the same report illustrate major deficiencies in the island’s disaster communications, as well as a mass confusion among health professionals over how to complete death certificates after the storm.
The big number is the one that will elicit the most media response from the study.  Almost 3,000 people were killed by Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico.  The total, which was estimated using a full government-supplied data set and a complex model, will likely be cited as the most reliable account of the death toll.  It is presented in a similar way to previous estimates.  As in other studies, the GW researchers essentially modeled what the death rate in Puerto Rico would’ve looked like if Maria hadn’t hit, then used that number from September to the following February as a baseline.  The estimate of real-life deaths above that baseline are the “excess deaths” estimated throughout that period.  The 95% confidence interval, or the range in which researchers can reasonably expect the precise total to fall, is from 2,658 to 3,290 dead.  Any of these numbers—from the low to the high end—would make Hurricane Maria one of the most massive disasters of any kind in modern American history.
But the report is as interested in the genesis of that number as in the death toll itself.  As opposed to an influential investigation from Harvard researchers earlier in the summer, which estimated more than 4,000 deaths but had a wide confidence interval, this study used official death certificates from Puerto Rico’s health department.  As opposed to a study of administrative data posted earlier this month, which reported 1,139 deaths from September to December, this effort also modeled the staggering amount of migration triggered by Maria—almost 1/10 of the population of Puerto Rico left in the aftermath of the storm—and registered continued spikes in deaths through February.
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