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In September 2017, Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico just 
days after Hurricane Irma had also struck the Island. That changed 
everything for the Puerto Rico Tourism Company. Their summer 
2017 marketing campaign leveraging Latin singer Luis Fonsi’s hit 
song ‘Despacito’ was completely derailed, replaced by round-
the-clock efforts to guide the destination through a humanitarian 
crisis. The team were challenged to develop and execute a plan 
for bringing tourists back to the Island, while being sensitive to the 
larger issues at stake.  Puerto Rico remained resilient, and the spirit 
and strength of its people proved unbreakable. But there was no 
getting around the natural disaster people had watched unfold on 
their television screens. The idea was to let tourists be part of an 
inspirational story: the recovery of Puerto Rico. Not only was the 
Island open for business,but traveling to Puerto Rico came with a 
profound sense of purpose. 

Puerto Rico had not experienced an event of this magnitude 
in its modern history. Over fifty percent of travelers said media 

coverage of the 
natural disasters 
had negatively 
impacted their view 
of the Island. In the 
aftermath of Hurricane 
Maria, the team had 
to communicate the 
steady, fast-paced 
recovery of the Island 
in a realistic, believable 
way & turn around the 
perception that Puerto 
Rico was not ready to 
welcome travelers.

The strategy was to target socially conscious consumers who are 
motivated to make a difference through their travel spending and 
convince them that the best way to help Puerto Rico is by visiting 
the Island – positioning tourism as a powerful tool for economic 
development. The team had to de-bunk myths about the Island’s 
status by harnessing trusted influencers, aggressively promoting 
recovery milestones, and validating the destination with third party 
accolades. A series of Rebuild Days were held at popular tourist 
attractions where travelers could help restore beaches, cave 
systems and more. A simultaneous “seeing is believing” strategy 
enlisted top travel influencers to join these Rebuild Days and show 
their millions of followers the Island’s path to recovery first-hand. 
The island was declared “Open for Tourism” before the holiday 
season, and had Forbes’ #1 Travel Influencer of 2017, The Points 
Guy (Brian Kelly), deliver the message as part of his first-ever staff 
trip to Puerto Rico. Working closely with the Caribbean Travel 
Marketplace (CTM) organization to keep their highly influential 
travel conference in San Juan in late January, Puerto Rico hosted 
multiple FAM trips with media and influencers tied to major events 
returning to the Island. On the heels of a breakthrough Easter 
and Passover weekend, the six-month post-Maria milestone was 
marked by providing positive new images of the Island to travel, 
lifestyle and hard news media, countering the negative coverage 
anticipated by the anniversary rehash. 

Puerto Rico was put back on the map as a tourism destination in 
record time. Research from the World Travel and Tourism Council 
shows that travelers normally stay away from a destination after a 
natural disaster for up to 23.8 month, but by the 6-month mark, many 
properties on the Island were hitting close to 100% occupancy levels. 
The campaign secured 1,470,879,000 social media impressions 
from potential travelers, with many taking their cues from the 
travel and lifestyle influencers on the ground in Puerto Rico. l
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