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Lone member of Task Force 3 is hoping to come home  

from Puerto Rico at some point – But not yet!  
There’s more work to do 

 
Today, as conditions continue to deteriorate in Puerto Rico, the lone member of California Task 
Force 3 (CA-TF3), one of the Bay Area’s Urban Search and Rescue Team located in Menlo Park, 
got word that he won’t be leaving Puerto Rico again, anytime soon. 
 
While 16 Team members responded to Hurricane Harvey in Texas and 82 responded to 
Hurricane Irma in Florida, all but one, Carl Levon Kustin, have returned home. Kustin was 
deployed 20 days ago to Puerto Rico as part of a FEMA Incident Support Team which helps 
manage the 28 National Urban Search and Rescue Task Forces. His job is to interface with local 
responders to better understand their search and rescue needs and to conduct field 
reconnaissance, typically by air, to determine target areas for Task Force mission assignments 
based upon damage assessments and to save lives.  
 
Carl was deployed for Hurricane Irma and was based out of Puerto Rico conducting Search and 
Rescue operations to places like Saint Thomas and other Islands. Once those operations were 
completed, he was scheduled to come home until Hurricane Maria appeared to gain strength and 
then headed directly for Puerto Rico. His orders were changed, and he along with over 276 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)  Urban Search and Rescue Task Force 
members from across the Country were told to shelter in place in the Intercontinental Hotel so 
they could be immediately deployed directly after the Hurricane had passed. 
 
On Sunday (September 24th) he wrote an update to the Team “Sorry for not being able to get this 
to you sooner, but things got pretty interesting riding the storm out. We registered sustained 
winds at our hotel of 140 mph, with gusts up to 165 mph. The hotel sustained significant water 
intrusion due to failure of glass windows and doors (rated for up to 150 mph) roof failure 
regarding water, but no significant structural damage. We evacuated all personnel to pre-staged 
stairwell safe zones at 0450 hrs Wednesday Morning, to ride things out. I was assigned with the 
first group to leave the hotel on Thursday to conduct an exterior damage assessment, and 
conduct a priority search for ESF13 personnel. We had to cut our way out of the Hotel front 



entrance just to get to a couple of pre-staged vehicles.” 
 
On Monday he followed up with another update and wrote “Since then, and presently we have 
performed Recon missions for all 6 islands, Search and Rescue Ops for St. Croix, Vieques, and 
Puerto Rico. We are finishing ops on St. Croix, Air Ops for targeted searches on the islands of 
Culebra and Vieques, and have been working three Divisions on Puerto Rico (That sustained the 
most significant damage from Hurricane Maria with a population of 3.5 Million. I am presently 
working as the Division Grp/Sup of the East Division and are bringing up to speed the new 
Branch Director for Puerto Rico, and the new Division Group Supervisors.” 
 

 
 
Photo Credit – FEMA CA-TF3 – Carl Kustin receiving coordinates for an alternate 
landing zone on the other side of the washout for medical evacuation option. 
 
Today he wrote “The teams are performing to a level that would make everyone proud. Some 
personnel are on their 3rd Hurricane assignment, and continue to work at a nonstop pace. 
Yesterday I was on a Recon Flight when we were finally able to access some of the interior 
mountain range of Puerto Rico. This has been hampered by weather conditions and available air 
assets. Within 5 minutes in the upper mountain range we found a gathering of people signaling 
for help near a washed out bridge. Our pilot was able to insert us close by, we were able to spike 
in to a neighborhood of approximately 16 people. We were able to address their medical needs 
and to relay their current status to the IMAT. There are still hundreds of these areas yet to be 
assessed.  

 



 
 
Photo Credit – FEMA CA-TF3 – People cut off and trapped in the upper Mountain ranges 
of Puerto Rico 
 

 
 

Photo Credit – FEMA CA-TF3 - On the way back from the same Recon mission the team 
extricated a critically ill patient from the island of Vieques’” 
 
Kustin has been working with 276 other FEMA Task Force members from Sacramento and 
Riverside California, along with Task Forces from Florida, New York, Texas, Virginia and 
Massachusetts. 
 
He was scheduled to be demobilized today (Tuesday) but as conditions have continued to 
deteriorate, he along with others are being tasked to continue their important work until 
reinforcements and replacement personnel can arrive and be brought up to speed.  
 



Carl Levon Kustin is a retired Battalion Chief formerly with San Mateo City Fire Department and 
is a founding member of California Task Force 3, sponsored by the Menlo Park Fire Protection 
District but supported by 16 other private firms and Fire Agencies from San Jose to San 
Francisco to Monterey along with a very dedicated group of civilian professional like doctors, 
structural engineers, search dog handlers, heavy equipment operators, communications and 
information specialists, hazardous material specialists to name few. 
 
Menlo Park Fire District Chief Harold Schapelhouman said “I’ve known Carl for over 30 years, 
we first met playing soccer on the same team in the Firefighter Olympics where we both had our 
noses broken in the same game! We’ve been close ever since and that bond has only grown 
working as rescue trainers together and more importantly building Task Force 3 from the ground 
up and being deployed together to Hurricanes Iniki, Katrina, the Oklahoma City Bombing, and 
World Trade Center collapse. I’m speaking from firsthand experience and can honestly tell you 
that Carl is a very dedicated, determined, and extremely skilled and most importantly humble 
professional rescuer. He is a capable and confident manager and a compassionate leader who can 
immediately put people at ease but also drill down to a task level almost effortlessly. Essentially, 
he’s is a Swiss Army Knife, meaning he’s one of our most talented and versatile members who’s 
exactly where he needs to be given the terrible circumstances and challenging conditions”. 
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