
A locally led drone response becomes a 
blueprint for future disasters
Hurricane Melissa Drone Response in Jamaica

When Hurricane Melissa struck Jamaica in October 2025, a 
Twilio-supported Collaborative Learning Project pivoted from 
a community resilience pilot to a national disaster response. 
Jamaica Flying Labs brought together government agencies, 
local drone pilots, and global technology partners to produce 
high-resolution information for response and recovery, while 
documenting the system so it could be replicated in future 
emergencies. The response was led locally, with international 
organizations providing technical capacity and surge support 
rather than replacing Jamaican leadership.
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Local leadership proved it can scale

When Hurricane Melissa changed the 
project’s direction, Jamaica Flying Labs 
was able to move from a community 
pilot to supporting a coordinated national 
response. Global partners expanded the 
capacity available, but the response 
remained grounded in local leadership, 
relationships, and knowledge of the 
country.

A crisis became a reusable 
capability

The project did more than respond to one 
emergency. The collaborative experience 
was translated into a Blueprint that 
captured the partnerships, roles, workflows, 
and infrastructure needed for locally led 
drone responses. The MVP version of this 
Blueprint can now evolve into a more 
solid version that can strengthen future 
emergencies in Jamaica and be replicated 
across the Caribbean and beyond.

The core learning: preparedness 
begins before a disaster 

The experience showed that access to 
drones and technology is not enough. 
Trusted relationships, clear responsibilities, 
prepared workflows, and systems capable 
of handling large volumes of data 
determines whether information can reach 
decision-makers when it matters.

What collaboration helped unlock

Discover the details:
•	 The Power of Collaboration: Story and Video
•	 Collaborative Storymap
•	 Lessons Learned: Story and Video
•	 Starting out the response: Story and Video
•	 Newsroom Story published by Esri
•	 Drones for Disaster Response Solution Space
•	 Winner of the 2026 Esri Special Achievement in GIS 

(SAG) Award

“
“

This was the first time a local nonprofit partnered with Jamaican government 
agencies to coordinate the country’s national drone-mapping disaster response.

– Dr. Valrie Grant, Managing Director, Jamaica Flying Labs

Outputs Outcomes Short Term Impact Mid/Long Term Impact

The initiative created the 
following data products and 
outputs:

•	 High-resolution orthomosaics 
and Digital Surface Models

•	 Base data layers for AI-enabled 
data analysis, creating flood 
models, building footprints and 
automated damage detection

•	 MVP of a virtual coordination 
and collaboration 
mechanism integrating tools, 
workflows, roles, SOPs and 
data governance protocols

These outputs allowed for the 
following actionable outcomes:

•	 Identified and prioritized 
areas requiring immediate 
attention

•	 Assessed and documented 
access challenges affecting 
impacted communities

•	 Restoration priorities and 
affected service areas 
for telecommunications, 
electricity and water 
authorities

•	 Identified locations requiring 
solid waste management and 
debris removal interventions

•	 Initial estimation of damages 
and losses to support 
recovery planning and 
decision-making

A common national geospatial 
vision helped align institutions 
around the use of trusted, 
interoperable data, reducing 
friction during crises and 
enabling faster, more informed 
decisions. Leadership played 
a critical role in legitimizing 
geospatial information as part of 
national infrastructure, ensuring 
that data was not only collected, 
but transformed into foresight, 
coordination, and timely action. 
By processing imagery into 
actionable products, captured 
data became practical 
decision support for emergency 
stakeholders. Its integration 
into national dashboards and 
repositories further improved 
interoperability across ministries 
and enabled decision-ready 
insights before and during 
emergency response efforts.

Demonstrate how locally led 
expertise can be reinforced by 
a global network and partner 
ecosystem, and be transformed 
into a scalable and replicable 
approach (blueprint) for future 
disasters in the Caribbean 
region, and beyond.

Collaboration in action: 27 local, regional and global 
organizations contributed to the response, all coordinated 
through the virtual coordination and collaboration mechanism 
created within 48 hours by Jamaica Flying Labs, WeRobotics, Esri 
and NERGIST. 

In addition, 26 individual local and international drone pilots 
joined the response for the drone data acquisition. 

https://werobotics.org/blog/the-power-of-collaboration-in-the-wake-of-hurricane-melissa
https://youtu.be/TXdgcaizaT8?si=3yE93ttJs38g9LaI
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/74039498438f40168723683c2266e2c0
https://werobotics.org/blog/what-we-learned-from-our-drone-response-to-hurricane-melissa
https://youtu.be/PGXybvGNy48?si=JvJ8aP6pQMqZvlGI
https://werobotics.org/blog/a-locally-led-globally-supported-drone-response-to-hurricane-melissa-in-jamaica
https://youtu.be/PggNomH6BUI?si=V5PdaHgJUpd-EGxK
https://www.esri.com/about/newsroom/blog/jamaica-flying-labs-hurricane-drone-response
https://werobotics.org/spaces/drones-for-major-disaster-response
https://events.esri.com/conference/sagList/index.cfm?fa=Photo&SID=10277
https://events.esri.com/conference/sagList/index.cfm?fa=Photo&SID=10277

