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Frequently Asked Questions about New Orleans, Hurricane Katrina, and Disaster Relief
In the aftermath of Katrina, many visitors and locals alike were confounded by what had happened along the Gulf Coast.  Recovery seemed to be an impossible task, and New Orleanians were scattered across the country.  Throughout the following months, we received many questions from media, tour participants, and folks from across the nation, wanting to know the conditions and progress being made on the ground.  Our hope is to educate others about the size, scope, and cause of the devastation from Katrina as well as to foster an open and honest dialogue about the recovery.  Catholic Charities continues to play a major role in the Katrina recovery; because of the lessons learned from Katrina, we have the expertise and flexibility to be an efficient responder in times of crisis.  
Q:
“Were there differences between the devastation along Mississippi’s coast and the flooding in New Orleans?”
A:
Yes. Mississippi bore the brunt of Katrina’s storm surge.  The catastrophic damage was directly from the hurricane – a true natural disaster.

In New Orleans, the destruction was of a different kind.  Tulane and Xavier Universities’ Center for Bioenvironmental Research has found that over half of the city’s land is at or above sea level.  80% of the city was flooded, not because Katrina hit directly, but because of catastrophic levee failure. The Army Corps of Engineers built poorly-designed and poorly-maintained levees that were never fully funded or even built to the original faulty specifications.  This has been well-documented and the Corps’ own reports admit their fault in the flooding (“Katrina Report Blames Levees,” CBS News, 7/1/06).

Q:
“But hasn’t Congress sent New Orleans $116 billion in recovery money?  What about private donations?  Where did all that money go?”

A:
Congress appropriated $116 billion for the hurricane-affected region of the Gulf Coast, including New Orleans.  However, damage estimates for Katrina and Rita range from $150 billion to $200 billion, more than twice the damage of Hurricane Andrew, the Northridge Earthquake, and 9-11 combined.  $75 billion of the funds were allocated for immediate post-storm relief, such as debris removal and temporary trailers.  That leaves $41 billion for long-term recovery and reconstruction, including projects such as school and road repair.  That $41 billion is an appropriation – not all of which has been allocated to specific projects by Congress.

Secretary Janet Napolitano (Homeland Security) and Secretary Shaun Donovan (Housing and Urban Development) toured New Orleans on March 5, 2009, and announced several deadline extensions for supportive housing programs.  They also announced dispute resolution teams to speed the release the $4 billion (of $6 billion) in unspent funds. (HUD press release, 3/5/09, www.hud.gov/news; USA Today, “$3.9B in hurricane aid still unspent, 2/9/09)

Philanthropic giving has far outpaced previous disasters – more than double the amount given after 9-11.  This table shows just how much of a gap exists between the unprecedented damage level, and the funding allocated for rebuilding, measured in the billions of dollars.  (Courtesy of Allison Plyer & the Greater New Orleans Community Data Center, www.gnocdc.org)
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Q:
“Why didn’t people evacuate in advance of Katrina?”

A:
Approximately 1 million people evacuated the Greater New Orleans region ahead of Katrina’s landfall, a major undertaking and the most successful evacuation until Hurricane Gustav in 2008, where almost 2 million evacuated.  For Katrina, 150,000 residents, mostly poor and disabled, were unable to leave.  To evacuate, you need three things: a working vehicle that can sit for over 8 hours in bumper-to-bumper traffic, cash, and a destination.  The region had warning before Gustav, but Katrina arrived rather unexpectedly – it grew in size and changed course for Louisiana only two days before it made landfall.  Additionally, the storm’s arrival at the end of the month meant that people living on fixed income, like the elderly and disabled, had little or no spare cash.  Many residents had also never evacuated before, or never even left the city itself.  They had faith in the levees, no money with which to leave, and no place to go.

Evacuation is a very costly decision.  The decision to leave behind one’s home and possessions is incredibly stressful.  Travel times during evacuations are often three or four times longer than normal – consider a hypothetical trip to Birmingham, Alabama.  Usually a five hour drive, during an evacuation, it could take as long as 20 hours.  Gas is scarce along evacuation routes, so many drivers forego their car’s A/C to conserve.  When a mandatory evacuation order is issued, people must choose between safety from the storm and paying rent, bills, or tuition.  Here are some conservative budget estimates to evacuate three people and one car to Birmingham:
	Gas
	· vehicle getting 14 mpg

· 2 fill-ups at $100 each
	$200

	Hotel
	· 4 nights at $99/night
	$400

	Meals
	· $25/person per day
	$300

	Restock Refrigerator
	· At least $50/person
	$150-$200

	TOTAL
	(without taxes, fees, incidentals, lost wages)
	$1,100



Many people who evacuated in advance of Hurricane Gustav faced eviction or utility disconnect notices when they returned home, compounded by a week’s worth of lost wages.  Catholic Charities helped over 500 people with disconnect notices in the two weeks after Gustav.
Q:
“What is the Road Home program?  Between Road Home and private insurance, shouldn’t that cover everyone’s losses?”

A:
The Road Home program, a mechanism for the state of Louisiana to distribute federal recovery funds for home reconstruction, has been slow and underfunded.  Many people whose homeowners and flood policies didn’t cover all their damage applied for additional funds from the state through the Road Home program, increasing the number of expected applications.  Much of this was because the insurance companies in the area underpaid claims from wind damage and simultaneously overestimated damage from the flooding, pushing responsibility for payouts onto the flood insurance program run by the federal government (New York Times, “Insurers Bear Brunt of Anger in New Orleans,” 9/7/07).  Since most people had smaller limits on their flood insurance payout, expecting that the federally-built levees were of sound construction as promised, they have been left with less money than they need to rebuild an entire home.  As of March 9, 2009, the program’s statistics are sobering.
Eligible Applications:
  

152,481
Closings:
  


123,032
Amount of Awards Dispersed:   
$7.8 billion
Average award:      


$63,637
While the average grant size looks like a sizeable sum, this has not been enough for many residents.  Prices for materials such as copper, crucial for construction costs, have skyrocketed.  Staples like gas, food, and rent have increased in price.  Many residents relying on the Road Home are now forced to obtain new mortgages in the midst of a financial meltdown, often while nearing retirement, and having seen their savings vanish in the recent recession.  The crunch is real and painful.
Q:
“With all those financial hurdles, how many residents have been able to return to New Orleans since Katrina?”

A:
As of December 2008, using US Postal Service estimates, 73.7% of New Orleans’ pre-storm population is actively receiving mail.  This puts the population estimate over 300,000 people.  In addition, many new residents, especially young professionals, are moving to the city because of the opportunity to affect change in the recovery effort.  According to the Times-Picayune (8/19/07), “the influx is by no means massive, [but] it is substantial enough that experts cite plenty of anecdotal evidence that New Orleans, cast nationally as a place where many residents have not returned and others are still mulling whether to leave, is quietly attracting young people drawn by a sense of purpose.”

While it’s been over three years since the hurricanes, over 1,000 FEMA trailers are still in use in New Orleans, and about 28,000 families are using supportive housing vouchers nationwide.  The number one reason that out-of-state evacuees cite for not being able to return home is the cost of moving.  

Q:
“Why is the recovery going so slowly?”

A:
The hurricane and subsequent levee failures comprise the costliest national disaster to hit American soil.  The recovery will take years – not only were people forced out of their homes, but every part of the city’s infrastructure was damaged or destroyed.  This includes everything: schools, hospitals, police stations, buses and streetcars, hotels, community centers, parks, grocery stores, and more.  Restoring these services while helping people move back into their homes has been, and continues to be, a mission of unprecedented scale.

Some of the city’s residents returned as soon as possible and began rebuilding without knowing whether they would have the support of their government.  However, many others have had to wait: wait for the Corps of Engineers to put out new flood maps, wait for the insurance companies to announce premium hikes, cancellations, or refusals to write new policies, wait for the city to turn on water to their neighborhood, wait for post-storm rents to stabilize.  Every step of the way has been arduous, because of the scale of devastation.  Luckily, we have had thousands of volunteers from all over the world come to help us in our time of need.  Without our volunteer champions, many residents would not have been able to return.  Catholic Charities alone has had over 20,000 volunteers give their time and talents to the recovery efforts. 
Q:
“What is the status of health care in the city?”
A:
New Orleans has struggled to rebuild its medical infrastructure to meet the changing needs of its returning residents.  

· The main hospital for the poor and uninsured, Charity Hospital, has not reopened.
· Louisiana is ranked last in a state-by-state survey by the United Health Foundation for 2008, in part because of its high rates of obesity, infant mortality, preventable hospitalizations, and cancer death rates.
· About 3 in 20 adults report a diagnosis of depression or post-traumatic stress disorder (Kaiser Family Foundation).

· Louisiana has the largest percentage of population without access to primary care of any state in the US.  (Congressional Quarterly, 2008)
Health care companies, state government, and nonprofits are working together to improve health care delivery through community-based clinics.  Clinics deliver primary care, physical and mental, to a neighborhood; this alleviates the overwhelming burden on the city’s emergency rooms and prevents future acute crises for patients.  In 2008, Catholic Charities began development of the New Orleans Faith Health Alliance (NOFHA), a clinic for the working uninsured, modeled after the very successful Memphis Church Health Center.  NOFHA is now an affiliated, independent organization, and will open its doors soon.
Q:
“Is the housing situation stable?”
A:
 Housing is one of the biggest issues in New Orleans today.  New Orleans has had, historically, a higher proportion of renters than other cities of its size – about 60%.  Since so much of the housing stock was damaged or destroyed, rents shot up after the storm.  Fair market rents in 2005 for a 2 bedroom averaged $676 – today, $1,030.  Many workers in our tourism-based economy are simply unable to afford those rents.  Only two in five damaged affordable rental units are expected to be replaced using recovery assistance, such as tax credits, leaving a drastic shortfall in workforce housing.

The increased expense of housing was exacerbated by the shuttering of public housing after the storm.  Providence Community Housing, a Catholic Charities sister corporation, is working with Enterprise Community Partners to rebuild the Lafitte housing project, with resident input and a guaranteed right of return for every resident who had an active lease before the storm.


Another component of the housing crisis has been the FEMA-provided trailers.  In April 2006, the Sierra Club began testing these trailers and finding toxic levels of formaldehyde, a known carcinogen, and warned FEMA of the results – a warning which FEMA ignored.  FEMA finally agreed to begin testing in July 2007, but postponed the tests until the winter months, when formaldehyde levels would be lower because of cooler temperatures.  They have since agreed to move all residents out of the trailers, but have not changed their current disaster plans, which call for the use of these same trailers.  The new leadership at the EPA is currently reviewing this issue.
Q:
“What is being done about the city’s crime?”
A:
Crime is a significant issue facing the city.  The New Orleans Police Department and District Attorney’s office have not been able to simultaneously repair their own infrastructures and keep pace with the level of crime.  The flooding devastated the criminal justice system, but the city has made some progress on repairing and updating these facilities.  The business and tourist areas of the city are very safe.  Much of the city’s crime is connected to the drug trade, where shifting territories after the storm led to new turf disputes: as many as 70% of murders are drug-related, according to Police Superintendent Warren Riley.

Many citizen-activists are involved with programs such as the Metropolitan Crime Commission, Citizens for 1 Greater New Orleans Crime Coalition, Citizen Court Watch, Silence is Violence, and NOLA Against Crime. 
At Catholic Charities, we are working to end violence in our community by partnering with AmeriCorps for our program, Cornerstone Builders, which works directly with formerly incarcerated persons to offer employment and leadership opportunities.

Q:
“What is local governance doing to assist the recovery?”

A:
Many changes have occurred in city governance in the past few years.  City residents voted to consolidate and reform both the assessors’ offices and the state levee boards; the New Orleans Business Council and Citizens for 1 Greater New Orleans led advocacy efforts for both of these endeavors.  Our inspector general’s office was granted permanent funding in a city-wide vote last November, and Leonard Odom, the interim IG, has begun work.  US Attorney Jim Letten has been indicting and prosecuting instances of corruption, and shows no sign of slowdown.  The city council is more reform-minded than ever before.  
We have an expertly crafted recovery plan.  Our recovery director, Dr. Edward Blakely, and the Office of Recovery Management have identified 17 recovery zones where public investment will best spur private investment.  These zones are often former neighborhood commerce centers, such as markets, shopping centers, and major intersections.  In addition, the Unified New Orleans Plan, or UNOP, provides a greater level of detail and contains neighborhoods’ individually crafted plans for recovery.

While all these efforts show progress, a significant amount of work has been accomplished by the city’s many neighborhood organizations.  They have developed plans, helped residents return home, formed charter schools, and collaborated with city government to provide an extra layer of accountability.  Citizen journalists, bloggers, and researchers, by publishing on their own as well as providing information to traditional media outlets, democratize the recovery by giving everyone a voice.
Q:
“What is Catholic Charities doing?  Are you focused only on the recovery?”

A:
Catholic Charities, with its 48 programs and over 700 staff, has served over one million people since Katrina.  We serve all people without regard to religion, age, or any other factor.  While several of our programs assist residents struggling to get back into their homes and rebuild their lives, such as Operation Helping Hands, many other programs are laying the foundation for a new, more equitable and just New Orleans.  These, such as our Head Start early education centers throughout the metro area, or our Program for All-Inclusive Care for the Elderly (PACE), offer vital support services for families in our community.

Catholic Charities is a proven, fiscally responsible leader in health and human services in the area, and we are constantly seeking to expand and better our services.  Our 2008 Annual Report contains more detailed information on our programs, as well as stories from some of the people we serve.

Catholic Charities and the Archdiocese of New Orleans are together one of the largest employers in the metro area, providing good jobs for thousands of residents.
Q:
“What can I do to help?”

A:
· Come visit!  New Orleans is a great place to eat, shop, dance, and more.  We have a thriving art community, replete with painters, sculptors, filmmakers, and artists of all stripes.  Our restaurants are stocked with James Beard award-winning chefs, and our food is unique – you can’t eat like this anywhere else!  And of course, the music here is second to none.  
· We host conventions like no place else!  If you are a member of a professional organization, ask about holding your annual convention in New Orleans.  
· Share this information with your family and friends – let them know that while we still have a lot of work to do down here, we’re open for both business and leisure.

· Contact your representatives in Congress and ask them to support continued aid for recovery in Louisiana, a fully-funded levee system, and coastal restoration.  Keep pressure on presidential candidates to make our recovery a part of their campaign.

· Volunteer, donate, and pray.  We need your help as we work to rebuild.
If you have any questions about anything you’ve read here, please contact Allison deJong at adejong@archdiocese-no.org or (504) 592-5685.

More detailed information is available through the following sources:

The Brookings Institution maintains a “New Orleans Index” that is a great metric for recovery.  Available online at www.brookings.edu/reports/2009/01_new_orleans_index.aspx. 
A wealth of statistical information, including maps, is available through the Greater New Orleans Community Data Center, at www.gnocdc.org. 
The Kaiser Family Foundation’s report on health care in New Orleans is available at http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/7789.cfm. 

A great way to keep in touch with New Orleans news is through the Times-Picayune’s website, www.nola.com.  Their archive of Katrina reporting is invaluable, and so is their investigative work into the crisis facing our wetlands and levees.  Convention planners as well as vacation planners can find information about the tourism industry at www.neworleanscvb.com. 

Further updates from the Archdiocese of New Orleans are available on their website at www.arch-no.org, and from Catholic Charities at www.ccano.org.
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