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A NEW AGENDA FOR THE GULF COAST was written by Chris Kromm and Sue Sturgis of the Institute for Southern Studies, with 
inp ut from ov er 4 0  p eop l e and organiz ations in the G ul f Coast and beyond.  F or P D F  c op ies of this rep ort and more c ov erage of G ul f 
Coast issues, v isit w w w . s o u t h e r n s t u d i e s . o r g / g u l f w a t c h  
 
T his rep ort and the R ec onstruc tion W atc h p roj ec t were made p ossibl e thank s to the generous sup p ort of the B ob H al l  Inv estigativ e 
A c tion F und of the Institute for Southern Studies, Sk yl ine P ubl ic  W ork s, and indiv idual  c ontributors to the Institute.  T hank  you to 
al l  of the organiz ations that offered their time and insight.  
 
F or more information about G ul f Coast R ec onstruc tion W atc h or to order p rint c op ies of this rep ort, p l ease see the inside bac k  
c ov er.  Cop ying and distribution for non-p rofit/ non-sal e p urp oses ac c ep ted.  Cop yright 2 0 0 6  Institute for Southern Studies.  
 
Cover photos (L-R ) :  N A S A ;  N i k k i  B a n n i ster/ B l a c k  Col l eg i a n  M a g a z i n e;  F E M A ;  Cra i g  M orse.   

“For our future to be strong, all of our communities must be strong. It says in the Bible that where 
there is inj ustice in the world , the p oorest p eop le, those with the least p ower, are inj ured  the most. 
T hat was certainly true for the p eop le of H urricane K atrina. H urricane K atrina was a natural d isaster 
comp ound ed  by man-mad e d isaster. It is now 1 8  months p ast time to get our resp onse right.”   

— House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-C alif . )  at  t h e  
Nat ional Press C lub  on J an.  2 2 ,  2 0 0 7   

 
 
“T o all who carry a burd en of loss, I ex tend  the d eep est symp athy of our country. T o ev ery p erson 
who has serv ed  and  sacrificed  in this emergency, I offer the gratitud e of our country. A nd  tonight I 
also offer this p led ge of the A merican p eop le:  T hroughout the area hit by the hurricane, we will d o 
what it tak es, we will stay as long as it tak es, to help  citiz ens rebuild  their communities and  their 
liv es. A nd  all who q uestion the future of the C rescent C ity need  to k now there is no way to imagine 
A merica without N ew O rleans, and  this great city will rise again.”  

— Presid ent  G eorg e W .  B ush  in J ackson Sq uare,   
New  O rleans,  Sept em b er 1 5 ,  2 0 0 5  
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A New Agenda for the Gulf Coast 

INTRODUCTION 

H urricane Katrina struck 18 months ago, wreak-ing unp reced ented  d estruction on the G ul f  
C oast.  O ne and  a hal f  y ears l ater,  hund red s of  

thousand s of  p eop l e are f acing a grim real ity :  N ew 
O rl eans and  the G ul f  C oast are stil l  in crisis.  
 
Katrina may  hav e f al l en of f  the national  rad ar, b ut 
the d isaster nev er stop p ed .  L ack of  af f ord ab l e hous-
ing, ov erb urd ened  school s, a d ecimated  heal th care 
sy stem, chronic p ub l ic heal th threats and  other chal -
l enges hav e kep t tens of  thousand s of  the G ul f ’ s p eo-
p l e f rom returning home, and  hav e mad e d ay -to-d ay  
l if e f or many  in the region a struggl e f or surv iv al .  
 
E sp ecial l y  hard -hit are the v ery  same p eop l e who 
were l ef t b ehind  when the storms hit in A ugust 2 0 0 5 :  
chil d ren, the p oor, A f rican-A mericans and  L atinos, 
working f amil ies and  the el d erl y .    
 
C l earl y , b ol d  step s to tackl e the p rob l ems f acing the 
G ul f  C oast are need ed .  B ut where is the l ead ership ?  
B y  al most any  measure, W ashington has so f ar f ail ed  
to meet the chal l enges f acing the G ul f .  I nd eed , a se-
ries of  f ed eral  f ail ures — f rom the b otched  emergency   
resp onse to the storm, to a recov ery  rid d l ed  with mis-
step s, d el ay s, and  a general  l ack of  creativ e v ision —
hav e shattered  many  p eop l e’ s f aith in the gov ern-
ment’ s ab il ity  to hel p  those in need .  

Y et the scal e and  d ep th of  p rob l ems on the G ul f  C oast 
d emand  f ed eral  action.  W ashington has a sp ecial  re-
sp onsib il ity  to act, giv en that much of  the d eath and  
d estruction witnessed  in N ew O rl eans were the resul t 
of  b reakd owns in a f ed eral l y -run l ev ee sy stem and  the 
national  hurricane resp onse.   
 
B ut most imp ortantl y , there are concrete steps Con-
g ress and  the P resi d ent can tak e now to ensu re the 
G u l f  sees a m ore v i b rant f u tu re.  W ith this rep ort, we 
not onl y  d ocument the key  p rob l ems to b e tackl ed .  
W e al so highl ight p ractical  p rop osal s — p ut f orward  b y  
d oz ens of  community  l ead ers and  p ol icy  ex p erts — 
that sp el l  out an action p l an f or W ashington to p ut 
the G ul f  C oast b ack on the road  to recov ery .   
 
I n many  cases, the course of  action is cl ear — al l  that 
i s need ed  i s f or f ed eral  pol i cy -m ak ers to l i v e u p to 
thei r prom i ses and  responsi b i l i ty  to hel p the G u l f  
coast and  i ts peopl e reb u i l d .  
 
T he U nited  S tates has ov ercome enormous d omestic 
chal l enges b ef ore.  T hough the Katrina crisis is among 
the most d if f icul t, we remain conv inced  that it can b e 
sol v ed  with the caring and  good  wil l  of  the A merican 
p eop l e, and  renewed  l ead ership  in W ashington.  
 

Institute for Southern Studies 
F eb rua ry  2 0 0 7  
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1 8  M ONTH S  A F TE R K A TRINA  INDE X  
 
Collective worth of 19 Katrina contracts that experienced significant overcharges, wasteful spending or mis-
management:  $8.75 billion 
 
A mount that H urricane Katrina spending waste could exceed this y ear b ecause half of government cleanup 
contracts valued at $ 5 0 0 ,0 0 0  or greater b eing awarded with little competition:  $1  billion 
 
S ince H urricane Katrina struck  in A ugust 2 0 0 5 , the numb er of L ouisiana homeowners who’ ve received federal 
reb uilding aid:  9 4  
 
T he numb er of tenants who’ ve received federal reb uilding aid:  0 
 
A mount of federal funds M ississippi G ov.  H aley  B arb our allocated to compensate homeowners without flood 
insurance:  $3.4 billion 
 
A m o u n t  B a r b o u r  a l l o c a t e d  t o  r e b u i l d  p u b l i c  h o u s i n g  i n  i m p a c t e d  a r e a s :  $1 0 0  m illion 
 
A m o u n t  h e ' s  a l l o c a t e d  t o  a s s i s t  o w n e r s  o f  d a m a g e d  r e n t a l  p r o p e r t i e s :  $0  
 
N u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  p u t  o n  w a i t i n g  l i s t s  f o r  N e w  O r l e a n s  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  i n  J a n u a r y  2 0 0 7  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  w a s  n o  
r o o m  t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  t h e m :  30 0  
 
N u m b e r  o f  t e a c h e r s  t h a t  L o u i s i a n a ’ s  s t a t e -r u n  R e c o v e r y  S c h o o l  D i s t r i c t  w a s  s h o r t  f o r  2 0 0 7 :  7 0  
 
P r o p o r t i o n  o f  L o u i s i a n a  s c h o o l s  s e r v i n g  d i s p l a c e d  s t u d e n t s  w h e r e  c l a s s  s i z e  i n c r e a s e d :  1 / 3 
 
P e r c e n t  d r o p  i n  e n r o l l m e n t  o f  L o u i s i a n a  s t a t e  p u b l i c  c o l l e g e s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t i e s  f r o m  f a l l  2 0 0 5  t o  f a l l  2 0 0 6 :  1 2  
 
D a m a g e  s u s t a i n e d  b y  l o c a l  n o n p r o f i t  h e a l t h  c e n t e r s  i n  L o u i s i a n a  a n d  M i s s i s s i p p i :  $6 0  m illion 
 
A m o u n t  o f  f e d e r a l  a i d  m a d e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h o s e  h e a l t h  c e n t e r s  t o  d a t e ,  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  t a x  c r e d i t s :  $1 5  m illion 
 
T h e  n u m b e r  o f  a d u l t  i n p a t i e n t  p s y c h i a t r i c  b e d s  i n  p o s t -K a t r i n a  N e w  O r l e a n s ,  c o m p a r e d  t o  a  p r e -s t o r m  h i g h  o f  
2 3 4 :  1 7  
 
W h e n  N e w  O r l e a n s ’  U n i v e r s i t y  H o s p i t a l  r e o p e n e d  i n  N o v e m b e r  2 0 0 6 ,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  i t s  5 7 5  p r e -s t o r m  b e d s  
a v a i l a b l e :  8 5  
 
O f  t h e  $ 3 0 0  m i l l i o n  L o u i s i a n a  r e q u e s t e d  t o  h e l p  h o s p i t a l s  a n d  h e a l t h  c a r e  w o r k e r s  f r o m  t h e  $ 2  b i l l i o n  p o o l  
C o n g r e s s  a p p r o p r i a t e d  f o r  p o s t -s t o r m  h e a l t h  c a r e  n e e d s ,  t h e  a m o u n t  t h a t ’ s  b e e n  d e l i v e r e d  s o  f a r :  $0  
 
E s t i m a t e d  e c o n o m i c  b e n e f i t  e a c h  y e a r  o f  t h e  M i s s i s s i p p i  R i v e r -G u l f  O u t l e t ,  o r  “ M r .  G O , ”  w h i c h  e x p e r t s  s a y  
h e l p e d  w o r s e n  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  H u r r i c a n e  K a t r i n a :  $6 .2  m illion 
 
A n n u a l  c o s t  o f  o p e r a t i n g  a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g  M r .  G O :  $1 2 .5  m illion 
 
 
I n s t i t u t e  f o r  S o u t h e r n  S t u d i e s ,  F e b r u a r y  2 0 0 7 .  S o u r c e s  o n  p a g e  1 3  
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HOUSING AND SHELTER 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
Lack of affordable and safe housing is stopping tens of thousands of Gulf Coast resi-
dents from  com ing hom e. T he scope of the problem  is staggering:  
 
� A bout 110,000 displaced families are still living in temporary trailers or receiving FEMA rental assistance. 

S om e rental aid w as ex tended until A ugust 2 0 0 7 , but tens of thousands hav e already  been cut from  the rolls.1 
 
� O ver 107 ,000 people h ave applied for aid u nder L ou isiana’ s “ R oad H ome P rogram,”  yet j u st over 6 3 0 clos-

ings h ave b een h eld to date.2 T he state legislature has dem anded the firing of I CF  I nternational, the contractor 
being paid $ 7 5 6  million to administer th e program, but others say  that w ould delay  the process only  m ore.3 

 
� A fter K atrina, th ou sands of h omeow ners faced difficu lties getting property insu rers to h onor policies. M any  

insurers are also gutting cov erage and enacting rate hikes that put req uired insurance out of reach. 
 
� T h ere are not adeq u ate programs to h elp renters in L ou isiana and Mississippi, although they  constituted nearly  

half of those displaced by  K atrina. I n N ew  O rleans, av erage rents are up 4 5  percent from  pre-K atrina lev els.4  
 
� D espite the region’ s sev ere affordable housing crisis, the U .S . D epartm ent of H ousing and U rban D ev elopm ent and 

the H ousing A uthority  of N ew  O rleans ( H A N O ) , w hich is in H U D  receiv ership, plan to raz e almost 5 ,000 pu b lic 
h ou sing u nits in th e city, ev en though they  did not suffer significant storm  dam age. 

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
Gulf-based and national organiz ations hav e put forw ard clear steps W ashington can take to help people return hom e:  
 
� A CO R N , a com m unity  organiz ing group, and others hav e urged F E M A  to ex tend housing aid for 1 8  m onths, sim ilar 

to ex tensions granted in F lorida and elsew here, instead of threatening ev ictions ev ery  six  m onths.5 F or those 
w hose housing aid has been cut off, the N ational Low  I ncom e H ousing Coalition recom m ends F E M A  m ake a com -
prehensiv e rev iew  and reinstate th ose fou nd to h ave b een w rongly terminated.6 

 
� Gulf adv ocates agree that H U D  sh ou ld h alt th e demolition of livab le pu b lic h ou sing in N ew  O rleans. T he A d-

v ancem ent P roj ect calls for an investigation into H U D ’ s decision,7 w hile the N ational Low  I ncom e H ousing Coali-
tion adv ocates finding an im partial j udge to ov ersee H A N O  and one-to-one replacement of pu b lic h ou sing u nits.8  

 
� T he N A A CP  has called on officials to address predatory lending practices that plagued v ulnerable Gulf com m uni-

ties before the storm  and now  threaten low -to-m oderate incom e households.9 
 
� T o h elp renters displaced b y th e storm, the P eople’ s H urricane R elief F und, a grassroots organiz ation based in 

N ew  O rleans, calls on F E M A  to ex tend com pensation to tenants — not j ust hom eow ners — for K atrina losses.10  
 
� T he Citiz ens’  R oad H om e A ction T eam , a w atchdog group, has called on I CF  to significantly ramp u p th e rate of 

loan closings u nder th e R oad H ome plan.11 Congress should also ex ercise ov ersight of the troubled program , 
w hich is fu nded w ith  federal C ommu nity D evelopment B lock  G rant money.  

 
� W hile Congress has prom ised hearings into S tate F arm  I nsurance, w hich is cancelling Gulf insurance policies, the 

Consum er F ederation of A m erica is calling for an investigation of insu rance practices th rou gh ou t th e G u lf.12 

P h o t o :  C r a i g  M o r s e  
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EDUC ATION AND SC HOOLS 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
A nother key  barrier to the rev iv al of N ew  O rleans and the Gulf Coast are the region’ s dev astated schools. H urricanes 
K atrina and R ita closed m ore than 1 ,1 0 0  schools across the Gulf R egion;  the storm s had an especially  dev astating im -
pact on the already -challenged public education sy stem  in N ew  O rleans.  
 
� B y  D ecem ber 2 0 0 6 , 7 4  percent of all public schools w ere open across the entire Gulf region, but only 4 9  percent 

of pu b lic sch ools h ad reopened in N ew  O rleans.13 
 
� M ost schools that hav e reopened are charters, public schools run under contract by  priv ate groups. E ach hav e 

their ow n application procedures and approaches, creating w idespread confu sion among parents attempting to 
enroll th eir ch ildren. 

 
� T he nu mb er of ch ildren is ou tstripping capacity, w ith students facing packed classroom s, few  special-education 

serv ices and a lack of books. T his J anuary , N ew  O rleans public schools placed 3 0 0  students on w aiting lists be-
cause they  had no room , sparking law suits by  public-education adv ocates.14 

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
P arents, school officials and education ex perts hav e outlined sev eral 
key  changes in federal policy  that can help rev iv e the Gulf Coast’ s 
struggling schools:  
 
� Edu cation recovery efforts sh ou ld b e transferred from FEMA to 
th e U .S . D epartment of Edu cation, w hich has far greater ex perience in 
handling school issues, according to reports released in 2 0 0 6  by  D em oc-
ratic m em bers of the H ouse Com m ittee on E ducation and the W ork-
force.15 
 

� H ouse Com m ittee m em bers hav e also argued that local sch ool officials need greater discretion and flex ib ility to 
reopen sch ools to meet demand, a change that w ould inv olv e rev isiting federal req uirem ents prohibiting the use 
of “ restart”  funds for school construction. 

 
� S ch ools need adeq u ate fu nding and resou rces to su cceed. A s the H ouse Com m ittee report notes, “ P ublic and 

priv ate elem entary  and secondary  schools w ere prov ided $ 6 ,0 0 0  per student to pay  for teacher salaries, academ ic 
serv ices, after-school program s and counseling serv ices. T his figure am ounts to j ust tw o-th irds of w h at th e aver-
age sch ool in th e U .S . spends per stu dent — and av erage schools are not facing the trem endous challenges posed 
by  K atrina.”  M any  education groups hav e also called for greater su pport of special needs stu dents. 

 
� T o h elp parents navigate th e maz e of new  sch ool ru les and calm sch ool ch aos, the U nited T eachers of N ew  O r-

leans has called for creation of a centraliz ed b ody th at can h andle essential services such as enrolling students, 
hiring teachers and other em ploy ees, distributing tex tbooks, and furnishing schools w ith desks and chairs.16 

 
� D evastated colleges and u niversities also need su pport:  Last fall, for ex am ple, T ulane U niv ersity ' s undergradu-

ate enrollm ent w as dow n by  about 2 3  percent, w hile enrollm ent at Loy ola U niv ersity  dropped by  alm ost 3 0  per-
cent. A cross the Gulf, higher education receiv ed j ust $ 2 5 0  m illion in rebuilding funds, w hile estim ates for dam-
ages and lost revenu e in L ou isiana alone stand at $ 6 3 0 million.17 

P h o t o :  F E M A  
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HEALTH C ARE 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
H urricane K atrina dev astated health care facilities across the Gulf Coast, w ith the situation especially  dire in N ew  
O rleans. T he storm  shattered the city ’ s Charity  H ospital sy stem , a safety  net for the uninsured, w ith a loss of 7 0 0  
beds.18 Louisiana established the H ealth Care R edesign Collaborativ e to guide recov ery  and rebuilding of health care 
in hurricane-affected areas,  but m aj or gaps rem ain:   
 
� U niv ersity  H ospital in N ew  O rleans has reopened, but w ith few er th an 100 of th e 5 7 5  

b eds it h ad b efore th e storm. T he num ber of inpatient psych iatric b eds h as plu nged 
b y 9 3  percent, from  a pre-storm  high of 2 3 4  to 1 7 .19 

 
� T he storm  also destroy ed m any  priv ate clinics and doctors’  offices and displaced th ou -

sands of ph ysicians and nu rses. A lm ost a y ear after the storm , for ex am ple, 7 5  per-
cent of N ew  O rleans-area doctors w ere no longer su b mitting claims to B lu e C ross 
and B lu e S h ield of L ou isiana.20  

 
� Louisiana’ s H ealth Collaborativ e endorsed a B ush adm inistration plan to use a M edicaid w aiv er and M edicare dem -

onstration proj ect to create gov ernm ent-subsidiz ed priv ate insurance. H ow ev er, th e w aiver th at w as su pposed 
to b e in place b y th e start of 2 007  h as b een delayed.21 

 
� I n Louisiana, state officials w ill consider legislation in their upcom ing session to direct the uninsured into 

“ m edical hom es,”  gov ernm ent-run health m aintenance organiz ations em phasiz ing prim ary  and prev entiv e care — 
a policy ch ange th at may or may not h appen, and w ou ld tak e time to implement.22 

 
I n the m eantim e, thousands of Gulf residents lack access to needed care. 
 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
I n the w ake of K atrina, ex em plary  v olunteer efforts such as the Com m on Ground H ealth Clinic and its Latino H ealth 
O utreach P roj ect hav e prov ided free care to thousands of throughout the greater N ew  O rleans area, but these efforts 
are not enough to m eet the region’ s enorm ous need. Gov ernm ent-supported solutions are clearly  necessary . 
 
� T o fill im m ediate gaps, groups like O pportunity  A genda hav e called on leaders to back the creation of commu nity 

h ealth  clinics to prov ide conv enient and accessible treatm ent.23 
 
� T o m onitor health threats in the w ake of K atrina, O pportunity  A genda has also called on the U .S . P u b lic H ealth  

S ervice and Agency for T ox ic S u b stances and D isease R egistry to provide ongoing care and testing to residents 
ex posed to tox ic pollution released in the storm ’ s afterm ath.24 

 
� W ith people scattered across the country  in the w ake of K atrina, the federal gov ernm ent can play  a helpful role in 

connecting people displaced across th e nation w ith  critically needed care and medications, according to a re-
port released by  the K aiser F am ily  F oundation last A ugust. T hey  urge federal law m akers to learn from  these les-
sons in dev eloping health care plans for future disasters.25 

 
� A ny  proposed health efforts m ust include a special focu s on th e most vu lnerab le individu als — including the eld-

erly , people w ith dev elopm ental disabilities and children, K aiser further concludes. T his principle m ust be incor-
porated into any  w aiv er program s or other health policies for the Gulf.26 

P h o t o :  C h a r i t y  H o s p i t a l  
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J OB S AND EC ONOM Y  
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
D espite signs of rev iv al, the econom ic recov ery  of the Gulf Coast continues at a slow  pace 
— and m any  are being left behind.  
 
� M any  of the region’ s African-American residents h ave fou nd th emselves displaced, 
u nab le to find j ob s and return hom e due to a lack of affordable housing and health care. 27 
 
� M eanw hile, the priv ate com panies charged w ith the rebuilding hav e often turned to 
low -cost im m igrant labor. B y  som e estim ates, as m any  as 100,000 new  immigrants h ave 

come to th e G u lf C oast for reconstruction j obs.28 M any  of these w orkers report w age theft by  their em ploy ers:  a 
surv ey  of w orkers in N ew  O rleans last y ear found that as m any  as 6 0 percent h ad a potential w age claim.29  

 
� F ederal policies to j um p-start the Gulf econom y  hav e been strongly  criticiz ed for not helping those w ho need it 

m ost. F or ex am ple, an investigation into G u lf O pportu nity Z ones by  the I nstitute for S outhern S tudies found that 
many firms sou gh t federally su b sidiz ed financing for ventu res only loosely connected to K atrina and R ita. I n 
Louisiana, one of the first proj ects to w in prelim inary  approv al w as construction of an office building and parking 
garage in B aton R ouge — w ell upriv er from  storm -dam aged areas — for T he S haw  Group, an engineering firm  w ith 
close adm inistration ties that receiv ed at least $ 9 5 0  m illion in no-bid contracts related to the storm s.30  

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
P riv ate initiativ es to stim ulate the econom y  and protect w orkers’  rights hav e flow ered after K atrina. Com m unity  D e-
v elopm ent Corporations, m icro-lending institutions, churches and unions hav e inv ested hundreds of m illions of dollars 
in econom ic dev elopm ent proj ects. T he M ississippi I m m igrants R ights A lliance has recov ered m ore than $ 8 0 0 ,0 0 0  in 
back w ages ow ed to im m igrant w orkers by  v arious contractors.31 B ut the federal gov ernm ent m ust also take action to 
inv est in a v ibrant Gulf econom y  that w orks for all:  
 
� T h e U .S . D epartment of L ab or mu st step u p to its responsib ility to protect G u lf C oast w ork ers. D espite w ide-

spread reports of im m igrant w age theft and other ex ploitation, as of M ay  2 0 0 6  D O L had only  one perm anent bi-
lingual inv estigator in M ississippi and four in Louisiana. I n Louisiana, there is no div ision that handles w age and 
hour claim s, because the state does not hav e a m inim um  w age law . T he A dv ancem ent P roj ect and N ational I m m i-
gration Law  Center call on the D O L to ex pand resources to enforce w age law s and other w orkplace protections.32 

 
� T he failed G u lf O pportu nity Z ones mu st b e replaced w ith  an economic development strategy th at promotes 

good j ob s and local b u siness. Good J obs F irst33 and the I nstitute for S outhern S tudies34 hav e recom m ended that 
all tax  credits and oth er su b sidies given to promote G u lf development b e link ed to accou ntab ility standards 
including req uirem ents that j obs pay  a fair w age, support for local and m inority  businesses, “ claw backs”  if j obs 
aren’ t created, and env ironm ental protection. 

 
� N ational civ il rights leaders, clergy , scholars and others are calling on Congress to pass legislation im plem enting a 

G u lf C oast C ivic W ork s P roj ect m odeled on the W orks P rogress A dm inistration of the Great D epression.35 T his 
proj ect proposes h iring 100,000 residents of th e region to reb u ild N ew  O rleans and oth er storm-devastated 
commu nities. A s the national group ColorO fChange notes, the proj ect w ould “ giv e them  a chance to bring them -
selv es hom e w hile sav ing the gov ernm ent billions of dollars.”  W ith a cost of j ust ov er $ 3  billion, the W orks P roj ect 
w ould prov ide liv ing w age j obs, m ake housing av ailable, em pow er indiv iduals, and “ restore faith am ong our citi-
z enry  of the gov ernm ent’ s ability  to respond to the needs of its people through a public-priv ate partnership.” 36 

Photo: Misty Keasler for Newsweek  
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C RIM E AND J USTIC E 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
H urricane K atrina dev astated the civ il infrastructure of the N ew  O rleans area, including the city ’ s long-troubled crim i-
nal j ustice sy stem . T he storm s unleashed a new  series of tragedies:  
 
� W hen floodw aters began rising across the city , there w ere an estim ated 5 ,0 0 0  detainees — including children as 

y oung as 1 0  — in the O rleans P arish P rison. A s docum ented in an A m erican Civ il Liberties U nion report released 
last A ugust, the prisoners faced h orrific conditions as b u ildings w ere plu nged into dark ness, ventilation sys-
tems sh u t dow n, and sew age-tainted floodw ater rose ch est-h igh .37  

 
� S om e police deputies abandoned their posts, leav ing people locked behind bars 

for day s w ithout food or w ater. O ther deputies w ere them selv es locked in at 
their posts, unable to help the prisoners. T he deputies say  they  receiv ed no 
emergency training and w ere u naw are of any evacu ation plan.38 

 
� S ince K atrina, N ew  O rleans’  already h igh  violent crime rate soared even 

h igh er. T w o high profile m urders — of m usician-teacher D inerral S hav ers in 
D ecem ber 2 0 0 6  and film m aker-activ ist H elen H ill the follow ing m onth — 
sparked large m arches and angry  calls for change.39 

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
A lthough crim e is often v iew ed as a “ local issue,”  federal officials can play  a key  
role in prev enting future problem s and helping N ew  O rleans im plem ent solutions to 
address its troubled j ustice sy stem :  
 
� T he D epartm ent of J ustice should evalu ate O rleans P arish  P rison’ s evacu a-

tion plans and determ ine if m eaningful im prov em ents hav e been m ade, and 
C ongress sh ou ld au dit its progress, according to the A CLU ’ s N ational P rison 
P roj ect.40  

 
� A s N ew  O rleans grapples w ith crim e, the A CLU  also w arns against the grow th of ex pensive and possib ly u nconsti-

tu tional police “ ch eck  points”  in th e city, i n s t e a d  e n c o u r a g i n g  f e d e r a l  o f f i c i a l s  t o  t a c k l e  p r o b l e m s  l e a d i n g  t o  c r i m e  
b y  e n s u r i n g  t h a t  g o o d  j o b s ,  d e c e n t  h o u s i n g  a n d  q u a l i t y  s c h o o l s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e . 41 

 
� U .S . A ttorney  J im  Letten recently  announced plans to double the num ber of federal agents w orking w ith the N ew  

O rleans P olice D epartm ent42 — but such a plan w ill only  w ork if federal authorities address distru st b etw een city 
residents and th e police. F or ex am ple, the N ew  O rleans activ ist group S afe S treets-S trong Com m unities surv ey ed 
5 0 0  city  residents and found that tw o-th irds of respondents said th ey w ere afraid th ey or th eir loved ones w ill 
b e h armed instead of h elped b y police.43 F ederal resources and ov ersight m ust be brought to bear to im prov e 
policing in N ew  O rleans and end this crisis of trust.  

 

Photo: A n g ola Prison ,  L ou isian a  
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C ONTRAC TING AND OV ERSIGHT 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
R econstruction of the Gulf Coast has inv olv ed the ex tensiv e use 
of priv ate contractors, often w ith little ov ersight or open bid-
ding. F raud, ov er-charging, and other scandals hav e been ongo-
ing problem s, crippling the recov ery  and costing tax pay ers m il-
lions of dollars.  
 
� A  report prepared last y ear for w hat w as then the m inority  
office of the H ouse Com m ittee on O v ersight and Gov ernm ent 
R eform  identified 19  K atrina contracts collectively w orth  
$ 8 .7 5  b illion that ex perienced significant ov ercharges, w aste-
ful spending or m ism anagem ent.44 
 

� T he contracting process has also shortchanged sm all and m inority -ow ned firm s. W hile such firm s u nder law  w ere 
su pposed to get 5  percent of K atrina-related contracts, th ey got only 1.5  percent.45 

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
Congress has m any  tools at their disposal to heighten ov ersight and rein in contracting 
abuses. 
 
� T he P roj ect on Gov ernm ent O v ersight last y ear released a report offering a list of 2 9  

recommendations to correct contracting prob lems46 including poor gov ernm ent 
planning, inadeq uate com petition and lack of ov ersight. P roposals included:   

 
• R eq uiring at least three com petitiv e bids for ex isting contractors;  
• R eq uiring open bidding for all non-essential serv ices;  
• R eq uiring all contracting opportunities be posted on gov ernm ent w ebsites;  
• T raining and hiring m ore contracting ov ersight staff;  
• Creating a database that reports contractor m isconduct;  
• Considering past m isconduct w hen considering future contracts;  and 
• Closing the loophole that allow s form er gov ernm ent em ploy ees to w ork for a dif-

ferent departm ent or div ision of the sam e contractor they  ov ersaw  as a gov ern-
m ent em ploy ee. 

 
� A  w ide range of groups hav e called on Congress to estab lish  a new  “ T ru man C om-

mission,”  m odeled on a sim ilar initiativ e launched in W orld W ar I I , to probe contrac-
tor fraud and heighten ov ersight of the contracting process. I n addition, the Congres-
sional B lack Caucus has asked H ouse S peaker N ancy  P elosi to form a new  committee 
to oversee G u lf C oast reconstru ction efforts. 

P h o t o :  F E M A ;  O f f i c e  o f  R e p .  H e n r y  W a x m a n  

A  “ T r u m a n  C o m m i s s i o n ”  
w o u l d  f o r m a l i z e  a n d  e x -
p a n d  o n  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  l i k e  
t h o s e  c o n d u c t e d  b y  R e p .  
H e n r y  W a x m a n  ( D -C A )  a n d  
t h e  H o u s e  C o m m i t t e e  o n  
O v e r s i g h t  a n d  G o v e r n m e n t  
R e f o r m ,  p r o v i d i n g  o n g o i n g  
c o n t r a c t  o v e r s i g h t .  
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DISASTER P REP AREDNESS 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
W hen the federally -built lev ees failed in the w ake of H urricane K atrina, the resulting deluge flooded 8 0  percent of 
N ew  O rleans and the surrounding parishes.47 U nfortunately , the federally -led inv estigation into w hat happened — and 
how  such a disaster can be av oided in the future — w as not adeq uate. T he U .S . A rm y  Corps of E ngineers’  I nteragency  
P erform ance E v aluation T ask F orce conducted the probe, ev en though their inv olv em ent presented an obv ious con-
flict of interest.  
 
� S ince the Corps of E ngineers released their findings last J une, th ree independent scientific investigation teams 

h ave criticiz ed th e U S AC E’ s report as incomplete and tech nically inaccu rate.48 
 
� Y et th e Army C orps’  flaw ed findings are still b eing u sed to gu ide repair and fortification of th e entire sou th  

L ou isiana flood protection system, w hich secures the liv es and property  of 1.5  million people.49 
 
� T here rem ains no initiative or fu nding 

to reb u ild N ew  O rleans levees to 
w ith stand a C ategory 5  h u rricane.50  

 
A s a result, w ith hurricane season j ust four 
m onths aw ay , m any  in the Gulf believ e 
W ashington officials hav e y et to under-
stand past failures and enact adeq uate 
plans to protect the Gulf Coast. 
 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
Giv en the federal gov ernm ent’ s central 
role in the flooding of N ew  O rleans, groups 
across the nation point to the responsibility  
of W ashington leaders to act, and concrete 
steps they  can take in prev enting future 
disasters:  
 
� A  broad coalition of groups hav e called on Congress and the P resident to gu arantee fu nding to create levees ca-

pab le of w ith standing a C ategory 5  h u rricane. T hey  also call on W ashington ov ersight of the A rm y  Corps’  plans 
for building the lev ees to ensure it is carried out prom ptly  and effectiv ely .51 

 
� Congress should also establish an independent, b ipartisan investigation into th e levee failu res in order to en-

sure that no m ore liv es are lost due to faulty  flood protection, according to a Gulf-based coalition called lev -
ees.org.52 

 
� Lev ees.org has called on Congress to acknow ledge the errors of the U .S . A rm y  Corps of E ngineers and accept re-

sponsibility  to the people of Louisiana and the nation. “ Accepting responsib ility means reforming th e C orps of 
Engineers b y estab lish ing a clearer sense of mission, req u iring peer review  …  and b etter prioritiz ation of 
C orps proj ects w ith  attention to lives saved, not j u st economics,”  the group states.53 

P h o t o :  N O A A  
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C OASTAL P ROTEC TION 
 

THE PROBLEM 
 
D espite being one of the best buffers against storm s like H urricane K atrina, w etlands along the U .S . Gulf Coast are 
disappearing at an alarm ing rate. K atrina ex posed an ongoing crisis:  
 
� L ou isiana alone loses 2 5  to 3 5  sq u are miles, or 2 5 ,000 acres, per year — the eq uiv alent of one football field 

ev ery  1 5  m inutes.54 
 
� W etlands are an ex cellent natural barrier for hurricanes. E x perts estim ate 2 .7  miles of w etlands can h old b ack  

one foot of storm su rge — and destroy ing w etlands significantly  escalates the risks to coastal com m unities from  
storm  dam age.55 

 
� A  prim ary  cause of w etlands loss along the Gulf Coast is dev elopm ent, w ith one particularly  problem atic proj ect 

being the federally -built Mississippi R iver-G u lf O u tlet. B uilt by  the U .S . A rm y  Corps of E ngineers in the 1 9 6 0 s as a 
shipping shortcut from  N ew  O rleans to the Gulf, MR -G O  h as ex acerb ated h u rricane damage b y acting as a con-
du it for storm su rge and b y carrying saltw ater inland, k illing trees and accelerating w etland destru ction.56 

 

THE S OLU TI ON  
 
T he federal gov ernm ent m ust act q uickly  to prev ent the further 
destruction of the Gulf Coast and sav e v aluable natural buffers 
that protect the region. 
 
� MR -G O  is a “ poster ch ild of poorly-designed [ Army]  C orps 
proj ects,”  argued a report last y ear by  the Gulf R estoration 
N etw ork and the S ierra Club D elta Chapter’ s Gulf Coast E nv iron-
m ental R estoration T ask F orce, w hich dem ands that Congress 
step in to ensure M R -GO  is prom ptly  closed.57 
 
� A lthough the U .S . A rm y  Corps of E ngineers also issued a re-
port last y ear recom m ending M R -GO  be ev entually  closed, 
coastal scientists w ith Louisiana S tate U niv ersity ’ s H urricane 
Center w arned that the agency ’ s proposal fails to close th e 

ch annel fast enou gh ;  Congress m ust ex ercise its ov ersight of the A rm y  Corps to ensure M R -GO  is closed im m edi-
ately .58 

 
� Congress m ust also act q uickly  to fu nd “ rapid and systematic”  w etland restoration efforts, the Gulf R estoration 

N etw ork argues. 1 1 8  sq uare m iles of Louisiana w etlands w ere lost from  H urricanes K atrina and R ita, and efforts to 
rem ediate other w etlands destroy ed by  proj ects like the M R -GO  m ust begin im m ediately  to preserv e env iron-
m ental health and enhance storm  protection for Gulf residents.59 

 
 
 

G r a p h i c :  s a v e o u r l a k e . o r g  
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ABOUT GULF COAST RECONSTRUCTION WATCH 
 
Gulf Coast Reconstruction Watch was launched in November 2005 to document and investigate the 
rebuilding of the S outhern Gulf in the wak e of H urricanes K atrina and Rita.  T hrough original rep ort-
ing,  in-dep th features,  voices from community  leaders,  and other uniq ue coverage,  Watch aims to 
k eep  K atrina on the national p olicy  agenda and p romote a healthy  and j ust reconstruction in the Gulf.   

Gulf Watch has received national attention for its leading rep orts on K atrina,  including The Mardi Gras Index ( F eb/
M arch 2006 ) ,  S t o rm  C l o u d O v er N ew  O rl eans ( J une 2006 )  and O ne Y ear af t er K at rina ( A ug/ S ep t 2006 ) .  T hese and 
other rep orts have brought widesp read attention to K atrina and Gulf Coast issues,  being featured by  over 8 0 media 
outlets including A B C News,  A ir A merica Radio,  B B C News,  “ L ive with”  CNN,  National P ublic Radio,  T ime. com and 
X M  Radio 1 6 9  “ T he P ower. ”  F or more information,  visit www. southernstudies. org/ gulfwatch 
 
Gulf Watch is a p roj ect of the Institute for Southern Studies and S o u t hern E xp o su re magaz ine.  F ounded in 1 9 7 0 by  
civil rights veterans,  the I nstitute is a non-p rofit research and education center that combines research,  media and 
advocacy  p rograms to p romote a democratic,  j ust and sustainable future in the S outh.  Southern Exposure, the I nsti-
tute’ s flagship  p ublication,  has garnered doz ens of p restigious awards for its insightful coverage of the S outh,  in-
cluding the National M agaz ine A ward for P ublic I nterest Rep orting,  the J ohn H ancock  A ward for B usiness and F inan-
cial J ournalism,  and most recently  the George P olk  A ward for M agaz ine Rep orting.  
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