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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

It would be all too easy for us to forget how our eyes were opened and our nation changed by what
we witnessed in the aftermath of the 2005 hurricane season. Hurricanes Katrina and Rita ravaged
the Gulf Coast region and left residents in what seems to be a never-ending state of ux. Decaying
infrastructure in New Orleans, and systemic poverty within the states of Louisiana and Mississippi
were both exposed and exacerbated by these catastrophic natural disasters. Substandard materials and
poor maintenance resulted in levees unable to hold back the waters from ooding New Orleans and
causing possibly the worse natural disaster ever experienced in the United States. Although there was
initially an outcry from the general public, members of Congress, and the Bush Administration, other
headlines and events have taken center stage, and the resolve to rebuild the Gulf Coast appears to
have waned while promises have fallen far short of being ful lled. Rebuilding the Gulf Coast was not
even mentioned in President Bushs 2007 budget or State of the Union address, yet the process to
rebuild will take the unwavering commitment of the federal government in concert with state and
local municipalities as well as churches, community groups, and other nongovernmental agencies.

Churches and other faith groups as well as community organizations have been the saving grace for
so many in the region. They have organized their memberships and reached out across the nation
to supply food, clothing, and shelter for those displaced by the hurricanes. Churches have especially
been lauded as the rst responders on the ground in the days after Hurricane Katrina hit.

The National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, which represents 35 member commu-
nions with more than 100,000 congregations and 45 million adherents nationwide, saw a dire need
to make sure that justice issues were addressed in the long-term rebuilding of the Gulf Coast even
while many of our denominational relief agencies responded to the humanitarian crisis that ensued
following Hurricane Katrina. NCC established the Special Commission for the Just Rebuilding of
the Gulf Coast in September 2005 by urgent action of the, NCC Governing Board. The Special
Commission is developing resources and advocating for those charged with the enormous task of
rebuilding their homes, lives, and communities following Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Through the
work of the Special Commission, NCC will gather information about the concerns of those affected
by the hurricanes, be educated about the recovery process, and advocate for the needs of the most
vulnerable that are more likely to be left out of the decision-making process for rebuilding their Gulf
Coast region.
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INTRODUCTION

Who could have imagined the events that unfolded in New Orleans and along the Gulf Coast of
the United States on August 29, 2005, and the days following in the path of Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita? There were certainly many who knew that a storm with the strength of Hurricane Katrina
could hit the Gulf Coast. There were also many who knew that it was entirely possible and in fact,
likely, that one day the levees would break and ood the City of New Orleans.

Despite the predictions, far too many people who should have been prepared were not; and this lack
of preparation resulted in the destruction of lives and communities: more than a thousand dead and
hundreds of thousands displaced. Perhaps the greater travesty was not in the disaster itself but in the
colossal failure of government agencies to protect the people it was supposed to serve. The images of
people stranded on bridges and overpasses in New Orleans coupled with the devastation along the
entire Gulf Coast region of the United States has left a lasting wound of how vulnerable we are to
the force of nature and the fallibility of humans. Sadly, during the height of the crisis, and sometimes
even now, American citizens displaced from New Orleans were referred to as refugees as if they
somehow no longer have the same status or bene ts granted to all citizens of our nation.

In stark contrast to the ineffective and inadequate response of government agencies, including the
Red Cross, was the response of churches and other religious organizations in the Gulf Coast region
and throughout the United States. Churches were the rst responders in this crisis. It was the church-
es, synagogues, mosques, and humanitarian relief organizations like Church World Service that pro-
vided on-the-ground assistance to those in need after the hurricanes devastated the region. Churches
established command centers and used their facilities to provide housing, food, clothing, and other
important items to those displaced by the storm in addition to offering prayer and spiritual support
to those in need. Churches across the country supported families and sent work groups to help clean
up after the devastation. This work continues today as youth groups and other ministries continue to
offer hope, prayer, and help to those impacted by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.

Unfortunately, rather than offering help, some offered words of judgment and condemnation the

storms were the result of God s wrath because of sin. But as Jesus lets us know in Matthew 5:44, the
sun rises on the evil and the good; it rains on the righteous and on the unrighteous.
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THE SPECIAL COMMISSION FOR THE JUST REBUILDING OF THE GULF COAST
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THE REPORT CARD

The Special Commission for the Just Rebuilding of the Gulf developed this report card because the
scope of issues affecting Gulf Coast residents who have either returned or are hoping to return to

the region are complex and compound. This report card evaluates some of the most pressing aspects
facing the Gulf Coast in the rebuilding process. Many of the topics presented within this report are
the source of contention, as there are no straightforward solutions. Issues such as whether the heavily
adopted charter model and state take over of Orleans Parish schools will be successful, how to address
the healthcare shortages in the Gulf region, and what is the best way to allocate federal funds. What
is not in contention is the dire need for funding, health care, economic development, a good school
system, affordable and assessable housing, quality child care, just policies, and environmental justice.

In this report card we not only assign a grade, but also present some of the shortcomings and tri-
umphs that have occurred within the last year and a half, and the methodologies the federal, state,
and local governments are using to renew those cities and towns affected by Hurricanes Katrina and
Rita and, to a lesser extent, Wilma, in 2005. It also sets the stage to discuss future challenges that the
residents and municipalities of the states affected by the disasters face, and how the National Council
of Churches is working to effectively advocate for an equitable rebuilding process. This report card is
only a snapshot of the many issues facing residents who are struggling to rebuild.

Factor Federal Louisiana ~ Mississippi ~ New Orleans

Overall D D C- C-

Providing a timely response

Administering and distributing funds

Practicing environmental justice

Addressing the healthcare shortage

Improving schools

Responding to the demand for housing
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Criteria for grades:

A = Ful llment of Governmental Responsibility D = Very Limited Action, Needs Great Improvement
B = Government Produced Considerable Actions  F = Total Inaction, Action Had Negative Impact

C = Some Positive Action, Needs Improvement
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PROVIDING A TIMELY RESPONSE

Grades: Federal: F | Louisiana: D | Mississippi: C | New Orleans: F

Triumphs
The lessons of Hurricane Katrina were heeded in Hurricane Rita, resulting in only 1 death
The needs of residents without cars will be evaluated and planned for in a national conference

Shortcomings
Federal, state, and local governments were unprepared, uncoordinated, and did not communicate
during Hurricane Katrina resulting in a formidable death toll
There was no evacuation plan for those without cars who are generally the most impoverished and
vulnerable citizens

It almost goes without saying that the initial response following Hurricane Katrina was reprehensible.
It should also be noted that a number of the errors made during Hurricane Katrina were corrected

or improved upon during hurricanes Rita and Wilma. However, we would be remiss if we did not
acknowledge the many mistakes and oversights that led to calamity and the current state of disrepair
in the Gulf Coast region.

A Look Back: Broken Promises

In his address to the nation from Jackson Square, President George W. Bush admitted to a failed and
uncoordinated effort amongst local, state, and federal government agencies in their response to Hur-
ricane Katrina.! Although Louisiana Governor Blanco and Mayor Ray Nagin announced a voluntary
evacuation on the morning of Saturday, August 27, it was not until Sunday, August 28, that a manda-
tory evacuation for the City of New Orleans was made by the Mayor. By this time alternate means

of transportation such as buses or planes had ceased operations. The Washington Post reported that

the city had rejected offers from Amtrak to evacuate citizens on a vacant passenger train hauling only
equipment out of New Orleans on the Saturday evening before the storm, and that the U.S. militarys
82nd Airborne division awaited orders to evacuate people via planes, but never received a command.
In fact, shelters in upstate Louisiana had hundreds of empty beds.? The problem was in the transport-
ing of citizens. Twenty-seven percent of households within the city did not own cars.® The city had
drafted plans to utilize city buses and trains to evacuate people in the event of a mandatory evacua-
tion, but decided against using these means because they did not have a memorandum of understand-
ing amongst cities and towns that would receive evacuees.*
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