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With the efforts to rebuild already happening at a snail’s pace, now is hardly the time for the just 
rebuilding of the Gulf Coast to be on the back burner of national priorities for America. Lives are  
at stake and so is the soul of our nation.

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 Bush�s 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. 

EXEcUTIVE SUMMARY

“
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NCC�s Special Commission bases its mission on four principles that are aligned with our understand-
ing of the biblical mandate to advocate for justice:
�	 Right of affected residents to participate in the decisions about rebuilding of the Gulf Coast region; 

encourage congregations to participate in community organizations advocating a voice for the 
voiceless

�	 Collective responsibility of all people in the country to participate in the equitable rebuilding  
of the Gulf Coast region.

�	 Right of all people to a fair opportunity for self-suf�ciency; for example, a quality education,  
jobs, health services, access to capital, etc.

�	 Right of all displaced residents to return a community that offers security, tranquility and  
stability of opportunity.

With these principles in mind, the Special Commission for the Just Rebuilding of the Gulf Coast has 
been closely monitoring the progress being made to rebuild the region. What we have witnessed has 
been disconcerting, to say the least. The overall pace of rebuilding has been less than impressive. In 
fact, it has been bogged down with bureaucracy, chaos, and confusion. Having traveled to the region 
on numerous occasions and met with bishops, pastors, church leaders, community activists and gov-
ernment of�cials; we have concluded that there are many justice issues that are not being adequately 
addressed. Those who were the most vulnerable were negatively affected by the hurricanes; and now, 
these same people are being left behind and left out of the rebuilding process.

In response to our �nding and observations, members of the Special Commission agreed that it 
would be important for us to issue a �report card� to inform and educate those in our congregations, 
our nation and abroad about the current status of the recovery in the region. This report highlights 
the justice issues that are not being adequately addressed and the consequences to those most in need 
if more is not done to ensure that the rebuilding of the Gulf Coast is just. 

In this report card, which we have entitled, Triumphs and Struggles in the Just Rebuilding of the Gulf 
Coast, we have identi�ed and evaluated the government agencies that are responsible for the rebuild-
ing of the Gulf Coast. Grades have been assigned to the federal government, the states of Louisiana, 
Mississippi, and the city of New Orleans, based upon their actions in the following areas that are 
crucial to the rebuilding process: providing a timely response; administering and distributing funds; 
practicing environmental justice; addressing the healthcare shortage; improving schools; responding 
to the demand for housing; and insurance. Grades were assigned based upon the following criteria: 

A = ful�llment of governmental responsibility
B = government produced considerable actions
C = some positive action, needs improvement
D = very limited action, needs great improvement
F = total inaction, action had negative impact
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According to our criteria, federal, state, and local government agencies have done very little to  
improve conditions in the Gulf Coast in the wake of the devastation caused by the hurricanes.  
Based on our observations, research, and information from those on the ground, half of the factors  
we examined received low marks. Overall, when considering all factors, the federal  government 
received a D, Louisiana received a D, Mississippi a C-, and New Orleans a C-. Mississippi has done 
the best job as it pertains to improving schools and practicing environmental justice. However, a great 
deal of improvement is needed in the other areas of concern. 

Factor	 Federal	 Louisiana	 Mississippi	 New Orleans

Overall	 D	 D	 C-	 C-

Providing a timely response	 F	 D	 C	 F

Administering and distributing funds	 C	 F	 F	 C

Practicing environmental justice	 C	 D	 B	 F

Addressing the healthcare shortage	 C	 D	 C	 C

Improving schools	 F	 D	 B	 F

Responding to the demand for housing	 F	 D	 C	 D

Insurance	 F	 F	 F	 F

This report card is a guide for action. It is our hope that by naming these issues, we will be able to 
hold to task those responsible for rebuilding the Gulf Coast. This report is a reminder to our govern-
ment of�cials, our churches, and the entire nation that the rebuilding of the Gulf Coast region is still 
a work in progress�very much in need of our full support. We cannot allow this effort to be left to 
happenstance or the issues to be taken out of the spotlight. It is essential that we all work together 
toward the just rebuilding of the Gulf Coast.
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INTRODUCTION

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the  
righteous and on the unrighteous.” Matthew 5: 43-45 (NRSV) 

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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It may be generations from now before we fully comprehend the magnitude of the devastation and the 
true cost to rebuild the Gulf Coast region. As it stands now, the efforts to rebuild have been slow-moving. 
Indecision, chaos, and confusion have made even the most basic decisions nearly impossible for those who 
are looking to rebuild their lives and communities. As churches and other religious bodies continue to �ll 
the gaps in service and aid those who have been displaced or are trying to rebuild in the Gulf Coast re-
gion, government agencies continue to allow bureaucracy to reign to the detriment of those most in need.

According to a November 18, 2006, editorial in the New York Times, �Excuses sound hollow when you�re 
trapped in a �imsy trailer. For Gulf Coast residents waiting for long-promised government assistance,  
patience has given way to anger and anguish. What is clear more than a year after Hurricane Katrina is 
that their needs�and the demand for action from the American public�have largely gone unmet.�

This lack of responsiveness by the government must end. While we know that Christian organizations 
and other faith groups will continue to send help and support the people of the Gulf Coast region;  
government agencies also have a responsibility to help with the just rebuilding of the Gulf Coast region.

THE SPEcial Commission for tHE JUst REbUilDing of tHE GUlf Coast

The National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC) established the Special  
Commission for the Just Rebuilding of the Gulf Coast in September 2005. According to the mandate 
of NCC�s Governing Board, the goal of the Special Commission is to �strive for the greatest degree  
of coherence and comprehensive efforts in rebuilding the Gulf Coast communities and in addressing 
the human inequities that exacerbated a natural disaster into wholesale calamity.�

Members of the Special Commission were appointed to serve by their denomination or communion. 
In order to assess the need in the Gulf Coast region, the Special Commission has toured the damaged 
areas on numerous occasions, including a tour by NCC staff which took place in October of 2005 on 
the �rst day that residents of the Lower Ninth Ward were allowed to go into the neighborhood and 
assess the damage to their homes. Members of the Special Commission have met with local pastors 
across the region, disaster relief agencies, denominational leaders, Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) personnel, members of Congress, community activists, and local government  
of�cials, including New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin. We have toured the FEMA trailers in Baker, LA, 
areas that have been witnessed environmental hazards including Chalmette and New Orleans East, 
and numerous impacted areas along the Gulf Coast in Mississippi.

To inform and focus the work of the Special Commission, a vision statement and set of principles 
were adopted. A copy of this information can be found online at www.ncccusa.org/justrebuilding.org. 
The Special Commission is also working on a theological statement that will be disseminated  
to NCC member denominations.

This report is the �rst of several updates that the Special Commission will release. It is our hope that 
the Report Card will be a way for people of faith to monitor progress in the Gulf Coast region as well 
as to determine advocacy issues.
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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	 F	 D	 C	 F

Administering and distributing funds	 C	 F	 F	 C

Practicing environmental justice	 C	 D	 B	 F

Addressing the healthcare shortage	 C	 D	 C	 C

Improving schools	 F	 D	 B	 F

Responding to the demand for housing	 F	 D	 C	 D

Insurance	 F	 F	 F	 F

Criteria for grades:
A = Ful�llment of Governmental Responsibility
B = Government Produced Considerable Actions
C = Some Positive Action, Needs Improvement

D = Very Limited Action, Needs Great Improvement
F = Total Inaction, Action Had Negative Impact
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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.1 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. military�s 
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.2 The problem was in the transport-
ing of citizens. Twenty-seven percent of households within the city did not own cars.3 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.4 

PROVIdInG A TIMELY RESPOnSE
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The city has now worked to circulate a memorandum of understanding securing regional cooperation 
with other jurisdictions to transfer citizens via bus or train in the event of future evacuations. In addi-
tion, the University of New Orleans, hosted a national conference on February 8-9, 2007 to address 
the needs of the elderly, disabled, and transit-dependent populations. Professionals, government of�-
cials, and experts will convene and discuss how to address the needs of these vulnerable populations.5 

The lack of preparation in the critical days leading up to the landfall of Hurricane Katrina exacerbat-
ed problems in the immediate days following the storm. The lack of communication between local, 
state, and federal government agencies combined with the mass of people left behind in the city of 
New Orleans contributed to the horri�c images of Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath. It would not 
be until the ninth of September, 10 days after the storm hit, that all voluntary evacuees had left the 
city, and only those who refused to leave remained.6 It would also not be until then that much needed 
supplies would arrive in the vacant city. Governor Kathleen Blanco had refused aid from the Red 
Cross up to this point, citing that it would encourage people to stay, rather than to evacuate.7

The federal government lagged in its response as well. FEMA, which was to assist the city in respond-
ing to the crisis, was ill-equipped to do so. The agency failed to organize and direct search and rescue 
crews, and did not have adequate supplies for the citizens that remained in New Orleans.

Prior to the hurricane, Louisiana�s neighbors, Mississippi and Alabama, stood ready to assist the city 
with all necessary means of aid. However, as Hurricane Katrina changed course the storm barreled 
through Mississippi�s Gulfport and Biloxi, and caused devastation in Mobile, Alabama, as well. These 
neighboring states shared the experience of a slow response by FEMA. Mississippi found that the  
agency did not have the supplies necessary to sustain its people and some of�cials feared riots would 
ensue.8

Since the initial days of recovery and response, Mississippi�s leadership has accelerated the process of 
receiving funds for rebuilding. Governor Haley Barbour established Mississippi�s plan for assistance 
to homeowners in hurricane impacted areas much more quickly than Louisiana. However, the state�s 
headstart on rebuilding does not necessarily demonstrate incompetence by Louisiana. Governor 
Blanco was forced to re-approach Congress for additional funds, so that Louisiana homeowners seek-
ing assistance would be able to receive grants comparable to those awarded to Mississippi homeown-
ers.9 Congress� initial award of $29 billion dollars in hurricane relief money provided $7.7 billion 
dollars to Louisiana and $5.2 billion dollars to Mississippi for housing reconstruction. This allocation 
of money left many Louisiana of�cials feeling that the state had been shortchanged, particularly since 
nearly 3 times more homes were destroyed in Louisiana.10


