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Abstract

The objective of this study is to analyze the influences of demographic patterns, planning
politics and funding disbursement processes in rebuilding New Orleans, after Hurricane Katrina’s
storm surge engulfed several neighborhoods of Orleans Parish Louisiana, on August 29" 2005.
Immediately following the storm surge, national opinion makers began debating the possibility
of shrinking the footprint of New Orleans, as part of the rebuilding process. Although recovery
efforts were begun almost immediately, at the five year anniversary of the cataclysmic natural
disaster more than a hundred thousand of New Orleanians are still displaced. Utilizing
regression analysis as a quantitative measure and qualitative analysis of policies changes, the
anticipated results will demonstrate that race is less significant, contrary to what some would
expect. It is anticipated that dimensions of participatory politics and environmental planning
are significant factors behind the planning process rather than demographic variable which are
shaping the rebuilding of New Orleans.



Introduction

Hurricane season 2005 was a season of firsts, first season with twenty-eight
named storms, the first season to have fifteen hurricanes, first with four of the fifteen
hurricanes being category 5, and finally the first season with four major hurricanes
hitting the United States. Hurricane Katrina was the fifth hurricane of the 2005 season,
but the first of two to hit New Orleans. Figure 1 shows the eye of Hurricane Katrina

passed just off the eastern tip of Orleans Parish.

Figure1; Eye of Hurricane Katrina
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Katrina would forever change New Orleans, bringing to light claims of neighborhood
blight and racial polarization in the Lower Ninth Ward. As media crews covered the
catastrophic effects of Hurricane Katrina, they reported stories of neighborhood

destruction. Hundreds of thousands of homes being completely destroyed or under



water, cars turned upside down, thousands left homeless while others lost their lives.
Shortly soon after the stories included those of inadequate maintenance of the levees
by the Army Corp of Engineers, the lack of government funding to levee projects, and a
general lack of preparedness for natural disasters splashed across the headlines of

newspapers and nightly news broadcasts.

Many national pundits and opinion leaders wrote or spoke out about New
Orleans in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Many of these individuals were suggesting
that New Orleans shrink its physical size, something that no large city had apparently
done after a disaster in modern-era history, at least in dramatic fashion (Vale and
Campanella, 2005). Despite this intimidating historical hurdle and the fact that most
residents of the ‘Big Easy’ flooded areas were still displaced, debates raged among the
city’s politicians over whether to “shrink the physical footprint,” as the idea to shrink the
city’s physical size came to be public. The issue made their way to the top of local
policy agenda’s, when architects, developers and academics, mostly from other cities,
came to town to advise a mayoral advisory panel, the Bring New Orleans Back
Commission (BNOB), about recovery efforts. Yet just two years later, pre-storm
circumstances prevailed in New Orleans. In fact the Corporate Crime Reporter 2007
put Louisiana as the most corrupt state in the nation, that the economy is driven by

politics and political connections among the elite making the decisions.

It did, however, lead to renewed civic engagement in heavily flooded areas, such
as the Lower Ninth Ward, and those with more middle class populations. Existing
neighborhood organizations increased their membership numbers, and new umbrella

organizations were formed. An example of such a group is the Neighborhood



Partnership Network (NPN), a nonprofit organization aimed at neighborhood
collaboration, increase access to government information while strengthening the voices
of individuals and communities across New Orleans. This increase in community
collaboration was seen locally and nationally as a focus of hope for New Orleans and its

pending recovery.

While New Orleans may not be as racially heterogeneous as other large cities in
the United States, it has certainly had its share of bad publicity on its racial and
socioeconomic divisions. For instance the city of New Orleans population is composed
of 28% Anglo-Americans, 67% African Americans, and 5% classed as others, while
New York City in comparison has 45% Anglo-American, 25% African Americans, and
30% other (Census Bureau, 2000). Unfortunately, these divisions appeared to
contribute to the lack of intra-city, cooperative relationships among the citizens of New
Orleans, and community based groups, government leaders and institutions and other
private organizations. Whatever the case was, this study has found that racial and
socioeconomic divisions were not significant factors in the rate of rebuilding, when
comparing them to the actual devastation of damage caused to individual
neighborhoods. For Hurricane Katrina did not care what race you were, or the color of

your skin, or the amount of money you made.



Literature Review

Many researchers have examined an assortment of topics relating to Hurricane Katrina
and the catastrophic devastation it brought to New Orleans. Katrina would forever change New
Orleans, bringing to light claims of a non-regime, despair and racial polarization. Although
recovery efforts were begun almost immediately, at the five year anniversary of the cataclysmic
natural disaster more than a hundred thousand New Orleanians are still displaced. It brings to
question if participatory politics is related to the neighborhood recovery, or if it’s the actual
level of devastation caused in each neighborhood, and whether or not race actually plays a role

in the recovery process.

Historical Context

Distinctive Louisiana social characteristics reflect approaches used to manage hazards
and disasters. Louisiana has historically been a poor state in economic terms, but rich in culture
and biodiversity. The unevenness of wealth in this state makes it a unique problem when
deciding where to rebuild. There has been a huge public protest of those not being able to
rebuild back in the devastated areas that are prone to repetitive flooding. The bottom line is
that leaders are not financing risky development, so the people (especially the poor) are not
placed in harm’s way if another significant natural disaster were to occur. To get a better
understanding of what has hindered the rebuilding process of New Orleans, which seems to be
on a very slow track to rebuild, a look at how it came to be New Orleans is needed. In The Lost

Year (2006) Dan Baum describes that the French settled on the high ground of the Mississippi



River oxbow, which later would become the heart of New Orleans. It was the freed African
Americans and the early European immigrants too poor to afford to live in the already
established crowded city, who settled in the marginal land. It was the European immigrants
who first erected “shotgun style” houses on the marshy cypress lands of the modern day Ninth
Ward. They built the houses up off the ground and elongated them for easy ventilation in the
hot humid summers of Louisiana. With the lack of educational institutions, hospitals or
transportation, the community of immigrants soon developed a strong bond between families
setting up their own means to educate children and take care of the elderly or the ill. At the
turn of the 20" century, New Orleans leaders began planning for the new industrial canal which
connects Lake Pontchartrain with the Mississippi River. They would run it down the middle of
the 9" ward, completely cutting off what we today call the Lower Ninth Ward. Eventually three
bridges would connect the Lower Ninth Ward, or the “dark skinned” area as it was referred to
by locals of the upriver communities of whites or “light skinned” people.

So what is it that gives the people of New Orleans a sense of place? Morgan, Morgan,
and Barrett (2006) wrote in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina of the inequalities that seemed
to be historically embedded in our national system of heritage preservation. They also
described the multicultural community of the Lower Ninth Ward, with significant bonds and
strong individual identities and heritages shared among community members. Landphair
(2008) in particular writes, “how the area grew, flourished, and suffered, amid municipal
neglect and increasing impoverishment, Lower Ninth Ward residents developed cross-
generational neighborhood bonds that encouraged activist pursuit of better public services and

nourished cultural traditions singular to New Orleans”(Landphair, 2008). Although the Lower



Ninth Ward was home to roughly fourteen thousand people prior to Hurricane Katrina, which
was equivalent to about three percent of the population, its story of devastation is known
around the world. Unexpectedly, the Lower Ninth Ward historically characterized as neglected

and on the outer boundaries of New Orleans power structure, is now a household name across

the nation, representing the storm’s human disaster.

Demographic Issues

Fussell (2007) writes of the vast multiracial culture of New Orleans and the history it
brings to the state, but on the other hand he notes the rumors that have arisen about the
rebuilding of New Orleans with a whiter, wealthier look to it. Government funding may be slow
played as a deterrent to keep the lower income blacks from returning back to the
neighborhoods. This statement is one that seems to be repeated in many articles on the
rebuilding of New Orleans. Burns and Thomas (2006) point out that under Louisiana’s Road
Home (LRH) program the property owners are allowed up to $150,000 in federal aid, minus
their insurance payments for damages caused. However it all sounds good, but the insurance
companies estimating damages well below what it will cost to repair or rebuild, so even with

the LRH money residents are falling well short of the money needed to rebuild.

Fussell, Sastry, and VanLandingham (2009) wrote Race, socioeconomic status, and
return migration to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, compare rates of return migration to
New Orleans, by using American Community Survey (ACS) 2005 and the Displaced New Orleans
Residents Pilot Survey (DNORPS) 2006. The study shows that, the whites did return back to

New Orleans faster than the blacks, however it also showed that if whites hadn’t moved back



by the ninth month following the disaster they probably weren’t going to come back. Whereas
blacks didn’t really start to migrate back until the sixth month, and continue to move back in
small groups even today. By using multivariate logistic regression analysis they were able to
show the importance of variables, like race and education. In conclusion their analysis showed
that race is not a significant factor in return migration, but rather the significant factor was the

level of housing damage.

Legal and Bureaucratic Challenges

As difficult as the immediate emergency response proved to be, challenges associated
with recovery proved even more complex. Breunlin (2006) wrote of local, state and federal
governments not opening public housing and not efficiently providing basic health care and
public education needs to the displaced community members. Advocates of the displaced
community members believe that human rights are being infringed upon. Breunlin identifies
the differences of governmental views over property and ownership. He notes the connection
that community members felt or still feel toward the Lower Ninth Ward, even if it was public
housing or low income homes, government officials don't see the generational connection to
the property. Decisions about these and other aspects of recovery are affected by laws and
regulations on the part of all three levels of government. One example of this bureaucratic red
tape is under the federal Robert T. Stafford Act, public assistance projects required a 10 percent
cost share from local governments upfront before the remaining 90 percent in federal grant
money can be used. Many of the estimated 23,000 disaster recovery projects in Louisiana had

been put on hold because local governments did not have the resources to provide the match



funding. The local match requirement has been waived 32 times since 1985 when per capita
rebuilding costs have been deemed excessive, but had not yet been waived for Katrina and Rita

(FEMA, 2007).

As early as 200, FEMA begins to turn more focus towards hazard mitigation, the Robert
T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000) was
amended to foster united mitigation planning, coordination, and implementation between
states, tribes, and jurisdictions. The Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 requires
counties/parishes/tribes, and/or jurisdictions to develop hazard mitigation plans in order to
receive federal disaster mitigation dollars for building safer communities. The Robert T. Stafford
Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act encourages “the development of comprehensive
disaster preparedness and assistance plans, programs, capabilities, and organizations by the
States and by local governments.” It also achieves “greater coordination and responsiveness of
disaster preparedness and relief programs” States that meet the enhanced planning criteria get
increases of 15% to 20% of the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program funds ((HMGP) (FEMA State

and Local Mitigation Planning how-to guide, 2002)).

The question of whether it is feasible or justifiable to change the look of New Orleans
physical footprint, and move people from areas which they once called home, is one of many
divisive issues generated by the rebuilding process in Orleans Parish. Burns and Thomas (2006)
write of “the absence of a clear line of authority creates significant ambiguity about how the
city will rebuild”, in their paper Power, Politics, and the New Orleans Non-Regime. They discuss

how federal, state and local funding is not reaching the people in the communities, and how
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chief executive officers and many members coming from other states, most of which have

strong ties to the National Republican Party.

LRA was created by the Governor of Louisiana by executive order in October 2005. The
purpose of the LRA was to be the state’s voice to the federal government, by means of
providing documentation for funding needs, and demonstrating transparency and
accountability in funding decisions (Olshansky, 2007). In the end the LRA was the one who
provided policy decisions for the use of the $10.6 billion in Community Development Block
Grant funds(CDBG) provided by the Federal government in December 2005 and June 2006. As
well as the estimated $1.15 billion in hazard mitigation grant that FEMA was authorizing

(Olshansky, 2007).

The BNOBC was created by Mayor Ray Nagin consisting of a seventeen member board
of community leaders that would oversee the development and rebuilding of New Orleans
(Olshansky, 2007). BNOBC was divided up into seven subcommittees which included: urban
planning, education, cultural, infrastructure, government effectiveness, health and social
services, and economic development. The subcommittee of urban planning was chaired by
developer Joe Canizaro. At Canizaro’s request the Urban Land Institute (ULI) sent a team to
New Orleans for a week with the task of developing a set of recommendations for the
rebuilding of New Orleans. The ULI released their final report November of 2005. The ULI

report made the politically poisonous suggestion of shrinking New Orleans footprint. The
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