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Nearly a decade after Katrina, New Orleans’ poor and black still struggle to rebuild their lives.

Nothing could have prepared Jean Marie Peacock for what she saw when she returned to her
New Orleans home after Hurricane Katrina. She had boarded up her home before evacuating
the city, yet six feet of water had remained, stagnating for weeks. Furniture had been reduced
to piles of rubble, and mold covered many of the surfaces.

But Peacock, then an associate pastor at Lakeview Presbyterian Church, was one of the lucky
ones. On August 29, 2005, the hurricane had torn through Louisiana and Mississippi, leaving a
swath of death and destruction throughout the South. FEMA, the Federal Emergency
Management Agency, would later call Katrina the most catastrophic natural disaster in US
history.

After Hurricane Katrina struck, Jean Marie Peacock returned to her New Orleans home only to
find it devastated by weeks of stagnant water.

The storm killed more than 1,800 people and left more than $100 billion worth of damage in
its wake. More than a million people lost their homes. New Orleans was hit the hardest. But it
soon became clear that Katrina had disproportionately affected the city’s poor, black
population.

Even before rapper Kanye West declared that President George W. Bush didn’t care about
black people on a nationally televised fundraiser for Katrina relief, many people were mulling
over similar questions. Would emergency response have come quicker if New Orleans weren’t
a so-called chocolate city? Did the local government abandon black populations in the wake of
the storm? Could the government have done more to help the black community?

The situation is no doubt complex, but essentially the answers to those questions are yes,
various social scientists and other experts say.

Vulnerability to disasters

Presbyterian Disaster Assistance volunteers with Project Homecoming build a new home for
one of New Orleans’ many families made homeless by Katrina.

More than a year after the storm, 59 percent of black survivors said they would describe their
lives as disrupted, compared with 29 percent of white survivors. A 2008 report by the State of
Louisiana found that black residents of Orleans Parish were as much as four times more likely
to have died as result of Katrina than white residents. And 118,000 African Americans had still
not returned to their homes by 2010.

While overtly racist government policies may not have put New Orleans’ poor African
Americans in danger, experts agree that centuries of institutional racism and inequality ensured
that poor black people would be woefully unprepared for Katrina—well before the storm ever
hit.



“Unfortunately, working around the world, working around the country, and looking across
time, the poor and the marginalized tend to bear the brunt of disasters,” says Craig Colten, a
geography professor at Louisiana State University and author of the 2005 book An Unnatural
Metropolis: Wresting New Orleans from Nature.

“In some instances,” Colten adds, “disasters are only disasters to the poor and marginalized.”

Colten points to New Orleans’ schools as an illustration of how race and poverty are
inextricably intertwined with disaster preparedness. Having never fully recovered from the
days of segregation—when often the only textbooks available in black schools were 6-year-old
hand-me-downs from white schools—schools in the city’s black neighborhoods are still
underresourced, he says.

The students in these schools can’t get the education they need to escape poverty, and so they
don’t. And poverty is what put so much of New Orleans’ black population in danger after
Katrina. Many who relied on public transportation were unable to get out of the city. Others
didn’t try to leave because they had no access to information about the severity of the
impending storm.

“Look at the number of computers in homes,” Colten says. “How many of the poor families
were watching the newscast, watching the weather reports on the Internet?” Sure, evacuation
information was theoretically available to everyone, he says, but people with televisions and
access to the Internet simply got more information than those without.

And after Katrina, poverty kept poor African Americans shut out of many recovery programs.

“They were at a huge disadvantage in terms of negotiating the red tape necessary to return
home,” Colten says. “They were stymied in their efforts to use existing resources to get back
home, whereas in some instances people who were wealthy could get lawyers to do the work
for them. Poor blacks were handicapped in many ways.”

Still ‘on life support’

Hurricane Katrina may no longer be making national headlines, but New Orleans’ black
population still struggles daily to rebuild their lives in the aftermath. “There are patches of the
city that are still very much on life support,” Colten says.

Troy Glover agrees. Glover, a lifelong New Orleans resident, is the New Orleans young adult
liaison for the Presbyterian Mission Agency’s Self-Development of People (SDOP).

“It’s been nine years, and most of these low-income African American areas still look like
Katrina [just] happened,” he says.

As an SDOP liaison, Glover works directly with the city’s poorest communities. His role
includes helping formerly incarcerated men become entrepreneurs and talking to community
leaders about SDOP. And Glover isn’t alone. Other Presbyterian

ministries, including Presbyterian Disaster Assistance (PDA), are on the ground, helping
victims of Katrina put their lives, their homes, and the city back together.

In April 2007, after moving into a new home and working with her church on disaster relief,
Jean Marie Peacock and the Presbytery of South Louisiana partnered with PDA to start Project
Homecoming, an organization that builds homes on abandoned and blighted properties and
helps low-income families in New Orleans become homeowners.

“One of the realities in New Orleans is the lack of affordable housing and the burden that low-
income families carry because rent is so high after Katrina,” Peacock says. “Rent tripled



because there was such a lack of affordable housing—80 percent of the city was under water.”

The importance of wetlands

Housing, however, isn’t the only answer to racialized poverty and vulnerability in New
Orleans. Colleen Earp, a Young Adult Volunteer sponsored by Bayou Blue First Presbyterian
Church’s Wetlands Theological Education Project, spent the past year planting trees and
grasses in an effort to rebuild the city’s coastal wetlands. Earp, who has a master’s degree in
geography, says coastal restoration is crucial if we want to prevent devastation from another
storm like Katrina.

Coastal wetlands, full of water-absorbing plants, act as a natural buffer against hurricanes,
slowing them before they reach inland, she says. But Louisiana’s wetlands are being lost at an
alarming rate, threatening in particular the area’s indigenous population.

“South Louisiana loses about a football field’s worth of wetlands an hour,” Earp says, drawing
on a 2011 study by the US Geological Survey. “And it’s not that a football-field-sized area is
dropping off every hour. It’s that half an inch here, half an inch there adds up very quickly.”

Learn more

To get involved with PDA or help support its work by making a donation: pcusa.org/pda

For more about the Young Adult Volunteer program or to consider applying: pcusa.org/yav

To take action for preserving and restoring wetlands in South Louisiana and elsewhere:
presbyterianwetlands.org

To apply to be a Young Adult Community Liaison for Self-Development of People:
pcusa.org/sdop

Some erosion is natural, but Earp and other experts say the damage to New Orleans’ wetlands
comes primarily from humans. For example, manmade levees prevent the Mississippi River
from depositing sediment in the delta. And saltwater flows into canals built by the oil and gas
industries, killing vegetation that stabilizes wetlands. Katrina, Earp says, was an eye-opener for
many who hadn’t realized just how bad costal erosion had gotten.

“There was a lot of human error in the organization of getting everyone out and protecting the
people,” Earp says, “but there was also a lot of environmental damage that, had it not
happened, Katrina might not have been as severe.”

Undeniably, Katrina was a disaster in more ways than one; there was failure on multiple levels,
and there is still much work to be done. But Troy Glover is quick to contend that the city is
hardly wallowing. “The people of New Orleans are proud and resilient,” he says.

He says that what the city needs most is for someone intimately familiar with the low-income
black community to be in a position of power. And with a political science degree almost
completed and plans to attend law school next, Glover could be the one.

“I’m praying about it,” he says. “And if God leads me in that direction, I would love to be that
person.”

Dawn Cherie Araujo is a staff writer at Global Sisters Report and a freelance religion writer.

A visual of Christianity in action

Presbyterian Disaster Assistance volunteers from Los Angeles build a new house in New
Orleans.



More than 50,000 Presbyterian Disaster Assistance volunteer missions cycled through the
original Presbyterian Volunteer Villages after Hurricane Katrina struck the US Gulf Coast in
2005. The blue T-shirts worn by each PDA volunteer and embossed with the tagline “Out of
chaos, Hope” became an emblem of Christianity in action. Homeowners began to realize that
people wearing those shirts were servants ready to do whatever was needed. Today, volunteers
still wear those shirts.

Homeowners in the US Gulf Coast who received help from PDA volunteers have shared a few
responses:

“We lost our home, our pets, and a lifetime of ‘things’ to Hurricane Katrina. . . . Then a band
of angels arrived and took control. Their goodness and generosity allowed us to remain in our
place of over 50 years. . . . And our great-grandchildren can still call this home.”

“While there were many groups that came and helped, they moved on, while PDA was here for
over four years. Bringing a community back from Katrina does not happen in a day but takes
years.”

“You did much more than help rebuild my house—you gave many of us hope in our darkest
times from Katrina.”

“God has, in my words, ‘Shown up and showed out.’ ”

Order a free DVD of Coming Home: Hurricane Katrina Five Years Later, which tells the story
of hurricane survivors and volunteers helping to rebuild.
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