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KATRINA HEARINGS SHOW LITANY 
OF BAD DECISIONS

KOt!r,iCAEYiEXRE?lENTi By: Jimmie Briggs and William Fisher
NEW YORK (NNPA)-The Hunts Point 

neighborhood in the Bronx is notorious for its 
exhaust-filled air and industrial pollution from 
power plants and incinerators. The residents are 
predominantly Black and Latino, many of whom 
have children battling environmentally-relates 
asthma.

“You have these politically expedient places 
to dump; places that wealthy people avoid,” observes Majora Carter, a Hunts Point resident 
and founder of a community-based organization. Sustainable South Bronx. “It’s a policy that 
no one talks about.”

Recently, the Associated Press wire service released the results of a national investiga
tive study echoing what activists such as Majora Carter and others have been saying for 
years, that Blacks are overwhelmingly more likely to live in areas with high air pollution, twice 
more than their White counterparts, in 19 states.

Published on Dec. 13, the study was based on a scoring system that measures air pol
lution and health effects by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the demograph
ic patterns from the 2000 national census. Seen in light of other reports done on the local 
level, a picture of an environmental crisis for marginalized, poor Blacks emerges.

“The (AP) study comes at a critical time in our movement,” explains Robert Bullard, 
founder of the 12-year-old Environmental Justice Resource Center at Clark-Atlanta University 
and the author of books on the environment such as “Dumping Dixie” and “Politics of 
Pollution.”

“It makes a lot of sense to have a well-respected, White news organization basically 
saying the same things myself and a number of other researchers have been saying the last 
two decades," he continues. “The (AP) study only looked at air pollution, but if you overlay 
hazards such as lead poisoning and dangerous utilities, you get this piling on effect. The EPA 
has done a lousy job in terms of enforcing air quality standards.”

Numerous Black areas across the country are enduring the poisonous legacies of 
environmental pollution in their communities. According to state agencies in Louisiana, New 
Crieans faced the cleanup of 22 million tons of trash after 
the devastation of Hurricane Katrina. Combined with the 
floating sewage and human waste, the city's residents are 
facing what researchers widely describe as a “toxic stew,” 
hazardous to the health of returning residents.

ether communities not affected by Hurricane Katrina 
are also facing challenges. A study done by Johns 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health last June 
revealed that in Maryland, the higher the poverty and Black 
population in a community, the greater the risk of cancer 
attributable to air pollution.

Citizens in Mossville, LA went so far as to file a human 
rights petition with the Washington-based Crganization of 
American States in Washington, D.C., in March for the 
government’s authorization of hazardous industrial sites 
near predominantly non-White communities such as 
Mossville.

“There’s been tremendous progress on air pollution,” argues Granta Nakayama, EPA 
assistant administrator. “The number of air pollutants has dropped by 54 percent since 1970. 
We’re trying to make the air cleaner for everybody, it doesn’t matter what community you live in.”

The same year the Environmental Justice Resource Center, president Bill Clinton signed 
Executive Order 12989 ordering federal agencies to ensure equal protection from environ
mental pollution for all communities. That meant agencies such as the Environmental 
Protection Agency were to increase their aggressiveness in protecting non-White, economi
cally depressed areas from disproportionate exposure to environmental toxins.

A decade later, the U.S. Civil Rights Commission published “Not in Our Backyard,” an 
investigative report essentially concluding that there hadn’t been full compliance with the 
decree. This conclusion was echoed in 2004 by the EPA inspector general.

For communities of color saddled with disproportionate environmental pollutants, the 
health consequences are varied, and severe.

A study done six years ago by the American Lung Association discovered that the 
majority live in areas of high atmospheric ozone exposure, while only half of White children 
do. Ozone is a carcinogen known to cause skin cancer. Reproductive health issues such as 
decreased fertility, birth defects and spontaneous abortion are also tied to prolonged 
exposure to environmental pollutants.

Environmental activists, such as Majora Carter, see the lasting victories being 10 to 20 
years away. Last year, her organization. Sustainable South Bronx, launched a feasibility 
study of a “green roof” project in her community. It was the first step in putting plants, trees 
and flowers on the rooftops of notoriously desolate buildings.

“There’s often no kind of recourse for the community that’s been taken advantage of,” 
she says. “It took a long time for our communities to get as devastated as they are, so it’s 
going to take a long time to clean up."

The U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) turned down a request from 
fhe state of Louisiana for 300 rubber rafts to help rescue stranded victims of Hum'cane 
Katrina because FEMA did not think this type of craft was “appropriate for the environment.”

New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin is sworn-in prior to tes
tifying before the Senate Homeland Security and 
Government Affairs Committee on Huricane Katrina 
Feb. 1.

The Louisiana Fish and Wildlife Department asked the Louisiana National Guard for the 
use of five buses to evacuate patients from New Orleans hospitals, but was told it had to fill 
out paperwork to validate authorization.

The New Orleans’ Office of Emergency Preparedness “had no plan, no resources and no 
leadership,” a city police captain charged.

These were some of the revelations that emerged from a U.S. Senate hearing on what 
went wrong before, during and after the monster storm and flood devastated much of the 
U.S. Gulf Coast last August—and how it could be fixed.

The Jan 30 hearing was part of a four-day series held by the Senate Homeland Security 
and Governmental Affairs Committee, which has complained about the George Bush admin
istration’s refusal to hand over documents it has requested.

Pres. Bush recently denied the allegation that he was stonewalling the committee and 
pointed to thousands of pages of documents his administration had provided.

One of the committee witnesses, William Lokey, FEMA’s point man on the ground during 
the hurricane and its aftermath, said he was unaware of the state’s request for rubber rafts. 
He also said he did not know that hundreds of federal search-and-rescue workers and large 
numbers of boats, aircraft, bulldozers and 400 law enforcement personnel were offered to 
FEMA by the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) in the hours immediately after Hurricane 
Katrina hit. The aid offer was either ignored or not effectively used.

DOI assets included more than 300 boats, 11 aircraft, 119 pieces of heavy equipment, 
300 dump trucks and other vehicles for clearing debris, as well as DOi-owned campgrounds 
and other land that could be used as staging areas or for emergency shelters.

The agency’s Fish and Wildlife Service and National Park Service also offered teams spe
cially trained for urban search-and-rescue missions using flat-bottom boats.

The Washington Post reported that it took nearly a month for FEMA to put any of these 
assets to work.

Committee Chair Senator Susan Collins (R-Maine) said failure to respond to the Interior 
Department offer was indicative of “systemic failure” at all levels of government and “a total 
lack of coordination.”

Mr. Lokey and other witnesses attributed much of the pre-and post-Katrina chaos to the 
magnitude of the storm and subsequent flooding, lack of planning for such a major natural 
disaster, and the virtually total breakdown in communications among and between local, 
state and federal authorities. All of the four witnesses appearing before the committee said 
they heard about the levee breaks on a local radio station.

A New Orleans police captain, chosen to lead the early search and rescue effort, told the 
committee he had no boats, no information and no plan from his superiors. He said he was 

operating in complete isolation from other search and rescue- 
units.
Despite such problems, the search and rescue operation—par

ticularly the work of the U.S. Coast Guard helicopters—received 
high marks from the committee. Its senior Democratic member. 
Senator Joseph Lieberman of Connecticut, praised the life-sav
ing work of the search and rescue teams, many of which had 
come to New Crieans from other states.
FEMA’s Lokey, while acknowledging that many mistakes had 

been made, said his agency “rose to the occasion and saved 
thousands of lives.” He added that FEMA is giving top priority to 
planning, organizing and equipping for the 2006 hurricane sea
son.
“We are participating in a very comprehensive after-action 

review,” said Russ Knocke, spokesman for the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS), which oversees FEMA.
Months before Katrina, DHS conducted a training exercise 

known as Hurricane Pam. Its results proved to be an accurate fore
cast of what would happen if New Crieans were hit by a Category 4-5 hurricane, including 
breaches of the city’s levee system. But there was no apparent effort by FEMA to take any 
action steps following the exercise.

Pres. Bush has said that the magnitude of the hurricane was not known before it hit the 
Gulf Coast. However, the head of the National Hurricane Center says he sent a dire warning 
to the White House situation room two days before Katrina made landfall.

Pres. Bush has also promised to rebuild New Crieans, and Congress has appropriated 
billions to get the job done. But the actual delivery of funding is apparently ensnared in 
bureaucratic red tape as well as in partisan political wrangling.

Thousands of displaced New Orleans residents are angered by what they describe as a 
frustrating paper chase through the bureaucracy; for example, FEMA demanding documents 
that are drowned in flooded houses.

FEMA has received thousands of mobile homes for residents whose houses were 
destroyed by Katrina, but most of them are still sitting empty in areas distant from where they 
are needed because of confusion about where they can legally be located.

A number of private contractors have been charged with fraud for a variety of schemes 
to cheat Gulf Coast homeowners, and two FEMA employees are facing federal bribery 
charges for accepting $10,000 each for lefting a contractor inflate the number of meals 
served at a Katrina relief camp.

Katrina and Hurricane Rita, which followed, left more than 281,000 Louisiana residents— 
14 percent of the workers in the state—without jobs and created a stampede of unemploy
ment filings that threatens to bankrupt the state’s unemployment trust fund, according to the 
New Orleans Times-Picayune newspaper.

The paper said that, as of last October, Louisiana residents had filed 281,745 hurricane- 
related claims for unemployment benefits, more than the 193,000 claims filed in ail of 2004, 
according to figures released by the state Department of Labor. The number of filings was 
13 times what is normally filed in a seven-week span.


