


T he devastation wrought by Hurricanes
Katrina, Rita and Wilma on individuals, fami-
lies, and communities in the Gulf Coast region

has resurrected long-neglected discussions on pover-
ty and race in America and the less-publicized nexus
of housing, schools, health, environment, transporta-
tion, houses of worship, and the civic society in cre-
ating vibrant and supportive communities.

The destructive force of these hurricanes and their
impact on small and large communities has present-
ed an opportunity, fraught with a number of chal-
lenges, for community-based development organiza-
tions (CBDOs) to participate in the disaster relief,
recovery and rebuilding of the region. Relief, recov-
ery and rebuilding are the three response stages to a
major natural disaster. (For related articles on lessons
learned by NeighborWorks® organizations from the 2004
Florida hurricanes and equitable rebuilding, see pages 20 and 24.)

Crisis and Relief: Emergency Housing and
Supportive Concerns

W hen Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in late
August 2005, a large number of the evac-
uees ended up in Texas. More than 10,000

evacuees fled to Austin and many were housed tem-
porarily at the Austin Convention Center. 

Foundation Communities (FC), a local Neighbor-
Works® organization in Austin, stepped in and
agreed to provide triage housing, moving 120 fami-
lies that included the frail elderly or small children
from the Convention Center shelter to an FC-
owned, extended-stay hotel. FC immediately set up
a resource center at the hotel, which was open daily
and staffed by two social workers. They registered
residents with FEMA and helped them meet basic
needs. 

As of February 1, approximately 100 of the original
120 families had moved out of the hotel and into
apartments around the city. Foundation
Communities assisted the families in locating these
units, obtain furniture, and find jobs. FC also created
an Adopt-a-Family program to effectively utilize a
generous outpouring of volunteers and donors.

Using emergency grant funds provided by several
local foundations and individual donors, FC hired six
more case managers and opened resource centers at
three apartment complexes around town. The cen-
ters linked evacuees with resources for education,
employment, childcare, and other longer-term
recovery needs. FC also began to work on long-term
asset building approaches, allowing the evacuees to

potentially purchase homes in the community with
help from the organization’s individual development
account (IDA) program.

As demonstrated by Foundation Communities,
CBDOs can play a limited, but strategic role in dis-
aster relief. As Julian Huerta, FC’s community servic-
es director, notes, “While FEMA, the Red Cross, and
local and state government played major roles in
dealing with the emergency housing needs,
Foundation Communities played a pivotal role in
demonstrating ways to establish relationships with
evacuees. We helped them meet their basic needs
and started working toward longer-term recovery.”

In Mississippi, Mercy Housing and Human
Development, another CBDO, serves Gulf Coast
communities. In the aftermath of Katrina, Mercy
Housing immediately contacted and assisted each of
its 64 homeowners, helping them apply to FEMA
and to their insurance adjusters for relief funds and
claims. Case management has now emerged as a new
development competency for the organization. 

Sarah Landry, Mercy Housing’s executive director,
says Mercy also is planning to support and adopt
two small Mississippi communities, Pass Christian
and D’Iberville, that were devastated by flood and
wind damage. Pass Christian lost its city hall, library,
police station, and fire department, and now has only
a few private businesses operating. By adopting these
communities, Mercy Housing plans to help them
access resources and begin their long-term rebuilding
effort.

In New Orleans, Executive Director Lauren
Anderson of Neighborhood Housing Services of
New Orleans points out that with the devastation in
the city, families are confronted with incredible
choices. Since the flood waters receded, NHS has
been working with hundreds of families, a number of
whom were NHS customers, to provide in essence
financial counseling and case management. 

“Families should not have to make life-altering deci-
sions when they don’t have all the facts to make
informed decisions,” Anderson says.  NHS is both
advocating on behalf of these families with insurance
companies and also helping them apply for assis-
tance with FEMA, insurance, and mortgage compa-
nies. 

Like other organizations, NHS has been challenged
to reach people, but with the opening of a toll-free
call center at the end of last year, it has provided
phone counseling to more than 130 families and pro-
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vided 43 home inspections. NHS has sent letters
offering its services to all its first-time homebuyers
and borrowers. NHS staff have distributed flyers,
spoken on television and radio, and attended out-
reach seminars throughout the region in an effort to
reach homeowners who might benefit from their
services. 

Also in New Orleans, Neighborhood Development
Foundation (NDF), a 20-year-old community-based
development organization (CBDO), has assisted
some 2,400 families into homeownership over the
years – many in neighborhoods flooded by Katrina
and Rita. NDF’s office building also flooded – and
ultimately was condemned – forcing it to relocate to
Jackson, Mississippi. 

Fred Johnson, NDF’s outreach specialist, says that in
their new, temporary home, NDF has focused on
finding and assisting as many of its past clients as
possible to help them protect their biggest asset: the
home they own. Johnson describes the post-Katrina
shift in NDF’s approach to its work as the difference
between working “under very difficult circum-
stances,” as it had in the past to working “in a catas-
trophe.” 

After locating as many families as possible through a
toll-free number, NDF recently sent a mass mailing
to locate more families, and used the Freddie Mac
Foundation E-bus, HomeHelp Express, for its out-
reach to evacuees in Jackson. NDF plans to expand
its outreach to Baton Rouge and New Orleans soon.
NDF is providing counseling, advice, and strategies
on a case-by-cases basis. 

“The only consistent thing about how this disaster
affected people,” says Johnson, “is that everyone is
mystified by the confusing maze of FEMA paper-
work, insurance issues, mortgage providers, and gov-
ernment policies.” 

Recovery: Strategies for Restoring Communities

I n moving from relief to recovery, CBDOs have a
growing role. Partnerships become even more
essential, and the array of partners becomes more

broad and diverse. 

An excellent example is the recovery work of
NeighborWorks® affiliate Voice of Calvary Ministries
(VOCM) in Jackson, Mississippi. In the immediate
aftermath of Katrina, VOCM began reaching out to
heavily flooded communities, providing relief, and
identifying outside partners. VOCM started working
with the Evangelical Association for Disaster Relief

in McComb, Mississippi, a new ecumenical, multira-
cial organization that was founded to assist the 500
families that had moved to McComb from New
Orleans and several Mississippi Gulf Coast commu-
nities. 

By January 2006, VOCM had already broken ground
to develop 16 new units of owner-occupied housing
in McComb. It had also forged partnerships with a
number of churches in California that provided hous-
ing financing for these new homes, with the church-
es also agreeing to supply 100 to 125 volunteers in
early April. The housing units will be completed by
September, with NeighborWorks® America provid-
ing a $250,000 grant toward the development of the
units. Additionally, NeighborWorks® America and
the Freddie Mac Foundation have provided a travel-
ing mortgage-information center (the E-bus,
HomeHelp Express) with 14 computers on board. 

Support for VOCM has reached across the country.
The Rotary Club of Modesto, California, for instance,
donated an RV that VOCM will use as a mobile
medical clinic, allowing doctors to treat their patients
and other individuals who need check-ups and have
other health conditions. Such “partnerships allow
VOCM to bring services to people who need them
and provide capacity to communities in true need,”
says C.J. Jones, director of new initiatives at VOCM. 

In southern Louisiana, Southern Mutual Help
Association, a rural CDC, has demonstrated that
relief and recovery can happen at the same time.
Executive Director Lorna Bourg says that within 48
hours of Katrina, Southern Mutual had established
both a rural recovery response fund and a rural
recovery task force, which has attracted volunteers,
including a number of college students, from
throughout the country. 

Bourg, State Representative Sidney Mae Durand, and
Sister Helen Vinton were able to take a helicopter
ride and see the extraordinary damage from Katrina
in rural communities, where 80 to 90 percent of the
housing was destroyed and thousands of small boats
were lost. The boats provided jobs and income to
local residents who provide one-third of all fish that
come from the Louisiana marshes and the Gulf. The
sugar and cattle industries also were devastated.
When Hurricane Rita struck three weeks later, it
devastated many of the areas that Katrina had just
missed.

Bourg realized that a new approach – different from
the government’s approach of emphasizing need
and, in some cases, greed – could best help individu-
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The destructive force of these hurricanes 
and their impact on small and 

large communities has presented 
an opportunity for community-based 

development organizations.

Planning their rural recovery efforts are Judy Herring of Southern Mutual 
Help Association and volunteers from Colgate University.   Photos copyright SMHA
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als and communities recover. She and her colleagues
understood that recovery could be built upon self-
help, generosity, and a culture of appreciation, as
well as need, and that recovery opportunities can be
identified through listening to people’s stories and
figuring out how to respond. 

A superb example is Boutte’s Restaurant in Lafite,
Louisiana, a small family-owned restaurant that had
roof damage from Katrina. The owners had exhaust-
ed their savings and insurance, and had just repaired
their roof when Rita flooded the entire first floor,
causing thousands of dollars in new damage.
Southern Mutual understood the importance of this
restaurant to the community in terms of jobs and
income, and helped pay for the cleanup and supplies.
It also found a wealthy contributor in Long Island,
New York, who donated a refrigerator needed to re-
open the restaurant. 

Boutte’s owners also felt it was important to help
several other restaurants in the area, with even more
extensive damage, and Southern Mutual was able to
respond.

In the New Orleans area, as well as in other Gulf
communities, hundreds of thousands of homes that
were flooded when the hurricane surges washed in
or when levees failed now require safe cleanup of
environmental health hazards, including mold and
toxic sludge.  

Southern Mutual has helped clean up and restore 75
houses and is working on another 75. Eliminating
mold and toxic sludge is critical for restoring houses,
and Lorna Bourg says that Southern Mutual’s goal is
“to save as many houses as possible.” More than 90
percent of the residents in several of its counties are
homeowners, and helping them reclaim their homes
is an essential community development goal.

Also in New Orleans, Neighborhood Development
Foundation’s newest residential development,
Hoffman Triangle, was just beginning to become
occupied by new homebuyers when Katrina’s floods
washed in – followed by more flooding from Rita a
few days later. 

Concerned about the health consequences of con-
taminated water and resulting mold growth, NDF
turned to Enterprise Community Partners (formerly
The Enterprise Foundation) for technical assistance.
Enterprise, in turn, referred NDF to the National
Center for Healthy Housing (NCHH), which was
already working with NHS of New Orleans on a
pilot project to determine the feasibility, scope of

work, and cost of safely decontaminating moldy homes.

NDF’s Fred Johnson offered his own flood-affected
home to NCHH as a laboratory for testing and eval-
uating decontamination methods, and NDF received
mold testing and advice from NCHH for its mold-
decontamination work at Hoffman Triangle. NHS of
New Orleans’s construction management staff and
contractors also have worked with NCHH in three
additional homes to test and further refine optimal
mold-decontamination protocols. 

By grappling with this significant, unexpected health
factor in housing restoration, CBDOs in the region
are developing new expertise and will be better pre-
pared to save their own housing stock and assist
other property owners in decontamination.

Rebuilding Communities:
Places and People

I n the physical and human rebuilding stage of
recovery, CBDOs need to play a major role in
working with individuals, families, and communi-

ties around long-term strategies and solutions.

If there is a silver lining to Katrina, Rita and Wilma,
it is the opportunity for residents to become advo-
cates in the planning and rebuilding of their commu-
nities, leading toward stronger, smarter, fairer, and
healthier communities. The large-scale destruction of
homes and businesses will necessitate major rehab
and/or new construction throughout the region. The
dislocation of so many evacuees will also require
major investments in people’s needs. 

NHS of New Orleans, for example, in addition to
focusing on financial counseling and case manage-
ment, is also launching a major new housing repair
and new-construction project to demonstrate the
resilience and opportunities in New Orleans. In its
first phase, 62 owner-occupied homes will be
rehabbed and 30 new homes built. This underscores
NHS’s attitude that they are “not going to let any-
thing stop them,” according to NHS Executive
Director Lauren Anderson. 

“The opportunities outweigh the challenges every
day,” she says, pointing to new partnerships with
Tulane’s School of Architecture and MIT’s
Department of Planning. The partnership with MIT
evolved in the aftermath of Katrina and will provide
NHS with access to faculty and doctoral students to
greatly enhance its capacity to pursue significant
development projects. NHS began collaborating on a
series of design/build projects with Tulane before the
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storm, and the relationship has grown since. 

CBDOs understand the needs both of people and of the
physical infrastructure, and thus are extremely well suited to
facilitate community involvement in rebuilding. CBDOs
understand the necessity to look at mixed-use development
models. They also know that as communities focus on
rebuilding housing, both rental and homeownership, it also
is essential to ground this housing within a broader commu-
nity context, including schools, transportation, health care
access, proximity to jobs, shopping and other amenities, and
even environmental considerations. 

In moving toward the longer-term process of rebuilding
peoples’ lives, a number of asset-building opportunities can
be created to increase the prosperity of the Gulf Coast resi-
dents and begin to reduce the disparity of wealth. They
might include increased homeownership, opportunities for
post-secondary education, access to better paying jobs and
benefits, less dependence on subprime financial outlets,
affordable access for tax preparation and EITC funds, finan-
cial products that respond to individual and community
needs, or IDAs and other asset-building savings programs.
However this investment is directed, a philosophy that
invests in people as well as places will best serve in the long
term to bringing back the Gulf Coast and its residents.  

Rebuilding evacuees’s lives already has begun, for instance,
at Covenant Community Capital (Covenant) of Houston,
where thousands of evacuees have settled. Started by
Stephan Fairfield, former executive director of
NeighborWorks® affiliate Fifth Ward Community
Redevelopment Corporation, Covenant has reached beyond
Houston into southeast Texas, an area hit by Rita just after
the arrival of thousands of Katrina evacuees. 

Covenant is partnering with the local Habitat for Humanity
in Beaumont (70 miles east of Houston) to create an IDA
product that will allow 20 to 30 evacuees to build on
Habitat’s successful program. Participants will save $600 and
be matched by $1,200. Covenant has raised the matching
funds and is providing all the back-office functions.
Covenant also has received funds from Fannie Mae to pro-
vide matching monies for up to 50 families in Houston for
homeownership in the area. 

Covenant and the Texas Asset Building Coalition are work-
ing together on a longer-range program to develop a
portable IDA product in Houston and throughout Texas
that will provide matching funds to help families as they
become ready to rebuild their lives in their new community
or to help facilitate their return to their previous community.

Woody Widrow (widrro@consumer.org ) is project director of the Texas Asset
Building Coalition; Robert O. Zdenek (rozdenek@afhh.org) is executive director
of Alliance for Healthy Homes;) and Ralph Scott(rscott@afhh.org) is with
Alliance for Healthy Homes.

12 Spring 2006 NeighborWorks® Bright Ideas

HomeHelp Express

Freddie Mac joined with more than 20 nonprofit
organizations throughout the regions hardest hit by
Hurricane Katrina to provide online disaster relief for
homeowners. Two buses, called the HomeHelp
Express, outfitted with computer workstations,
Internet connectivity through satellite feed, and
hands-on nonprofit counseling assistance traveled
to neighborhoods devastated by Katrina to offer
these free resources to homeowners.  

Freddie Mac partnered with NeighborWorks®

America, along with local nonprofits, which helped
staff the buses when they rolled into towns and cities
in the Gulf Coast region. Once on board the “E-
buses,” homeowners could access Internet sites
that offer a wealth of information about how to cope
with the myriad of home-related issues that come up
after a natural disaster of this magnitude, including
anti-predatory lending, fraud prevention, home repair
and rebuild guidelines, and more.  Plus, homeown-
ers could get contact numbers for mortgage
lenders, as well as referrals to local nonprofit coun-
seling agencies and government offices offering
help.  

In addition, fact sheets, developed in collaboration
with the National Consumer Law Center (NCLC),
were available to E-bus visitors (and directly from the
local counseling agencies), covering such topics as
home repairs, title scams, mortgage information,
buying mobile homes and insurance scams. 

The HomeHelp Express buses have the potential to
assist thousands of displaced individuals access
critical information through the Internet with every-
thing from electronic bill paying to filing disaster relief
claims online.  They can also direct consumers to
other Katrina-related hotlines and websites. 
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Related Web Sites
For current information on hurricane relief, recovery and rebuilding by along the Gulf Coast, 
please check the following Web sites.

Community-based development organizations (CBDOs) and their partners must bring their
expertise and commitment to the forefront in the critical role of rebuilding the Gulf Coast over the
next five to seven years. 

As the story’s examples demonstrate, CBDOs should stay focused on what they do best but be
willing to stretch and be creative and resourceful to help meet other significant needs. 

Funders, policymakers, and other key stakeholders need to understand that the CBDO capaci-
ty in the impacted areas has been temporarily weakened – yet it will need to be enhanced quick-
ly. In addition, funders also must provide quick, flexible, and patient funding to support rebuild-
ing strategies in communities where strong leadership has emerged. 

Of equal importance, CBDOs also need to build on the lessons learned from Katrina, Rita, Wilma
and other recent natural or man-made disasters to develop approaches and systems that can
lessen the severity of the initial crisis and accelerate the recovery and rebuilding process. CBDOs
should prepare to be able to operate within 48 hours of a major disaster. 

CDCs located in natural disaster-prone areas (such as from hurricanes, floods, earthquakes and
tornados) will need both evacuation and safety plans as well as an operational plan. The lessons
from Hurricanes Andrew, Katrina, Rita, and Wilma must be shared widely, so that others can
improve their own preparations.

Finally, Lauren Anderson, executive director of Neighborhood Housing Services of New Orleans,
emphasizes that it is incumbent upon every American to ensure that such a disaster never hap-
pens again. One of the major lessons for her is that New Orleans did not have a history of strong
community organizing and advocacy. If leaders in New Orleans and other places learn from that
lesson, she says, they won’t have to start from scratch the next time a major natural disaster
impacts their community. 

Woody Widrow, Robert O. Zdenek, Ralph Scott

Resilience,
Resourcefulness, 

and Replication

h foundcom.org

h habitat.org

h livingcities.org

h lisc.org 

h mhhd.org

h centerforhealthyhousing.org

h ndf-neworleans.com

h nhsnola.org

h nw.org/katrina

Southern Mutual Help’s Recovery Task Force
hands out Health and Safety Reentry Kits in

Erath, Louisiana.   Photo copyright SMHA

h acorn.org

h afhh.org

h covenantcapital.org

h enterprisecommunity.org

h ecd.org


