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Protecting Our Assets: Private and Public Responses to Katrina
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Hurricane Katrina exposed a fundamental difference between private sector and public section preparedness, and the divergent abilities within each realm to protect their assets and their people.  For New Orleans residents in the last days of August, 2005, the main concern for each and every one of the citizens was leaving the flooded city.  Some left in their cars after the first storm warning, but many were left with no resources to evacuate the city and were, therefore, dependent on government services.  The vice president of a large bank told us that “there was no problem in getting out of the City….And then we got in the car. We dashed out of here….” The easy confidence expressed by this vice president was not shared by all business managers and owners.  
In this chapter we contrast public and private sector ideas about protecting people and assets, and we present the Katrina experiences of a number of business owners who were able to marshal resources that were considerably greater than those available in the public sector.  The essay focuses primarily on their responses in interviews we conducted over the twelve months following this costliest hurricane in history
.  Some companies had planned for a crisis, practiced disaster preparation, and built up resources in preparation for an emergency, but many small businesses – without access to the capital or the reserves upon which others were able to draw -- had no such ability to prepare.  Although the scene of tens of thousands waiting at the Superdome for food, water and transportation from the government is etched in the memory of our country, the complexity in private sector responses bears deeper scrutiny.  
The story of small business and the Small Business Administration (SBA) – both in the evacuation and in the recovery of New Orleans – is a particularly important one for understanding private sector preparedness and the problem of “leadership.”  In the face of the coming storm, many small businesses were just getting by from day to day sales.  This reality has also shaped the recovery process.  As one small business owner noted:
If you’ve got the money, okay. I mean if you don’t have the money, you can’t get back in business. The banks won’t loan you the money. SBA can’t get to you. I mean the crisis, the magnitude of it is that if my place had burned down to the ground, I would be further along…
For many of these business owners, government agencies like the SBA and FEMA were just as crucial for the process of returning to normal as such agencies were for private citizens.  Small businesses are the “economic engine” which drives the recovery effort.
  With small business recovery acting as the rousing energy in the economic recovery, the SBA is integral in this effort.  However, as another business owner noted:
I have applied for a SBA disaster loan and have been turned down twice…It’s a catch 22, you see. They say that, well, with the things that are going on, and my financials, and showing that in the past eight months how bad things have been that I couldn’t pay the loan back. And I’m saying, ‘But, hello! Isn’t that what a disaster loan is for? To get you through the times until you can get back up?
Small businesses needed to negotiate a complex bureaucracy.  If a business was unsuccessful and rejected by the SBA and did not receive any money from insurance coverage, they could apply to FEMA for a disaster recovery loan.  But, one could only seek FEMA assistance if they were denied an SBA loan, which ultimately took about 3 months to receive a response.  In addition, if one was denied an SBA loan, it took additional time for this denial to be processed by FEMA
.   
Small business owners expressed many of the types of frustrations with this system, as did the private citizens struggling to recover.  Those who were able to evacuate the city and had the resources to take action early had a much different experience than those who were not as fortunate.

I actually got a very nice loan. I got a $250,000 loan, secured by                        my worthless house…The breech was on the 30th? I think my application          was the 31st. And I stayed online, in fact I got online, got halfway                 through, it was three o’clock in the morning. I kept trying. Nobody                  could get in. I kept trying this. I said, ‘Well, nobody’s going to be up                    at three o’clock in the morning.’…they did the entire application at                 about five AM for me on the cell phone” –Small Business Owner

However, the failures of government that were all too familiar to Americans watching FEMA were also evident to small business owners.  The SBA was not equipped to deal with the magnitude of the situation.  The local SBA was flooded out of their office.  Therefore beginning the recovery process was a monumental undertaking from the start for small fragile businesses.  For those who were vulnerable and needed the immediate capital to begin to revive their profit margin, assistance without delay was crucial.   As one owner noted:
 If we don’t get help within the next couple of weeks, we will have 

to move out of Louisiana and start over elsewhere….Our savings, now seriously depleted as we await an SBA loan, may last a few months at best.  Our applications for loans and grants has been buried under red tape, and now we are forced to consider leaving the city in which we grew up and love.
  
Another owner commented that, “the government’s not sending you any money. You could apply for the SBA loans, but they can’t even come close to responding to the situation. The banks are all devastated.”  Thus, once again, the lack of leadership and organization had a spiraling effect on the city.  The beacon of hope for the future of fiscal recovery was itself ill equipped to rejuvenate an economically devastated New Orleans.  The SBA was greatly overburdened with applicants and an outreach program was initiated to acquire more personnel just to make way through the backlog of applications.
  Those businesses, waiting patiently, with the hope that the government would come through, were often let down once again. 
From the perspective of business owners, where federal agencies failed, there were state programs that could support their vulnerable businesses – but these too proved to be problematic.  The state of Louisiana allocated revenue for a “Bridge Loans Program” to help businesses get back on their feet.  These loans were allotted specifically to facilitate the survival of operations while owners were awaiting approval from various financial assistance programs. These loans were interest free for 180 days and ranged from $5,000-$25,000 per small business and while beneficial for small business recovery and maintenance of operations, there was difficulty stemming from the short-term nature of the loans.

And then I…took the bridge loan from the state and then paid that back when I got the SBA loan and got another loan. Right now I’ve got 100,000 in loans, which I have to pay back in September, and that’s  really what I’m using as my working capital. So that’ll just come out of my savings. But for the first part we were just living this nightmare of using my insurance money.  -Small Business Owner

 The overriding atmosphere in the city was that of being left in the dark with no direction and no confidence that conditions would turn around.  There was no hope that businesses and individuals would be given the means to rebuild from the ground up especially those who lacked the resources and depended on the government to facilitate the recovery.

With no way to open the retail store, we feel we have been tremendously let down by all levels of government, local, state and federal.  We never received a phone call from the parish to which we paid taxes, promoted, 

and helped with our business.  No assistance, no contact, nothing.  We have been left alone to try to pick up the few pieces left to keep the business open.

Bills were due, but there was no income.  One small business owner complained, “Overnight we lost 12 percent of our sales…if we are not able to plug this hole; we won’t be able to employ the same number of people”.
   Even the businesses that survived Katrina unscathed lost their clientele and were left on unstable ground – but some small businesses were more vulnerable than others.  
Disparate Impacts by Race

 
For minority business owners who already had a difficult time maintaining their businesses, the recovery process was even more complex.  Minorities make up 36 percent of Louisiana’s population and own 14 percent of the firms in the state, but minority businesses represent only 1.8 percent of total sales and 2.7 percent of the total payroll.
  More than ¾ of minority-owned businesses start with no borrowed capital.  In addition to the lack of capital financial capital, they also lacked social capital, such as ties to the Rotary and familial resources, as well as education, experience and market access.
  The disparate possession of resources needed for recovery left those who more susceptible to breakdown even more vulnerable.  
The result of those disparate business vulnerabilities has been evident in the years since Katrina.  Of the African-American business owners interviewed 2 years after the storm, 78 percent indicated lower earnings than before Katrina compared to 60 percent of Caucasian business owners.  In addition, African-American business owners stated worry about their demand market more so than that of either Caucasian or Latino business owners.  They had more difficulty in being afforded credit, with 40 percent stating they had trouble compared to 28 percent for Hispanics and 25 percent for Caucasians.  In a survey of business telephone disconnect rates; African American businesses had a 28 percent higher rate than Hispanic owned businesses and nearly 110 percent higher than Caucasian-owned businesses.
  Lastly, Orleans Parish, the area hardest hit by the storm, contained the greatest number of African-American businesses pre-Katrina.  Consequently, African-American businesses may have been impacted to a greater extent than other groups.


Many factors played a role in this discrepancy in business recovery.  Studies show that businesses located in predominantly African-American markets are likely to serve low-income customers.
  Since the citizens of New Orleans who evacuated after the storm were minorities of low socio-economic class, African-American businesses lost the majority of their clientele.   The majority of these businesses was in the service industry and catered to tourists, whose presence in New Orleans immediately disappeared right after the storm. The shortage of minimum to moderate wage workers created additional hardships for the businesses in the tourism and entertainment industries.  The lack of adequate staff certainly affects whether a business can survive.  

I have reopened my businesses, but realistically, I would be better off financially if I had not reopened.  My businesses are based on tourism traffic, and very few tourists have returned…I have streamlined my business in every way possible…Finding replacement employees is virtually impossible due to lack of housing for workers to return to the city…I have still not received any business interruption insurance money.  Insurance companies seem not to care if I am forced out of business.  They want to pay as little as possible.
  


Minority business owners faced additional challenges in the recovery process.  Most of these businesses were too small for venture capitalists and too risky for banks.  As such, they would need to rely on government help.  However, many of the government programs and rules designed to ameliorate the disadvantages faced by minority businesses were suspended or relaxed.    About 1.5 percent of the $1.6 billion awarded by FEMA has gone to minority businesses, less than a third of the 5 percent normally required.  The government also eased affirmative action rules for contractors. 

Woodrow J. Wilson, the principle owner and manager of Gulf South Animated Technologies, a minority-owned small business in New Orleans, presented his concerns before the committee on small business and entrepreneurship.  He stressed the importance of giving minority owned businesses funds to hire city and urban workers, who do not have many specialized skills.  Minority owned businesses are the “…heart and soul of places like New Orleans…” and without the jobs they create, inner-city workers will still be “in a trap and dependent.”  Minorities have long been a major contributor to the music and hospitality industries and contribute substantially to the unique cultural climate of New Orleans.  Without the directed assistance to small minority business owners, New Orleans may lose that which “makes it New Orleans.”
  Additionally, the creation of jobs in New Orleans could reduce pre-Katrina poverty level.  

If the recovery effort wants to use Louisiana businesses, I have safety products and medical supplies, tools and pharmaceuticals and many things that may be needed for the cleanup.  We just hope some Louisiana companies will be able to [work] as contractors and 
subcontractors on the actual work. –Woodrow J. Wilson

Socrates Garrett, an African American owner of Garrett’s Construction was sure he would get work after Katrina.  He registered on FEMAs website and called companies hoping to get work removing debris, but had not received a contract for any work.  "These guys," he says, "haven't given me a single bite." 
 

One implication of the recovery process was this: federal government suspension of regulations regarding contracts and bidding hurt small and minority businesses.  First, government eased Affirmative Action rules for contractors.  Furthermore, while local businesses usually get first crack at the bid and non-bided contracts, the government found loopholes to contract to larger companies in the wake of Katrina.  The Stafford Act provides preferences to locally owned businesses in contracting following a disaster and recognizes that contracts awarded to small, disadvantaged and local businesses stimulate the local economy.
  Under various federal laws, small, minority, veteran and women-owned businesses receive preference to compete for contracts.  While the government claims compliance with the Stafford Act, it has used a loop-hole in the federal regulations to dole out federal contracts.  A company can be counted as a small business even if it was once small, as a result the government can still legally comply with the Act if a business was classified a small business at one time, regardless of its present size.   The government gave out lucrative, no-bid contracts for recovery work to large corporations by relying on the SBA’s definition of small businesses – which vary from industry to industry.
  One small business owner, appalled at the corruption of the Stafford Act commented that:

It’s unbelievable. And for Bush to be down here, constantly saying, ‘We will make you whole. We will rebuild this great city,’ it’s lip service….18 months later, nothing’s happened. The Stafford Act 
has got to be blown up…The red tape… –Small Business Owner


Larger enterprises were not as vulnerable to the rapid shifts in the economic and regulatory climate – indeed, many were in a position to provide their own forms of assistance.  Not all businesses lost everything in the storm; some had contingency plans.  One man, Alden McDonald Jr., who had vast networking and political connections, took the steps necessary to stay afloat.  “Mr. McDonald, the [CEO] of the largest black-owned bank in New Orleans, is relying less on tangible assets to help revive the banks fortunes; his many connections to people in powerful positions.”
  He made an effort to speak with top players in the government and lobbyists alike, not only about opening his bank, but to make loans with the business owners in need of capital so they too can start to rebuild.
  McDonald took action not only to recover his bank, but also to help those in need around him.  

In the unstable post-Katrina climate, with time being a crucial factor in business survival, connections and social networking proved critical for recovery.  One business owner in the entertainment industry was fortunate enough to have connections within the community that helped restore his power.

One of the major; I mean the major obstacle to get opened was to get electrical power… Now that was an extremely a difficult task that I was fortunate in being able to overcome…We’ve got a very close friend of the family…he was an electrician. I begged him to put me at the top of his list…I was fortunate that my brother-in-law…had contacts in electrical supplies in Lafayette….And so from the time we started, it took about a week, and that’s how I got power. So I had power hooked up October 30th, which was very quick considering the circumstances. –Small Business Owner

The business was able to open and “… it was amazing I was getting the crowds that I got considering that you couldn’t even call up to see if I was open.”  When he opened, shortly after Katrina, the media alerted the people who had come back to the city that he was open for business.  Many flocked there as a refuge from the trauma. It was one place where people could relax, have fun and forget the stress of their lives for a while.    Though there are some examples of a success stories, most minority-owned and operated businesses were at a disadvantage due to lack of resources and corruption of government acts intended to help this demographic.  

Contrasting business and government capabilities in evacuation and recovery
While it has become commonplace to speak of the public sector’s failure in Katrina, it is instructive to bear in mind the fundamental differences in private and public sector goals, missions, and leadership capabilities.  By “leadership,” we mean to draw attention to several key issues: 1) the lines of authority and empowerment of first responders, 2) the ability to stage resources, and 3) the anticipation of communications difficulties.

The Coast Guard and National Guard stand out as a particularly bright spot in government preparedness and leadership.  Given that in general the government response to Katrina was slow and unreliable; there were some bright spots in the public sector whose response to the crisis was organized and competent.  The National Guard took the lead in search and rescue missions and facilitated the immediate response.

the National Guard, the military units, they were pulled out way too soon. Now there’s still some here, but there’s operations going in and cleaning up, and they came in, but they were so much more efficient than what’s being done right now.” – Small Business Owner


The Coast Guard was also lauded for their ability to aid in the immediate response. 

Like the Coast Guard…businesses prepared for this disaster by learning the lessons of previous disasters and by configuring
their disaster preparation and response capabilities accordingly. They prepositioned their assets and personnel out of harm’s way
so that they would be available to deploy as soon as conditions allowed. They brought in assets and personnel from other locations to assist. They anticipated the failure of conventional communications systems and took measures to overcome those failures. And perhaps most important, they empowered their front-line leaders with the authority to make quick decisions and to take decisive action.

Though the Coast Guard and the private sector were prepared and able to take action directly, there is a fundamental difference between the two.  While the first priorities of businesses were related to the specific interests of the business – their assets as well as their employees and customers, many businesses were able to take on additional responsibilities.
The Coast Guard’s core mission is to protect the American people. 
The core mission of a business is to maintain its operations and its ability to provide useful goods and services to consumers. But by protecting their assets and personnel, and by taking steps to restore their operations so quickly in the storm zone, these companies were positioned to help others and to serve society as a whole.


There are shining examples of well-resourced preparedness in the private sector.  One large Petroleum company in the area had “…a very proactive system in place… Katrina coming, we had the Gulf of Mexico completely evacuated in advance of the storm.” Even after the hurricane hit, the company had the resources and the organization to hit the ground running.  

We did make arrangements and brought in above ground storage tanks so that we had fuel there and diesel for our generator…We brought in 43 trailers, temporary trailers from different parts of the country and set up basically 3 office complexes on site. -Large Petroleum Company

 While the government has come under harsh criticism for their handling of the aftermath of the storm, Wal-Mart is being held up as a “model for logistical efficiency and nimble disaster planning” which allowed them to come to the aid of the city.  Wal-Mart offered $20 million in cash donations, 1,500 trucks of free merchandise and food and the assurance of a job for all of its displaced workers.
  They made sure all of their employees had money and a place to go.  How was a large organization able to come to the aid of the citizens of New Orleans while the government, whose function is to protect its people, failed?  Wal-Mart was prepared, had planned early and made sure that the communication lines were open and started their preparation operations on August 23, when Katrina was just a tropical depression.  As soon as Katrina showed up on the radar, merchandise was dispatched to stores, teams were staged, generators were brought in and other preparative and alleviative actions were taken.  In addition they empowered their leaders with the authority to act.  

For Wal-Mart, as far as the company reacts as a whole, we had total company support from our CEO all the way down and had twice-daily conference class during Hurricane Katrina with the CEO, his direct reports and their direct reports and everyone knew that they would function through the emergency operation and use the structure that was in place.

In “The Federal Response to Hurricane Katrina: Lessons Learned,” one of the lessons learned was to “….build a system and approach that better aligns authority and responsibility—those who are responsible for a mission or task must have the authority to act.”
  Success in the private sector can be attributed in part to the authority of the local teams to order anything needed and take whatever steps necessary to respond rapidly.


 Stability became an overarching concern in a city threatened by anarchy, and it was the police (not businesses) who were best positioned to address this level of disorder.  Much of the police, who many look to in times of need, had fled the city.


…the sad part about it in New Orleans is there is no visible leadership 
 anywhere..  The police, they had no leadership.  They had lost their             precinct, it was under water.  Seeing anybody from the Mayor to the             Governor to the President not there in the first few days…left anarchy              in the city.

The anarchy and the looting that ensued after the storm led many police officers to give up or on occasion, join in the looting themselves; 91 officers resigned and 228 were investigated for leaving their posts.  They were fighting a losing battle to take back a city which was spiraling downward fast, amid chaos and looting.  As well, morale was at an all time low given that 70 percent of the officers lost their homes themselves.  When the police communications went down due to troubles with the tower, each officer was on his or her own.  One stabilizing influence was Deputy Chief Warren Riley, who deployed missions from the Hyatt Hotel.  "I was just focused on leadership, trying to lead," Riley said. "I had officers tell me, 'As long as we hear you on the radio, we know we're going to be all right’”
   For Riley, communication – in the immediate wake of Katrina – was crucial.

Communication continued to be paramount in the recovery of New Orleans – not only for policing, but for businesses as well.  One of the most vital issues in getting a business back on its feet is the ability to communicate. Businesses that were able to communicate with each other, with their vendors and with others outside of the city were able to network and begin the road to recovery.  In the days following Katrina communications were down as cell phone towers were leveled and land lines demolished.  About 3 million phone lines were downed during the storm and 1,000 cell phone towers had to be restored.
  The public sector, once again, was not prepared for the lack of communication to and from the City and within the City.  

Mayor Nagin (was) in a hotel room, no communications ability, one staff member has a personal computer, and over that computer, they hooked into…six or seven phone lines, and that was it for the Mayor of New Orleans.






During the course of time, for about 3 or 4 days, there was absolutely              no communication whatsoever (from the government).  There was no              support from a standpoint of military or anything else downtown that              we saw. 
   


The only working systems that functioned in the area were ham radios.  Hundreds of amateur radio operators who were deployed to the devastated regions to help provide critical emergency operation support.  Most importantly they played a major role in the rescue effort, connecting Red Cross facilities across towns. 
 

In addition, the internet was literally a life-saver for many in New Orleans.  Without the resources to publish their newspaper, the Times-Picayune combined efforts with NOLA.com to publish online.  Not only was the internet a means of keeping citizens informed about the happenings after the hurricane, it served to reunite families and help rescue workers find victims.  Posts to the website would come in from around the country alerting rescue workers to the locations of friends and relatives who were trapped in their homes, which the National Guard then would use in their search and rescue missions.
    Many calls for help were communicated using text messaging, given that cellular service was erratic.  

The only way that we could communicate was by text messaging. Our cell phones weren’t working. They were completely obliterated. The infrastructure wasn’t working, so we were text messaging. –Small Business Owner

Those companies who were prepared, and had the resources, worked around the lack of cell phone service in the area.  For example, a large bank in the region “went out and bought Houston area code, 713 area code, cell phones…hundreds of them.” and was able to maintain communications with their employees.  



Communications companies – some of them intense competitors – began to work together in the wake of Katrina, in the name of public programming and charity.  In an attempt to increase communication throughout New Orleans in the first few days after Katrina, an association of radio stations formed the United Radio Broadcasters of New Orleans.  This unification, which began on September 1, 2005 and was lead by WWL-AM, was unique in that it involved the teamwork for two competitor media companies, Clear Channel Communications and Entercom Communications.  In a noble act of leadership, these two competitors came together to share space, equipment, personnel and broadcast programming catering to public service, which among other services, consisted of finding lost friends and family.  In all, about 15 stations combined programming to broadcast to the city and surrounding areas.
 

Not all leadership in the wake of Katrina lacked cohesiveness (for example, businesses marshalling resources and filling the gap in charity, in communication, in philanthropy, and in recovery efforts).  Charity, big business and large corporations made their philanthropic mark immediately after the storm.  

Really it’s people in organizations give money to people in other organizations. And it was without question the social trust and  interaction with people in other organizations that came to our aid. It was that social network that I think played itself out all over the place. So in our case, it was foundations that had funded us. -Small Business Owner

It was organizations like non-profits who were able to fundraise with affiliates throughout the country and aid people and businesses alike.  Within a city without visible leadership, those who had the assets and the resources, stepped into a void to help the people of New Orleans recover. One non-profit group hired teams of rescuers and through a national website they launched, was able to get the names and addresses of those who were left behind or needed help.  They were able to save 50 people during the first week and brought the survivors together for religious services to give these people as sense of community at a time when spirits were languishing.

The first need that we addressed was a listening ear and knowing that somebody’s there for them. The immediate second need was financial, and we immediately began distributing money, which we were raising. We launched a fund within about 36 hours, and our national affiliates over the country were helping us with generating money, and we were able to distribute hundreds of thousands of dollars within those first few months.  -Local faith-based non-profit organization

One such organization that was uniquely qualified to deal with the need for immediate disaster funds was the Idea Village.  The Idea Village, formed in 1999, is an economic development organization whose goal is to create a linked network of resources to assist the development of entrepreneurs.  It had been a driver of business innovation supporting the growth of local entrepreneurial ventures for years prior to Katrina.    After Katrina, the Idea Village was in a position to assist small businesses that were not able to obtain adequate funding elsewhere.  The company formed the “Re-Build New Orleans” project, which consisted of 4 teams of MBA students from Tulane. This project, described as a “Peace Core” for entrepreneurs, was a tour-de-force for helping companies obtain expertise in recovery.  Their first course of action was to find out where the businesses, the owner and employees were located.  Once businesses were located, they provided immediate funds until the SBA and insurance money came through.  They raised $700,000 in private dollars, received 550 different applications for money and had given out 120 grants by of the summer of 2006.    The key goal of the Idea Village was to rebuild a business within 9 months of Katrina, since after that time there was not much chance of recovery. 

These examples illustrate that “leadership” depends not simply on the moral or intellectual qualities of an organization or individuals.  Instead, leadership also depends on communications, the availability of resources, and the lines of authority that allow those resources to be deployed.  Anyone one of these facets of leadership by itself is not sufficient.  Rather, the combination of these factors determines the effectiveness of leadership.  Moreover, what becomes evident in this analysis is the existence of a gradient of leadership not only from the private to the public sector, but across each of these sectors. 

Individual efforts in recovery


Alongside the overarching focus on government and business responses in Katrina, there is also the reality that much of the “leadership” exercised in the midst of the disaster came from private individuals who found themselves on the frontlines of evacuation and recovery efforts.  Citizens were not merely passive victims waiting for others to lead, but in fact they were assuming leadership roles in the midst of the chaos.  In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the citizens of New Orleans were viewed as a population in need help of the government to be rescued from the aftermath of the storm.   Little emphasis focused on the people of New Orleans as assets to the recovery process.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) began “preparations that ranged from logistical supply deployment to a mortuary team with refrigerated trucks.”
  However, they ended up failing the citizens of New Orleans.  Many citizens were forced to stay in the overcrowded Superdome and New Orleans Convention Center, with little food and water awaiting buses to be taken out the city.   The image of empty school buses waiting, sitting in water in part because Mayor Nagin wanted Greyhound buses.
  While the City only had enough buses to evacuate 10 percent of those needing assistance, even these limited resources were not utilized.  Had the city been prepared, these buses could have evacuated many of those who did not have the resources, or were physically unable, to leave the city.  The real heroes were the organizations and citizens of New Orleans even if their response remained woefully insufficient with regards to a crisis of this magnitude.  


From the wide-reaching effort of organizations to ensure the safety of their employees, their most important assets, to the laudable efforts of private citizens who contributed to the recovery process, it was the citizens of New Orleans who demonstrated “leadership.”     

…my husband and son searched for our employees.  They literally went shelter by shelter for our valued employees.  We have had people with us since we started, for 21 years.  These people are part of our family.  We were able to find 20 of them…ten only had the clothes on their back left…We brought in hot meals, paychecks, and gasoline. 

I’m trying to care for 2 housekeepers and a maintenance guy, who were literally washed away by Katrina, and one housekeeper spent three or four days on a roof, had to be lifted off by helicopter.  I feel responsible for these people. –Bed and Breakfast Owner

The focus of many organizations was on their employees. They realized the importance of treating their patrons as assets and made enormous strides to ensure that their employees and customers were safe and protected.   Starwood hotel started lining up buses after the levees failed on the Monday after Katrina hit.  When they heard the levees had breached, they contracted buses from a private agency and was able to get their employees and guests out of the City.  They knew they had to evacuate instead of moving guests to the Superdome or the Convention Center, where no help would be found.
   

Citizens became the real leaders in a New Orleans left in disorder – rescuing people and animals from life-threatening situations, mobilizing volunteers, clearing refuse, and so on.  Where the government failed amidst poor leadership and ineffective communication, a large network of rescue and emergency workers, along with volunteers, worked together to bring New Orleans back.  In an amazing feat led by Laura Maloney, the executive director of the Louisiana Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (LA/ SPCA), a private non-profit organization that provides animal control for New Orleans, 15,000 animals in the City were saved through the effort of animal groups and citizen volunteers who rose to the occasion.  Maloney and her team’s journey began in late August after Hurricane Katrina hit.  After setting up at the Lamar-Dixon Expo-center in Gonzales, LA, Maloney and her team began rescuing animals on the interstate where the buses were picking up stranded evacuees.  As animals were not allowed on buses, the City was overwhelmed by the many stranded animals, some whom were chained to gates, and had no chance of survival, if not for the heroic efforts of this organization.  Maloney and her staff found animals on rooftops, animals trying to stay afloat in the floodwater and those that were about to die of starvation.  Maloney explained that she was able to continue through the agonizing moments, by “staying focused in the mission, the greater good and focusing on what you can do instead of what you can’t do”.
  Maloney worked for over a month without any days off, as she was haunted by the heartbreaking and unforgettable calls from owners looking for their beloved pets.  

I felt guilty sleeping even a few hours, but I knew I can’t continue without just a little.  Images of animals in water, scared, and suffering play over and over again in my head.
Maloney’s remarkable and impressive dedication to rescuing animals earned her the City Business 2005 “Woman of the Year” award.
  

Another example of leadership amidst a chaotic New Orleans is that of Becky Zaheri, a stay–at-home mother, who mobilized over 10,000 local, national and international volunteers to bag and remove 250,000 tons of debris from the street of New Orleans.
  Volunteers came out of the woodwork to help with the grueling job of removing the refuse that covered the city.  It was because of the initiative of its citizens that New Orleans would once again be the unique city it once was.

I mean what we were picking up was everything that floated in the water, and it landed everywhere, and that’s what we were picking up… public awareness was key for us, so we had kicked off, early on kicked off the Keep It Clean campaign.

 Two years after the Hurricane, Zaheri is now concentrating on anti-litter awareness in neighborhood schools and businesses.  

The main lessons learned from Katrina, for many businesses as well as for volunteers, have been the importance of taking disaster response into their own hands in case a catastrophe of this magnitude should occur again.  Many businesses realized that success was based on the resources at their disposal.  Preparing for a catastrophe of this magnitude meant anything from a small business owner who “Didn’t take a thing other than my (computer) backup tape.  I carried it in my pocket…” to a large organization that had,

… planned for a long time in New Orleans because of the situation there with being below sea level and everything else. We all have our game plans at the beginning of the season, which is June 1, we have all our preparedness in place, and what happens is as soon as a storm is named, we start tracking it from that point.
                                               

Just as there is a diversity in leadership capabilities, there is also (not surprisingly) a diversity in how businesses have recovered; this reflects a mismatch between resources and the needs of specific businesses.  From the large companies who had disaster plans, which were rehearsed months beforehand, to the small companies, which only had to board up windows or remember their back up drive, businesses took proactive and widely divergent steps in preparing for the storm and to responding in the aftermath.  As one small business owner noted:

I copied all the files from our server onto my laptop…all of the files with me…my designer, took backup files from the computer and took it with her to Cincinnati. -Small Business Owner

New Orleans will be a stronger city given that the businesses who rebounded are the ones who had the ability to make it back or to stay open.  Some organizations were not so fortunate.  For various reasons, many small businesses had to close their doors.  These were usually businesses that did not have the working capital to deal with recovery right after the storm or relied on tourists to keep their heads above water.  The owners of an automotive services shop in New Orleans had to close their shop, which had been in the family for three generations, because business was so bad.  They had to lay off all but 2 employees and decided that leaving the shop would likely give them something from their 23-year investment, rather than continue to lose money.
  Another business, an electronics manufacturer, was forced to close his business because his insurance company refused to pay adequately for the damage to the structure and the loss of contents inside.  

They have destroyed my business.  I place more blame on the insurance company than the storm.  They’ve destroyed my belief in mom and pop companies. -Former Small Business Owner

One small Bed and Breakfast did all they could to revive their business and to acquire the funds to tide them over until tourists returned to the City.  They did everything right, they had flood insurance, business insurance and wind/storm insurance, but they could not bring in enough capital from these sources.  The business insurance paid the owner nothing, the flood insurance paid them enough to fix their air conditioner and the wind/storm insurance had not paid anything as of December 2005.  In addition to damage that made it impossible for the business to function, many patrons requested their deposits be returned to them.  After being turned down twice for an SBA loan, the owner did not know where to look for help.  

How about being 61 years old and starting over with nothing – zero and I mean truly zero. It looks great, but nobody’s going to pay what this place is mortgaged for in this town at this time. So that’s it. I mean I’m talking everything. They’ve got my furniture. They’ve got everything. I have nothing. I virtually have nothing. If it all goes; you know, if they decide to really do a number on me, I just go get a shopping cart and living under the Interstate.  -Bed and Breakfast owner

Fortunately through a network of innkeepers, who took up a collection over the internet, they were able to receive some extra money to help them with repairs and (hopefully) drum up business.  


Hurricane Katrina created a situation that divided the citizens of New Orleans into those that had the resources to evacuate and those who did not and had to rely on the government and other organizations to endure.  The levees broke, the City was flooded and the citizens were the casualties.  Those fortunate enough to possess the resources to leave the city and the ability to rebuild were sharply contrasted with those left in the City after the flooding.  Many of the organizations local to New Orleans, large and small, had the assets not only to help themselves, but to help those who were suffering because of government ineptitude.  Those who were not as well-situated (relative to key lines of authority, the communications system, the deployment of resources) were left in a state of lassitude and were barely able to meet their basic needs.

Comparing Public vs. Private sector responses


For many people, the story of Katrina is the void of leadership – the mayhem and looting that ensued in a city which was left with little structure or direction.  Through the darkness of downed power lines and waist high flood water, individuals and organizations came together to help where the public sector failed.  These people and groups realized that the people of New Orleans were its greatest assets, and set out to rejuvenate the City.  They took up donations to save the unique character of New Orleans through rescuing those businesses that did not have the resources of their own to survive.  

There were many lessons learned from the events that occurred after Katrina which can illuminate our understanding of preparedness, “leadership,” and the protection of assets.  The public sector can learn a great deal from the response of much of the private sector, and vice versa.  From the preparation to the response after the flood, there were numerous examples in the private sector of being geared up for this disaster.  Many companies had preparedness plans that were not just written, but were practiced and, as a result, they were equipped to deal with evacuating and protecting their employees and assets.  When the highest level of government failed to come to the aid of New Orleans, the state and local levels failed under that leaky umbrella.  Help could only be found from those who were proactive and had a plan in place.  The government learned a very hard lesson that in the future it needs a means to evacuate those who do not have the resources to leave on their own.  Considerations should also include providing a place for citizens to stay and provisions for food and water, if they are unable to get everyone out of the City.  On the individual level, government should facilitate the education of its citizens in the preparations that can be made to plan how to leave the city and to procure a place to stay in a worse case scenario.  

 
Many organizations demonstrated that preparation was vital to surviving Katrina. 

After Katrina left the city devastated, we were the first hotels downtown with power, trucked-in water, air conditioning and were the first hotels to open back up with restaurants. While some of the other hotels may have closed and evacuated their employees for weeks, we were able to accomplish these things because we had a plan, we had leadership, we had coordinated teamwork and because we communicated.
  -Starwood hotel regional vice president of operations, Kevin Regan       

 In addition, many organizations and individuals found that an alternative means of communication was of the utmost importance.  Simply backing up a computer or grabbing a disk on the way out was sufficient for some small businesses to survive.  Many of the companies are now backing their work onto the internet in case they are not able to return to the City for any reason.  Just as the Times Picayune learned, the internet was the saving grace of many people and organizations.  Some businesses that were able to get online soon after Katrina actually experienced an increase in sales.  
It was approximately mid-November (that I opened) and I did it solely because I felt that we would have good internet orders and good customers for Christmas.-Small Business Owner

Many had a crash course in how to use text messaging on their cell phones when cell reception was erratic.  One company installed a 1-800 number so the dispersed employees would be able to call a central number.  

  
While much of the public sector was mired in bureaucracy and could not communicate, it would be a mistake to ignore the diversity of effectiveness in both the public and the private sectors.  As the case of the Coast Guard demonstrates, there is nothing intrinsic about the public sector or the private sector which makes one efficient and another inefficient in the face of such disasters. Although the disaster was widespread and devastated public resources, those with the assets were better equipped to weather the storm, and recover from Katrina.  Shell Oil was just one of those organizations that provided the resources to help bring the city back.  Their support included the key sponsorship of New Orleans’ Jazz Fest even before the residents had returned to their beloved City.

Shell has taken a number of steps to actively assist in the area’s recovery.  In addition to returning its 1,000 strong employee base to One Shell Square early last year (2006), the company has also provided financial and volunteer support to a 
number of initiatives in South Louisiana since the 2005 hurricane. 

These organizations buffered the inefficient response from the public sector.  Though these efforts of businesses and individual citizens with their significant resources have aided in the city’s recovery, their responses have been inadequate to help those who continue to be most vulnerable with regards the scale of this disaster.  These vulnerable individuals will need a more comprehensive private and public sector “leadership” to benefit from the recovery of the city, and to weather the next storm.
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