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Katrina and the Least Among Us
A ten year retrospective  Part 2
by Fred Kammer, SJ
Public Schools. New Orleans public education “can claim the most dramatic
beforeandafter Katrina picture.”[1] In the 1950s and 60s, whites fled integration
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lunches. Orleans Parish public schools ranked 67th out of 68 Louisiana districts
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system was 94% AfricanAmerican with 73% qualifying for free and subsidized
in math and reading. 62% of students attended schools rated “failing.”[2]
Corruption was widespread.
A state takeover beginning preKatrina and postKatrina “reforms” created
the new Recovery School District to oversee 57 charter schools; and left the old
Orleans Parish School Board to oversee 14 charters and operate five traditional
schools. (The state board of education directly authorized four additional
charters, and there is one independent state school.) The state fired over 7,500
public school teachers and paraprofessionals; most were AfricanAmerican. [3]
Preliminary results of this vast experiment show markedly better test scores
and higher graduation rates and enrollment in postsecondary institutions.[4] Last
year, New Orleans ranked 41st out of 69 districts.[5] PostKatrina perceptions
vary significantly: only 32% of blacks believe the mostlycharter system is better
versus 44% of whites “even though precious few whites attend the public
schools.”[6]
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The state has revoked or not renewed ten charters in ten years; five charter
school boards voluntarily closed their schools.[7] The greatest challenge now is
how to train, certify, and keep quality teachers in schools relying significantly on
young and inexperienced teachers from “alternative pathway programs such as
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Teach for America and TeachNOLA.” [8] Teacher racial composition has
changed from 71% black preKatrina to 49% in 2014.[9]
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Health Care. Before Katrina, 21% of city residents were uninsured, one of the
highest rates in the U.S. Charity Hospital—part of a state system of free
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hospitals—was their place for birth, death, and ordinary health care. There LSU
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AfricanAmerican—suffered for ten years without its tertiary services and without
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and Tulane trained doctors. Flooded on lower levels, “Big Charity” was
shuttered after Katrina by state and LSU officials although National Guard,
military, and hospital personnel had cleaned and restored the flooded levels
within a few weeks after the waters receded.
State and federal officials battled for years over reopening the hospital or
building a new one relying heavily on FEMA money. The new one—costing
$1.1 billion from FEMA and bonds—opened August 1st on a 34acre site carved
from local neighborhoods. Those traditionally cared for at Charity—75%
100 inpatient psychiatric beds for people often traumatized by storm and halting
recovery. Many mental health sufferers ended up in Orleans Parish Prison.
Meanwhile, a loose federation of 70 community health centers opened,
offering quality primary care with high patient satisfaction. These centers are
funded by private insurance, expanded Affordable Care Act insurance, public
and private grants, and postKatrina appropriations. “Between 2013 and 2014,
the percent of uninsured African Americans dropped from 25% to 16%, while the
percent of uninsured Whites dropped from 14% to 11%.” [10] Governor Jindal and
legislators refuse to expand Medicaid, largely with federal ACA funds, to people
with incomes below 138% of the poverty line—funding critical to the community
primary care network.
Latino newcomers. Latino New Orleans preKatrina traced its origins largely to
Central American and Caribbean countries—often tied to fruit, coffee, and
hardwoods trade.[11] Latinos, comprising about onequarter of the reconstruction
labor force, tackled the dirty, dangerous, and disgusting work of Katrina
remediation and recovery.The Latino population grew from 60,000 in 2000 to
103,000 in 2013. Many brought family to make this their “home,” despite being
victimized by thieves and unscrupulous employers, harassed by police and ICE,

and living in the shadows of undocumented immigration status. Schools, courts,
health care, and the general population, without language and other resources,
are challenged to respond. And, despite resilience as workers and families,
longterm Latino viability depends on federal comprehensive immigration
reform.
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