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EVACUATION

Failure of complete evacuations 
led to preventable deaths, 
great suffering, and further delays 
in relief

Summary

Evacuation is a critical part of emergency preparation 

for a hurricane. Such preparation includes both 

detailed evacuation planning and implementation of 

the evacuation plan in potentially affected areas once 

a hurricane is projected to make landfall. The states of 

Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, and many of their 

localities (e.g., New Orleans) have hurricane evacuation 

plans and years of experience implementing them.

In Alabama and Mississippi, the state or localities 

declared mandatory evacuations as Hurricane Katrina 

approached, and implementation of their evacuation 

plans went relatively well. In Louisiana, the state and 

local implementation of evacuation plans for the general 

population also went well, resulting in one of the largest 

emergency evacuations in history.

Two of Louisiana’s most populous localities, New 

Orleans and Jefferson Parish, declared mandatory 

evacuations late or not at all. While the defi nition of 

“mandatory” evacuation and the associated obligations 

and liabilities that local governments assume are still 

being debated, early designation of the evacuation of New 

Orleans as mandatory could have increased the number of 

people that left, resulting in a more complete evacuation, 

saving lives, and reducing suffering. New Orleans city 

offi cials, who were responsible for executing an evacuation 

plan and who had the authority to commandeer resources 

to assist in the evacuation, failed to evacuate or assist in the 

evacuation of more than 70,000 individuals who did not 

leave either before the announcement of the mandatory 

evacuation or before the storm hit. Those who did not 

evacuate included many who did not have their own means 

of transportation. Despite the declaration of a mandatory 

evacuation on Sunday before landfall, New Orleans 

offi cials still did not completely evacuate the population. 

Instead, they opened the Superdome as a “shelter of last 

resort” for these individuals. 

Problems sheltering this population, beyond 

emergency planners’ general preference for evacuation, 

were exacerbated by inadequate preparations for a large 

population at the Superdome. For those with medical 

or special needs, New Orleans and other institutions 

also failed to evacuate them, but instead sheltered them 

— a decision that also had negative consequences and is 

discussed in detail in the MEDICAL CARE chapter. Those 

individuals in all states who 

had the means to evacuate, but 

did not do so, must also share 

the blame for the incomplete 

evacuation and the diffi culties 

that followed.

The failure of a more 

complete evacuation led to 

catastrophic circumstances 

when Katrina made landfall, 

particularly in New Orleans 

where the force of the hurricane 

breached the levee system in 

multiple locations throughout 

the metropolitan area. As the 

resulting fl oodwaters spread 

through low lying urban areas, 
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thousands of people 

who were trapped in 

their homes climbed 

to their roofs or 

fl ed into fl ooded 

streets. Fortunately, 

thousands of these 

people were saved by 

a massive and heroic 

search and rescue 

effort. But many were 

not as fortunate, and 

hundreds of people 

died in their homes or other locations, presumably from 

drowning. Those who were in the Superdome, or those 

that found shelter and high ground at other locations, 

suffered horrible conditions. The fl oodwaters, which 

had been anticipated and even predicted from a large 

hurricane such as Katrina, furthered the misery and 

delayed the immediate relief of the remaining population.

The incomplete evacuation and fl oodwaters also 

required a post hurricane evacuation, for which federal, 

state, and city offi cials had not prepared. Because of a 

lack of preparations, planning had to be accomplished 

in emergency circumstances, where communications and 

situational awareness were in short supply. Requirements 

for buses kept growing as a lack of willing drivers and 

diversions of buses continued to delay the evacuation 

of the Superdome and other locations. Finally, the 

combination of more buses and supplemental airlifts 

resulted in a complete evacuation of New Orleans.

Finding: Evacuations of general 
populations went relatively 
well in all three states

Evacuation is a critical part 
of emergency preparation for a hurricane

Because of the destructive forces of hurricanes, evacuation 

planning is very important. Preparation for an approaching 

hurricane includes both detailed evacuation planning and 

implementation of that plan in potentially affected areas 

once a hurricane is projected to make landfall. Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) offi cials told 

Select Committee staff that emergency planners prefer 

evacuation to sheltering people within affected areas 

because the sheltered population is subject to the most 

intense dangers of the storm and because it may be a slow 

and diffi cult operation to get relief personnel and supplies 

back into hurricane ravaged areas.

The state of Louisiana has an evacuation plan, which 

was revised following Hurricane Ivan in 2004. The 

evacuation for that storm had caused massive traffi c 

jams leading out of New Orleans. Those traffi c jams were 

the result of the 

southernmost 

parishes trying to 

evacuate at the same 

time as Orleans and 

Jefferson Parishes, 

the two most 

populous parishes. 

The new plan 

called for a staged 

evacuation with 

the southernmost 

parishes evacuating 

fi rst, followed by 

Lower Orleans 

and Jefferson 

Parishes, and then 

Upper Orleans and Jefferson Parishes, facilitated by the 

implementation of contrafl ow (one-way outbound traffi c) 

on the highways leading out of New Orleans.1

In addition to the Louisiana state plan, local 

governments have emergency evacuation plans. The City of 

New Orleans Comprehensive Emergency Management Plan 

(“New Orleans Plan”) provides: “The authority to order 

the evacuation of residents threatened by an approaching 

hurricane is conferred to the Governor by Louisiana 

statute.”2  But this power “is also delegated to each political 

subdivision of the State by Executive Order.”3

The New Orleans Plan further explains: “This authority 

empowers the chief elected offi cial of New Orleans, the 

Mayor of New Orleans, to order the evacuation of the 

parish residents threatened by an approaching hurricane.”4

Under this authority, the Mayor of New Orleans is 

responsible for giving the order for a mandatory evacuation 

and supervising the actual evacuation of his population. 

The Mayor’s Offi ce of Emergency Preparedness must 

“[c]oordinate with the State . . . on elements of evacuation” 
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and “[a]ssist in directing the transportation of evacuees to 

staging areas.”5

The importance of evacuations is expressed in the 

New Orleans Plan: “The safe evacuation of threatened 

populations . . . is one of the principle reasons for 

developing a Comprehensive Emergency Management 

Plan.”6  In furtherance of that goal, “[t]he city of New 

Orleans will utilize all available resources to quickly and 

safely evacuate threatened areas.”7

Mississippi also has a state evacuation plan, one that 

takes account of local plans because of the key role that 

counties play in declaring evacuations. According to the 

testimony of the Director of the Mississippi Emergency 

Management Agency (MEMA), Robert Latham, the 

authority to make decisions about mandatory evacuations 

in Mississippi rests with local governments.8 However, 

the state is generally included in any discussions about 

evacuation orders because, once a city or county chooses 

to make such an order, state responsibilities for managing 

traffi c (including contrafl ow) and opening shelters can 

come into play.9 In preparing for Hurricane Katrina, 

the Mississippi offi cials worked through the MEMA 

liaisons it dispatched to the counties along or near the 

Gulf Coast as well as a representative it had stationed 

in Louisiana’s emergency operations center (because of 

contrafl ow agreements between Mississippi and Louisiana 

that provide for evacuations out of southeast Louisiana 

through Mississippi).10

Alabama also has an evacuation plan and recently 

revised it. Lessons learned during Alabama’s response 

to Hurricanes Ivan and Dennis helped refi ne the state’s 

actions as Katrina neared. Having been criticized for 

triggering evacuations that turned out to be unnecessary, 

Alabama offi cials practiced to reduce the time required to 

reverse traffi c fl ows on the major routes and encouraged 

county and local offi cials to defi ne smaller evacuation 

zones within their jurisdictions to better target evacuation 

actions. According to Governor Riley:

On Katrina there was an evacuation plan that was a 

little more moderate than I had hoped for, and we 

convinced everyone in the room to expand it. The 

time before, as I said earlier, we got some criticism 

because we may have expanded it too much. We have 

gone back and built a zone type process. But we take 

all of the local team, because you have to have local 

buy-in because it won’t work if you don’t.11

Alabama state and county offi cials testifi ed that one 

of their diffi culties in planning evacuations is that Army 

Corps of Engineers data used as the basis for evacuation 

plans and models is outdated. According to Alabama 

Emergency Management Agency (AEMA) Director Bruce 

Baughman:

The two coastal counties have had studies done by 

the [Army] Corps of Engineers. Those studies were 

about fi ve years old. In the case of Mobile County, 

the data did not include the windfi elds. So it doesn’t 

give you complete information when you are trying 

to make decisions on clearance times …. [I]t is 

based upon dated information. Baldwin County has 

grown by leaps and bounds so that you have got a 

higher population. And not only that, before Labor 

Day, you have got probably 100,000 people … as far 

as outside individuals that are tourists down in that 

area, and that is not computed into your clearance 
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times. What we have done is we have taken the data 

that is available that is between 22 and 24 hour 

clearance times for those two counties, and generally 

we allow 26 to 28 hour clearance times. But that is a 

best guess. What we need to do is based upon some 

real time data, so other studies need to be done in 

that particular area. That used to be funded out of 

the Hurricane Preparedness Program, and those 

studies are lagging way behind.12

Mississippi declared mandatory 
evacuations which generally went well

Mississippi evacuations were generally mandatory and 

went relatively well. Five Mississippi counties — Hancock, 

Jackson, Harrison, Stone, and Pearl River — issued 

mandatory evacuation orders on or before August 28 

for specifi c areas or zones of their counties and/or those 

living in mobile homes.13 For example, Harrison County 

fi rst issued a mandatory evacuation order for its zones A 

and B, which include all of its Gulf-front and low-lying 

areas, at 10 a.m. on August 28; it strongly advised, but did 

not mandate, that residents in its highest elevations (zone 

C) evacuate the county.14 According to Governor Haley 

Barbour, he has the authority to usurp county offi cials’ 

decisions — that is, order a mandatory evacuation if they 

have not — but he chose not to do so because county 

offi cials are closer to the situation than he is.15

During the evacuation, Mississippi Department of 

Transportation personnel collected and reported traffi c 

fl ow information along evacuation routes, including 

areas where contrafl ow was in place for those evacuating 

Louisiana. At 7 p.m. on August 28, traffi c counts 

were “consistently high” and the contrafl ow areas 

showed a continuous increase in traffi c.16 According 

to traffi c counts, by 11 p.m. that evening, traffi c along 

the evacuation/contrafl ow routes had decreased 

substantially.17

Rep. Gene Taylor asserted, however, that evacuation 

planning ought to include providing people with gasoline, 

especially at the end of the month:

The other thing that I fi nd interesting is that in all 

these scenarios that I’m sure you’ve thought out, 

did FEMA bother to realize that it is the 28th of 

the month, a lot of people live on fi xed income, 

be it a Social Security check or a retirement check, 

they’ve already made their necessary purchase for the 

month. What they couldn’t envision is having to fi ll 

up their gas tank one more time, at almost 3 bucks 

a gallon just to get the heck out of there. What I 

think no one is really focused on is a heck of a lot of 

people who stayed behind were people with limited 

means.18

Former Undersecretary Brown strongly opposed the 

suggestion that FEMA should have supplied gasoline:

Congressman, FEMA is not there to supply 

gasoline, transportation; it is not the role of the 

federal government to supply fi ve gallons of gas for 

every individual to put in a car to go somewhere. 

I personally believe that is a horrible path to go 

down. And while my heart goes out to people 

on fi xed incomes, it is primarily a Sate and local 

responsibility.19

Whether providing gasoline should be a federal or 

state and local responsibility, there may very well have 

been victims of Hurricane Katrina who did not evacuate 

because at the end of the month they had run out of 

money for gasoline and found no other way to get 

gasoline or evacute.
STATE OF MISSISSIPPI
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Alabama mandatory evacuations 
also went relatively well

Alabama began implementing the evacuation early, and 

its evacuation also went well. Even before any Alabama 

evacuations began, AEMA and state transportation 

offi cials participated in the FEMA regional Evacuation 

Liaison Team conference calls during which emergency 

managers from Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi 

shared information on the status of evacuation routes, 

road closures, traffi c volumes, hotel availability, and 

other interstate implications of signifi cant population 

migrations in the region.20

As it became clear Katrina would have a signifi cant 

impact on the Alabama coast, Baldwin County emergency 

management offi cials called for a voluntary evacuation 

of all coastal, fl ood-prone, and low lying areas at 5 p.m. 

on Saturday, August 27.21 State emergency management 

offi cials asked the Governor to declare a mandatory 

evacuation for threatened areas of Baldwin and Mobile 

Counties on Sunday, August 28.22 According to the 

announcement released by the Governor’s offi ce, “In 

Baldwin County, the order calls for the evacuation of 

those on Plash Island, the Fort Morgan peninsula, and 

all areas south of Fort Morgan Road for Gulf Shores. 

The order also calls for the evacuation of those living in 

Perdido Key and south of Perdido Beach Boulevard. Those 

in all low lying and fl ood-prone areas south of I-10 in 

Baldwin County and those living along the Mobile Bay 

Area and other water inlets also fall under the evacuation 

order.”23 Governor Riley testifi ed:

. . . [W]e made it voluntary 36 hours out, and then 

shortly thereafter we made it mandatory. As it comes 

closer, as the cone begins to funnel in and we have 

a higher likelihood that it is going to happen, we 

make it mandatory. We ask people to leave. We do 

everything we can to encourage them to leave. But, 

again, the limiting factor is the amount of time. The 

difference between trying to evacuate our beaches 

before Labor Day and after Labor Day is like daylight 

and dark, because we have so many more vacationers 

there. And then when you layer on top of that the 

number of people that will be coming out of the 

Florida panhandle that will come through Alabama, 

if we don’t start it three days early, you just physically 

do not have the capacity to take care of it.24

Alabama did not implement reverse lane strategies 

(i.e., contrafl ow) in response to Hurricane Katrina, as road 

closures were limited and traffi c volume never warranted 

it. The state reported 118,900 applications for evacuation 

assistance by Alabama residents, of which 23,853 were by 

out of state residents.25

Louisiana evacuation of general population was 
very successful

The Louisiana evacuation for the general population, 

including contrafl ow, worked very well. Governor Kathleen 

Babineaux Blanco and other state offi cials labeled the 

implementation of this evacuation as “masterful” and 

as one of the most successful emergency evacuations in 

history.26  Based on National Weather Service reports of 

Katrina’s “dramatic shift” toward Louisiana on Friday, the 

state had less time than planned to prepare for contrafl ow 

and had to implement it in a compressed timeframe.27

Nevertheless, the contrafl ow planning and 

implementation went smoothly. The state effectively used 

conference calls to coordinate among the parishes. Some 

parishes declared some level of evacuation for the entire 

parish as early as Saturday morning, August 27, at 9:00 

a.m. These were generally the lower parishes (LaFourche, 

Plaquemines, St. Bernard, and St. Charles), which was 

consistent with the Louisiana state plan for getting these 

populations to evacuate ahead of the metropolitan New 

Orleans population. 

The parishes generally started with the declaration 

of a “recommended” evacuation and changed these to 

a “mandatory” evacuation as Katrina got closer. The 

state also coordinated closely with Mississippi and Texas 

on traffi c and/or sheltering issues. For example, Friday 

afternoon Blanco called Barbour to coordinate that 

portion of the contrafl ow plan that involved highways 

leading out of Louisiana into Mississippi, and Governor 

Barbour agreed to the contrafl ow plan.28
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Finding: Despite adequate 
warning 56 hours before landfall, 
Governor Blanco and Mayor 
Nagin delayed ordering 
a mandatory evacuation in 
New Orleans until 19 hours 
before landfall

Terms for voluntary and mandatory 
evacuations lack clear defi nitions

A wide variety of terms were used to describe the levels 

of evacuation orders, indicating a lack of clarity and a 

potential point of confusion for the resident population. 

For example, the different parishes used a wide variety of 

terms to describe the level of evacuation imposed before 

declaring a mandatory evacuation. These terms included 

a “precautionary” evacuation, a “voluntary” evacuation, 

a “recommended” evacuation, a “highly recommended” 

evacuation, and a “highly suggested” evacuation.29 It 

appeared many of these offi cials were bending over 

backward to avoid using the term mandatory.

Throughout our discussions in all three states, Select 

Committee staff were unable to fi nd a clear and consistent 

defi nition of mandatory evacuation. However, there was a 

consensus among almost all offi cials in all three states that 

even under a mandatory evacuation, authorities would not 

forcibly remove someone from their home. For example, 

in the case of Louisiana, both Blanco and LOHSEP Deputy 

Director Colonel Jeff Smith emphatically rejected the idea 

that people could be forcibly removed from their homes 

even under a mandatory evacuation order. Blanco said, 

“Well, in the United States of America you don’t force 

people [out of their homes], you urge them.”30  Smith said: 

“It is America. You can’t force people on to buses; you can’t 

go into their houses at gunpoint and leave [sic].”31

Under Alabama state law, a mandatory evacuation 

declaration by the Governor is required before counties can 

take certain actions to ensure maximum compliance with 

local orders by those at risk.32 But, regarding the practical 

meaning and effect of “mandatory” versus “voluntary” 

evacuations, Riley said:

We probably need to come up with a better 

defi nition of what mandatory is. We call it a 

mandatory evacuation because everyone else calls it 

a mandatory evacuation. But do we arrest anyone? 

No. Do we send people door to door? Absolutely. 

We have a phone system, that they can explain to 

you in just a moment, where we have an automated 

system that calls every resident, asks them to 

leave, advises them with a phone message of how 

important it is. We keep doing it until we get in 

touch with everyone. Do you ever get to the point 

that everyone is going to leave? I don’t think so.33

Nevertheless, it is clear to the Select Committee 

that declaring a mandatory evacuation delivers a more 

powerful statement to the public than declaring a 

voluntary or similarly worded evacuation. A mandatory 

evacuation implies that individuals do not have a choice, 

that the government will not be able to protect them and 

provide relief if they remain, and it generally conveys a 

higher level of urgency.

Federal, state, and local offi cials recognized 
the potential for catastrophe and fl ooding and 
communicated that potential among themselves 
and to the public

Regardless of the various terms used for evacuations, federal 

offi cials fully informed Blanco and New Orleans Mayor C. 

Ray Nagin about the threat to New Orleans. On the evening 

of August 27, National Hurricane Center Director Max 

Mayfi eld called Blanco and later spoke to Nagin about the 

power of Hurricane Katrina.34 Also on Sunday, President 

Bush called Blanco to express his concern for the people 

of New Orleans and the dangers they faced and urged a 

mandatory evacuation.35 On Sunday, the Slidell Offi ce of 

the National Weather Service, issued a very strongly worded 

warning at approximately 10:00 a.m.:

Devastating damage expected . . . Hurricane Katrina 

. . . a most powerful hurricane with unprecedented 

strength . . . rivaling the intensity of Hurricane 

Camille of 1969… Most of the area will be 

uninhabitable for weeks . . . perhaps longer.  At least 

half of well constructed homes will have roof and 

wall failure. All gabled roofs will fail . . . leaving 

those homes severely damaged or destroyed… Water 

shortages will make human suffering incredible by 

modern standards.36
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State and local offi cials also urged the public to evacuate 

by foretelling the potentially catastrophic consequences. 

For example, beginning on Saturday, August 27, Blanco 

publicly urged citizens to evacuate the city, expressing her 

concern for the strength of the levees against at least a 

Category 4 storm.37 In several interviews on Saturday and 

Sunday, Blanco stated that fl ooding in New Orleans was a 

major concern. On Saturday at approximately 8:00 p.m., 

she appeared on CNN and said that in New Orleans “[t]he 

storm surge could bring in 15 to 20 feet of water. [People in 

the city of New Orleans] will not survive that if indeed that 

happens.”38 In the Sunday morning papers, it was reported 

that she had said the water levels could reach as high as 

20 feet.39 In a television interview on Sunday, Blanco was 

asked if the 15 foot levees could survive the storm, and she 

replied: “I don’t think anything can tolerate a storm surge 

of 15-20 feet.”40

In a Fox News interview on Sunday, Nagin was very 

specifi c about the threat. He said whether the levees would 

hold was the “big question.”41 He said he hoped people 

who stayed in the French Quarter would go up to their 

homes’ second or third story and bring something to chop 

through their roofs.42 He expressed his worry that “[the 

levees] have never truly been tested the way they’re getting 

ready to be tested. If there’s a breach and if they start to fail, 

it probably will create somewhat of a domino effect which 

would pour even more water into the city.”43

Blanco’s staff also called ministers on Saturday to 

urge them to tell their congregations to get out.44 And 

apparently, the Mayor and his staff did similar things.45

But these steps were clearly insuffi cient.

The declarations of a “mandatory” 
evacuation were delayed or never made 
in metropolitan New Orleans

Neither Blanco nor Nagin, however, ordered a mandatory 

evacuation until Sunday morning. According to the 

Saturday newspapers, Nagin said “he will make a decision 

about evacuations and other emergency procedures 

[Saturday] about noon.”46 At a news conference on 

Saturday, Nagin announced: “Ladies and Gentlemen, 

this is not a test. This is the real deal.”47  But as late as 

Saturday afternoon, according to news reports, Nagin was 

consulting city lawyers about legal liability to the city’s 

businesses for lost revenue from evacuating customers.48

In addition, despite express authority to commandeer 

resources and enforce or facilitate the evacuation of 

the City of New Orleans and despite recognition of 

the probability that Hurricane Katrina would cause 

breaches of the levees and fl ooding of the city, Blanco and 

Nagin did not exercise those authorities by declaring a 

mandatory evacuation and enforcing it or using state and 

city resources to facilitate the evacuation of those who 

could not or would not, absent extraordinary measures 

and assistance, evacuate. This extraordinary storm required 

extraordinary measures, which the Governor and Mayor 

did not take. 

Finally, on Sunday morning at around 11:00 a.m. 

central time — 19 hours before projected landfall, Nagin 

announced the issuance of a mandatory evacuation 

order.49 According to the New Orleans Plan, that gave 

the Mayor the authority to “direct and compel, by any 

necessary and reasonable force, the evacuation of all or 

part of the population from any stricken or threatened 

area within the City if he deems this action necessary 

for the preservation of life, or for disaster mitigation, 

response, or recovery.”50 As previously noted, the New 

Orleans Plan also recognizes that “[t]he safe evacuation 

of threatened populations when endangered by a major 

catastrophic event is one of the principle reasons for 

developing a Comprehensive Emergency Management 

Plan” and that “[s]pecial arrangements will be made to 

evacuate persons unable to transport themselves or who 

require special life saving assistance.”51

In a joint news conference on Sunday morning, Blanco 

and Nagin continued to express their concerns and 

explain the reason for the Mayor’s issuing a mandatory 

evacuation order. Their comments raise the question as to 

why, given the severity of the predicted catastrophe, the 

mandatory evacuation was not ordered sooner.

Mayor Nagin: Ladies and gentlemen, I wish I had 

better news for you. But we are facing a storm that 
most of us have feared. I do not want to create 

panic. But I do want the citizens to understand that 
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this is very serious, and it’s of the highest nature. And 

that’s why we are taking this unprecedented move.

The storm is now a Cat 5, a Category 5, as I 
appreciate it, with sustained winds of 150 miles 
an hour, with wind gusts of 190 miles per hour.

The storm surge most likely will topple our 
levee system. So we are preparing to deal with 

that also. So that’s why we’re ordering a mandatory 

evacuation . . . . 

. . . .

This is a once in probably a lifetime event. The 

city of New Orleans has never seen a hurricane of 

this strength to hit it almost directly, which is what 

they’re projecting right now.52

During the press conference Blanco stated:

I want to reiterate what the mayor has said. This is 

a very dangerous time. Just before we walked into 
this room, President Bush called and told me to 
share with all of you that he is very concerned 
about the citizens. He is concerned about the 
impact that this hurricane would have on our 
people. And he asked me to please ensure that 
there would be a mandatory evacuation of New 
Orleans.

The leaders at the highest ranks of our nation have 

recognized the destructive forces and the possible 

awesome danger that we are in. And I just want 
to say, we need to get as many people out 
as possible. The shelters will end up probably 

without electricity or with minimum electricity 

from generators in the end. There may be intense 
fl ooding that will be not in our control, which 
would be ultimately the most dangerous 
situation that many of our people could face.

Waters could be as high as 15 to 20 feet. That is 

what the Miami National Weather Service, the 

National Hurricane Center, has shared with us. That 

would probably be ultimately the worst situation. 

We’re hoping that it does not happen that way. 

We need to pray, of course, very strongly, that the 

hurricane force would diminish. But just remember, 

even if it diminishes to 1, there were six people lost 

in Florida when it was a Category 1 hurricane. So 

there’s still imminent danger. There seems to be no 

real relief in sight, and it has been startling to see 

how accurate the path was predicted, and how it is 

following the predicted path.

So we have no reason to believe right now that it 

will alter its path.

Hopefully, you know, it could move just a little 

bit in one direction or another and not keep New 

Orleans in its sights. But we don’t know that that 

would happen. That would be — we would be 

blessed if that happened.53

Jefferson Parish — the other major component 

of metropolitan New Orleans — never did declare a 

mandatory evacuation, except for the lower parts of the 

parish on the Gulf Coast. In a conference call among 

parish offi cials, Jefferson Parish President Aaron Broussard 

said he did not have the “resources to enforce” a 

mandatory evacuation.54 Resource or enforcement issues, 

however, were not raised by any of the other parishes that 

declared mandatory evacuations. In addition, no one 

requested that the state or federal government provide 

resources to supplement those of the parish to implement 

a more complete evacuation.

STATE OF LOUISIANA
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Finding: The failure to order 
timely mandatory evacuations, 
Mayor Nagin’s decision to shelter 
but not evacuate the remaining 
population, and decisions of 
individuals led to incomplete 
evacuation

Earlier mandatory evacuation could 
have helped get more people out

While the Mayor and the Governor recognized the dangers 

and expressed them to the public, they did not implement 

evacuation procedures for all of the citizens of New 

Orleans that refl ected the seriousness of the threat. The 

results demonstrate the fl aw of the evacuation — tens of 

thousands of citizens did not get out of harm’s way.

Specifi cally, the failure to order a mandatory 

evacuation until Sunday, the decision to enforce that 

order by “asking” people who had not evacuated to go 

to checkpoints for bus service, and then using that bus 

service to take people only as far as the Superdome did 

not refl ect the publicly stated recognition that Hurricane 

Katrina would “most likely topple [the] levee system” 

and result in “intense fl ooding” and “waters as high 

as 15 or 20 feet,” rendering large portions of the city 

uninhabitable.55 As a result, more than 70,000 people 

remained in the City to be rescued after the storm.56

While Blanco, Nagin, and Broussard, and leaders from 

other parishes carefully managed the phased contrafl ow 

evacuation, that only facilitated the evacuation of those 

who had the means to evacuate the city. Nagin testifi ed 

that, on Saturday, August 27, he “called for a strong 

voluntary evacuation, urging all citizens that were able to 

evacuate the city.”57 Although Nagin was rightly proud 

of the achievement of the contrafl ow evacuation of the 

region, he also conceded that “it probably wasn’t as good 

as we — all of our citizens needed.”58

Some citizens of New Orleans believed that a 

mandatory evacuation should have been called earlier and 

that the government needed to assist people to evacuate. 

New Orleans citizen and evacuee Doreen Keeler testifi ed, 

“If a mandatory evacuation [order] would have been 

called sooner, it would have been easier to move seniors 

out of the area and many lives would have been saved.”59

She further testifi ed that “[g]oing to [senior citizens] with, 

yo, this is a mandatory evacuation, you do not have a 

choice, you have to leave, I feel would defi nitely help me 

to get my senior citizens out without waiting as long as I 

did in order to leave. And I think that if by some miracle 

there was any type of evacuation plan available, it could 

have been put into play earlier if a mandatory evacuation 

had been called.”60

New Orleans citizen and community leader Dyan 

French asked: “Why would you get in the public media 

and ask a city, where 80 percent of its citizens ride public 

transit, to evacuate? What [were] they supposed to do? 

Fly?”61 New Orleans citizen and evacuee Terrol Williams 

observed, “I think, unfortunately, a lot of the destruction 

that we saw, that persons were unable to safely evacuate, 

was because they were basically poor,”62 which was 

echoed by Doreen Keeler: “They suffered through it 

because they had no way of getting out.”63

New Orleans citizen and evacuee Leah Hodges 

complained that “[t]he stray animals from the animal 

shelter, most of whom would have been euthanized, were 
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evacuated 2 days before the storm, and the people were 

left to die. Buses that could have gotten our people, who 

otherwise could not get out, were left to fl ood, and people 

were left to die.”64  And Barbara Arnwine, Executive 

Director for the Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights, 

testifi ed: “We know that people were not able to evacuate 

because some people just didn’t own cars.”65

In contrast to New Orleans, offi cials in adjoining 

Plaquemines Parish cited their early declaration of a 

mandatory evacuation as the key to achieving a high 

evacuation rate. Plaquemines Parish President Benny 

Rousselle (according to Plaquemines Parish Sheriff Jiff 

Hingle) declared a mandatory evacuation on television 

at 9:00 a.m. on Saturday, August 27.66  Sheriff’s deputies 

started working the intersections to turn off traffi c lights 

and expedite outbound traffi c.67 On Sunday, August 28, 

Placquemines Parish Sheriff’s deputies went door-to-door 

to warn people to evacuate and to identify those who 

needed help doing so.68 Hingle said these efforts resulted 

in Plaquemines Parish having an evacuation rate of 97 to 

98 percent, which helped account for the small number of 

fatalities there — only three.69

The shelter of last resort for those who could not 
or would not evacuate was inadequate

A critical part of evacuation planning is accounting for 

those who cannot evacuate on their own, including those 

without access to private transportation. State and local 

emergency operations plans task transportation agencies 

with primary responsibility to assemble buses and other 

resources to operate this response function. For example, 

Alabama’s Mobile County EOP states: “The principle 

mode of transportation during an emergency situation 

will be private vehicles. There will be citizens in Mobile 

County that do not have private vehicles nor are able 

to obtain transportation. These people will be looking 

to the City and County government to provide this 

emergency transportation. The Mobile County Emergency 

Management Agency has been given the responsibility of 

managing and coordinating this task.”70 An annex to the 

Baldwin and Mobile County plans is more explicit:

Evacuation preparedness plans consider all 

persons who do not have access to a private 

vehicle and therefore would have to rely on public 

transportation for evacuation. Local governments 

attempt to arrange for adequate resources to 

meet the demand for public transportation. 

Planning for adequate special needs emergency 

transportation for residents in private homes 

is usually the responsibility of local emergency 

management offi cials, while transportation for 

those in health-related facilities is the responsibility 

of the individual facilities. Although detailed 

information concerning residents of private homes 

may be diffi cult to obtain, each local government 

is developing procedures for maintaining an up-

to-date roster of persons likely to need special 

assistance. Non-ambulatory patients will require 

transportation that can easily accommodate 

wheelchairs, stretchers, and, possibly, life-sustaining 

equipment. Lack of resources for these needs could 

result in critical evacuation delays and increased 

hazards for the evacuees. The Special Needs 

population for each county changes from year to 

year and requires public cooperation and assistance 

to maintain an up-to-date listing.71
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Similarly, the New Orleans Plan specifi cally addresses 

the issue of those without access to transportation. The 

plan states that “[s]pecial arrangements will be made 

to evacuate persons unable to transport themselves…. 

Additional personnel will be recruited to assist in 

evacuation procedures as needed.”72 The New Orleans 

Plan further warns that “[i]f an evacuation order is 

issued without the mechanisms needed to disseminate 

the information to the affected persons, then we face 

the possibility of having large numbers of people either 

stranded and left to the mercy of the storm, or left in areas 

impacted by toxic materials.”73

Specifi cally, the New Orleans Plan provides that 

“[t]ransportation will be provided to those persons 

requiring public transportation from the area,” placing 

the Regional Transit Authority as the lead agency for 

transportation, supported by multiple federal, state, and 

local agencies, including the Orleans Parish School Board, 

New Orleans Equipment Maintenance Division, Louisiana 

Department of Transportation, Louisiana National Guard, 

Port of New Orleans, U.S. Coast Guard, New Orleans 

Public Belt Railroad, and Amtrak.74 The tasks allotted to 

the RTA include: “plac[ing] special vehicles on alert to 

be utilized if needed[,] [p]osition[ing] supervisors and 

dispatch[ing] evacuation buses [and i]f warranted by 

scope of evacuation, implement[ing] additional service.”75

The New Orleans Plan expressly acknowledges that 

“[a]pproximately 100,000 Citizens of New Orleans do not 

have means of personal transportation.”76 Following the 

mandatory evacuation order, city offi cials sent the police 

and fi re department through the city “asking” people to 

go to checkpoints where buses circulating through the 

city would pick them up — but only to take them to the 

Superdome which had been opened as a refuge of last 

resort that day.77

Despite the New Orleans Plan’s acknowledgement 

that there are people who cannot evacuate by themselves, 

the city did not make arrangements for their evacuation. 

Instead, city offi cials decided to shelter them in New 

Orleans. As stated previously, emergency planners prefer 

evacuation to sheltering, because the sheltered population 

is subject to the most intense dangers of the storm. 

Evacuation is also favored because it may be slow and 

diffi cult to get relief personnel and supplies back into 

hurricane ravaged areas.

In addition, New Orleans preparations for sheltering 

these individuals were woefully inadequate. On Sunday 

morning, New Orleans offi cials, instead of working to 

move individuals out of New Orleans and out of harm’s 

way, were drafting a plan to seize private facilities to 

create additional “refuges of last resort.”78 Ultimately, city 

offi cials designated only the Superdome as such a refuge. 

As will be discussed later in this chapter, the 

Superdome proved to be inadequate for the crowds that 

had to take refuge there. Only at the last minute did the 

City ask for food and water and medical personnel for 

the Superdome. As discussed in the MEDICAL CARE 

chapter, some of the federal medical assistance teams were 

called in so late they did not make it to the Superdome 

before landfall. On Sunday morning, the New Orleans 

Director of Homeland Security, Terry Ebbert, predicted 

“nightmare” conditions in the Superdome.79

Individuals share the blame 
for incomplete evacuation

The role of the individual was also an important factor 

in metropolitan New Orleans’ incomplete evacuation. In 

Louisiana, state and parish offi cials said that it is generally 

the individual’s responsibility to evacuate or identify 

themselves as having special needs if they need help. State 

and parish offi cials noted varying degrees of cooperation 

with evacuations among the individuals in the general 
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population. They said many residents evacuate early on 

their own, even before an evacuation is declared. These 

individuals watch the weather reports when a hurricane is 

in the Gulf and make their own informed choices.  

Offi cials know from 

experience, however, that 

some percentage (from 

10-25 percent) will not 

evacuate. The Governor and 

other state offi cials said some residents play “hurricane 

roulette.”80 That is, against the advice of the authorities, 

they stay and take the risk that the hurricane will hit 

somewhere else or that they will be lucky and relatively 

unaffected.

Select Committee staff heard similar comments 

in Mississippi. Testimony from county emergency 

management offi cials as well as Mississippi’s governor 

indicated that “hurricane fatigue” as well as the expense 

of repeatedly evacuating when storms threaten may have 

caused some to not heed the mandatory evacuation 

orders. For example, Barbour testifi ed that various areas 

in the state had undergone mandatory evacuations for 

Hurricane Ivan in 2004 and Hurricane Dennis earlier in 

2005, but in both instances the storms ultimately made 

landfall farther east, sparing Mississippi.81

Both state and parish offi cials in Louisiana said the 

older population, some of whom might be classifi ed as 

special needs, make up a substantial portion of those 

playing “hurricane roulette.” They said there are a few 

reasons for this. First, many of the older residents had 

experience “sitting out” earlier hurricanes such as Betsy 

(1965) or Camille (1969) and reasoned they could “sit 

out” Katrina. Second, some of them were just “set in their 

ways” and would not listen to others’ advice, even that of 

their own adult children, to evacuate. In addition, Katrina 

was originally headed for the Florida Panhandle, and its 

turn to the west caught many residents by surprise. Finally, 

it was the end of the month, when people did not have 

money for gas to evacuate.82

Regardless of their reasons for not evacuating, those 

that had the means to evacuate and did not do so must 

share some of the blame. Many of these people paid for 

their poor choices with their lives — as rising fl oodwaters 

drown them in their homes. Others who stayed, but could 

have left, suffered the less severe consequences of walking 

through fl oodwaters to crowded shelters or other high 

ground. These individuals suffered in horrible conditions 

— some with shelter and food and water and some 

without any of these — while they awaited evacuation, 

which they could have done for themselves earlier.

Finding: The incomplete pre-
landfall evacuation led to deaths, 
thousands of dangerous rescues, 
and horrible conditions for those 
who remained

Failure of complete evacuation resulted 
in hundreds of deaths and severe suffering 
for thousands

Contrary to Blanco’s claim that “[t]he word ‘mandatory’ 

doesn’t mean any more than us getting up, saying, get 

out[,]”83 the delay in calling a mandatory evacuation 

and not enforcing or facilitating that evacuation had 

real consequences for the city and for the protection of 

Some residents play 
“hurricane roulette.”

“Hurricane Fatigue” — May have caused some people to not heed the 
mandatory evacuation orders.
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ordinary people. As noted above, many residents believed 

that an earlier declaration of a mandatory evacuation 

would have helped get more people out. The President of 

the Louisiana Nursing Home Association also told Select 

Committee staff that at least one nursing home had been 

unable to evacuate its patients prelandfall because it could 

not fi nd bus drivers by the time the mandatory evacuation 

order was issued.84

While these warnings were suffi cient to motivate more 

than a million citizens to evacuate using the state’s revised, 

well-planned and executed, phased contrafl ow evacuation 

plan, more than 70,000 people did not evacuate.85 Those 

who did not evacuate were exposed fi rst to the dangers of 

drowning in the fl ood waters after the breach of the levees 

and then to deprivation of food, water, and shelter as they 

awaited rescue from other locations.

The anticipated fl ooding of New Orleans, unfortunately, 

occurred in an environment where a population of 

more than 70,000 had not evacuated, with thousands 

of these people remaining in their homes. Hundreds of 

these people died as fl oodwaters enveloped low lying 

neighborhoods in waters above the roof lines.86  In tours 

of the affected areas, Select Committee staff noted the 

debris lines from the fl oodwaters were halfway up the 

roof of many single-story houses in St. Bernard Parish. 

The parish Director of Homeland Security and Emergency 

Preparedness Larry Ingargiola told Select Committee 

staff that during the storm, he had answered emergency 

cell phone calls from desperate people trapped in their 

attics, who had no way to escape the rising fl oodwaters.87

As stated before, many of these deaths were the result of 

hurricane roulette — individuals making decisions not 

to evacuate, or, for the poor population and those who 

procrastinated, not to seek shelter in the Superdome or 

other refuges of last resort in other parishes. As discussed in 

the MEDICAL CARE chapter,, there were also many deaths 

among those in medical and nursing home facilities.

An analysis of these deaths indicates that the fl ooding 

had a broad impact across all neighborhoods in New 

Orleans and the immediate surrounding parishes. The 

Knight Ridder news organization, using preliminary data 

from the Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals, 

reviewed the location, ethnicity, sex and age of the victims. 

The results of their analysis were published in the Baton 

Rouge Advocate newspaper on December 30, 2005.88

According to the analysis, “[t]he bodies of at least 588 

people were recovered in neighborhoods that engineers 

say would have remained largely dry land had the [levees] 

not given way. . . .”89 However, according to Orleans 

Parish coroner Dr. Frank Minyard, “[t]he cause of death 

for many will never be known because their bodies were 

too badly decomposed by the time they were recovered.”90 

Dr. Minyard, however, did estimate that 20 percent of 

Katrina’s New Orleans victims drowned,91 and scores of 

others died of other causes awaiting rescue, trapped by 

fl oodwaters. Similarly, St. Bernard Parish Coroner, Dr. 

Bryan Bertucci, is cited as saying that most of the parish’s 

123 victims drowned in their homes.92

The analysis found that the victims of Hurricane 

Katrina were roughly proportionate to the pre-landfall 

population (based on census data) in terms 

of ethnicity, sex, and wealth. In terms of 

ethnicity, the dead in New Orleans were 62 

percent black, compared to 66 percent for 

the total parish population.93 The dead in 

St. Bernard Parish were 92 percent white, 

compared to 88 percent of the total parish 

population.94 The percentage of the dead 

by sex was approximately the same as the 

overall population.95 In terms of wealth, 

the analysis found that the percentage of 

dead bodies found in poorer New Orleans 

and St. Bernard Parish neighborhoods—as 

measured by poverty rates and median 

household incomes—was roughly 

equivalent to their percentage in the overall 

population.96
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The fi nding about wealthier residents comports 

with statements by Louisiana First Assistant Attorney 

General Nicholas Gachassin, Jr. who said that many New 

Orleans area residents with the wealth and the means 

to evacuate and who decided not to do so paid for that 

decision with their lives.97 Gachassin said that there were 

approximately 250,000 vehicles left in New Orleans, 

which he said demonstrated that there were many people 

with the means to leave the city who chose not to do 

so.98 Similarly, the Advocate article stated that “at many 

of the addresses where the dead were found, their cars 

remained in their driveways, fl ood-ruined symbols of fatal 

miscalculation.”99

Failure of complete evacuations
required heroic search and rescue efforts

The fortunate ones — among those who had stayed in 

their homes — were those that were able to climb to 

their roofs or fl ee into fl ooded streets. Many of these 

individuals had to use tools or other objects to chop 

through their roofs to escape the rising fl oodwaters. 

Thousands of these people were saved by a massive and 

heroic search and rescue effort. The U.S. Coast Guard 

alone reported that it rescued more than 33,000.100 The 

Louisiana National Guard reported initial rescues of 

more than 25,000.101 These people were pulled out of 

the fl oodwaters into boats or plucked from roofs into 

helicopters operated by a wide array of government 

agencies, non-governmental organizations, and citizen 

volunteers. State rescuers included personnel from the 

Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, local police, and 

the National Guard.102 Federal rescue personnel included 

the Coast Guard, the Department of Defense, and several 

law enforcement agencies. All 28 of FEMA’s Urban Search 

and Rescue teams (who come from a variety of states and 

local governments across the nation) were also involved 

in the rescues. The chapters on THE MILITARY and 

LAW ENFORCEMENT have more details on the search 

and rescue efforts by the military and law enforcement, 

respectively. 
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The massive search and rescue effort, while necessary 

under the circumstances, distracted emergency managers 

and diverted key assets from other critical missions. 

According to National Guard offi cials involved in search 

and rescue, the entire focus of Monday and Tuesday was 

on saving lives; that was the Governor’s top priority.103 

While the Select Committee does not question Blanco’s 

urgency and priority on saving lives after the fl ooding 

took place, the same urgency and priority on a more 

complete evacuation of New Orleans before the fl ooding 

would have saved lives. If there had been a more complete 

evacuation, the number of fl ood victims requiring 

search and rescue would have been greatly reduced. This 

would have allowed federal, state, and local emergency 

response offi cials to focus earlier on re-establishing 

communications and situational awareness, and moving 

commodities into hard hit parishes beyond New Orleans. 

Many of the helicopters used for search and rescue could 

have been utilized for these tasks.

Those in shelters or on high ground suffered 
through horrible conditions

Those who escaped to shelters or high ground suffered 

horrible conditions at a number of locations including the 

Superdome, the Convention Center, and the Cloverleaf, 

where they arrived through a number of different means. 

Some had walked or driven before landfall, some had 

walked after the fl oodwaters reached their homes, and 

some had been dropped off by search and rescue boats or 

helicopters. Each of the locations had their own miserable 

conditions.

New Orleans opened the Superdome as a “refuge of 

last resort.”104 As such, it was set up to allow people to 

survive a storm passing over; it was not intended to house, 

feed, and water thousands of people for several days. 

A cadre of more than 200 New Orleans Police and the 

Louisiana National Guard searched all people entering the 

Superdome for weapons and contraband.105 In addition, 

FEMA and the National Guard had prepositioned food 

and water in the Superdome, and some additional food 

and water was trucked in at the last minute.106 Some of 

the people arriving had listened to the Mayor’s suggestion 

and had brought a three day supply of food and water, 

sleeping bags, and clothes. Those who came to the 

Superdome after the fl ooding brought nothing but the 

clothes on their backs.

The conditions in the Superdome soon deteriorated. 

The initial calm situation Sunday night changed early 

Monday morning when the dome’s roof opened up and 

the building lost power. While the Superdome was still 

structurally sound, the hole in the roof scared people; it 

made noise and water started coming in.107 The National 

Guard had to suddenly move thousands of people from 

the fi eld up into the seating sections.108 Later, after the 

fl ooding, the power went out across the city. 

Without power, the only lighting in the Superdome was 

emergency lighting that ran off the emergency generator. 

This was not the same as full lighting, and with no power, 

the air conditioning was also not working. Related to 

the power outage, the water system went out, causing 

the toilets to back up, creating an awful stench that grew 

progressively worse as the days wore on. 

Many people could not stand the heat and smell 

and gathered outside on the surrounding walkway area, 

which thus became very crowded. Although the situation 

was bad and deteriorating, there was never a shortage of 

food and water; they were distributed twice a day at fi rst 

and continuously later.109 In general, people were hot, it 

smelled, and they were anxious to leave. This deteriorating 

situation led to the increasing urgency among offi cials and 

the population to evacuate the Superdome.110

Conditions were also unbearable in the Convention 

Center. The Select Committee was unable to determine 

exactly when the Convention Center became a shelter 

and when offi cials became aware of the deteriorating 
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conditions there. None of the offi cials who spoke with the 

Select Committee staff were willing to take responsibility 

for the operation of the Convention Center as a “shelter,” 

and none claimed that they knew about the situation 

until Wednesday morning or afternoon, August 31. 

While these offi cials stated that the Convention Center 

was never designated as a shelter like the Superdome, 

Mayor Nagin’s testimony suggested that the city had 

sanctioned that location. In his prepared statement, the 

mayor stated that “[t]he swelling crowd at the Superdome 

and the number of people needing shelter required us to 

open the Convention Center as another refuge.”111 Brown 

was widely criticized for saying on Thursday night that 

he only found out that afternoon about the people at the 

Convention Center.112  Late that same night, however, the 

city of New Orleans fi nally requested that the National 

Guard secure and evacuate the Convention Center in 

conjunction with the New Orleans Police Department the 

next day.113

People initially went to the Convention Center after the 

breaches of the levees late Monday night or early Tuesday 

morning. As the fl oodwaters rose, people left their homes 

and headed for higher ground. The Convention Center is 

near the Mississippi River levee, one of the higher elevations 

in New Orleans. The National Guard estimated that there 

were 19,000 people there.114 Conditions in the Convention 

Center were notably worse than the Superdome in several 

ways. Like the Superdome, the Convention Center had 

no electrical power, no lighting, no air conditioning, and 

no functioning toilets. But unlike the Superdome, the 

Convention Center had no authorities or security on hand, 

no weapon screening, no food and no water.115

Other high ground spots became spontaneous gathering 

points with miserable conditions. Many people went to 

these locations on their own, because their houses were 

fl ooded and they were looking for dry land. In addition, 

many people were dropped off at these sites by rescuers. 

Because of initial emphasis on saving lives, people were 

just dumped off there by helicopters or boats without any 

initial concerns for providing them with food or water. 

Unlike the Superdome or the Convention Center, there 

was no shelter from the sweltering sun. Specifi c locations 
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where evacuees found themselves included the Cloverleaf 

(where two highways met), the Industrial Canal levees, 

the Mississippi River levees, and Broad Street levees. These 

locations had generally not been manned with security 

personnel such as police, nor had there been any plans to 

supply them with food, water, or medical treatment. 

The “Cloverleaf” on the interstate was one of the worst 

locations. The site was being used for medical triage 

and evacuation, so there was initially some food and 

water there, at least for the medical patients. However, 

additional people arrived on their own or by the 

helicopters or boats that rescued them from the water. The 

supply of food and water was not suffi cient for the crowd, 

which eventually grew to 6,000-7,000 people.116

Flooding further hampered relief efforts 
for those not initially evacuating

Efforts to provide relief to those stranded at the 

Superdome, Convention Center, the Cloverleaf, and 

other positions of high ground were stymied by the 

fl oodwaters. Simple tasks, such as trucking food and 

water to these locations, were complicated by fl ooded 

highways that necessitated the use of high clearance 

vehicles or long detours. Some of these sites were very 

diffi cult to supply or evacuate later because they were 

“islands” completely surrounded by water. As mentioned 

in the COMMUNICATIONS and the COMMAND AND 

CONTROL chapters, the lack of communications, 

situational awareness, command and control, and 

effective logistics systems further hampered efforts to 

identify many of these locations and coordinate relief. 

The fl oodwaters also complicated efforts to conduct a post 

landfall evacuation, as discussed in the next section.

Finding: Federal, state, and local 
offi cials’ failure to anticipate the 
post-landfall conditions delayed 
post-landfall evacuation and 
support

Federal, state, and local offi cials had not prepared 
for post landfall evacuation despite predictions of 
extensive fl ooding

While these victims endured horrendous conditions, 

hundreds of city buses and school buses that could have 

been used for evacuation sat useless, fl ooded or without 

drivers. Nagin testifi ed that the school buses belong to 

the New Orleans school district and, to his credit, he is 

now considering a cooperative agreement with the school 

district to move the school buses out of the area for the 

next storm.117 Nagin also testifi ed that the RTA buses were 

“always staged, or have been staged, in an area that has 

been high and dry throughout every storm that has ever hit 

the City of New Orleans; and we expected the same for this 

event. Unfortunately, those buses fl ooded also because 80 

percent of the city went under water.”118 He testifi ed that he 

had had trouble getting drivers even for the 20 buses that 

had taken residents to the Superdome prelandfall “because 

most [drivers] had evacuated” and that the National Guard 

was not available to drive buses.119
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By the time Hurricane Katrina made landfall at 6:10 

a.m. central time on Monday, August 29, approximately 

10-12,000 people were sheltered in the Superdome.120 The 

massive fl ooding led to urgent search and rescue operations 

throughout the city and in other parishes as well. Those 

search and rescue operations moved tens of thousands 

of people off of their roofs and out of the fl ood waters to 

shelter or high ground. As the fl ood waters rose, people 

also self-evacuated from the city to the Superdome, the 

Convention Center, and other high ground around the city. 

As previously noted, the Governor and the Mayor were 

well aware of the probability of levee breaches and fl ooding 

in New Orleans following a Category 4 or 5 hurricane. 

Federal offi cials were also aware of that probability. 

When Brown was asked by Select Committee Member 

Congressman Hal Rogers: “Was it known by you and others 

that the fl ood wall around New Orleans was only rated to 

take a category 3 hurricane,”121 he replied, “Yes. That was 

a fact that came out in [the Hurricane Pam Exercise] that 

the levees may or may not hold, that the storm surge may 

or may not top them, they could top — the storm surge 

could top the levees without breaking and they could top 

and also break the levees. So we knew both of those were 

potential.”122 As Vice Mayor of Newport News, Virginia, 

and city planner Charles Allen testifi ed before the Select 

Committee: “[I]t is clear from information in the news 

that the U.S. Government, in the form of the U.S. Weather 

Service [sic], the Federal Emergency Management Agency, 

and the U.S. Corps of Engineers [sic] understood the 

magnitude of this storm.”123

Planning for the post landfall evacuation had to 
be done in emergency environment

Despite the advance knowledge of extensive fl ooding, 

the fi rst task order for buses by the federal government to 

evacuate New Orleans post landfall was not issued until 

1:30 a.m. on Wednesday, August 31.124 Although Blanco 

claims that Brown told her that he had 500 buses standing 

by and that she was concerned when those buses did not 

materialize sooner,125  the Select Committee found no 

other evidence that any such buses were, in fact, “standing 

by” or that Brown had made such a statement to Blanco.

Developing a plan to evacuate the Superdome and 

other locations after the fl ooding was a complicated 

endeavor. That planning included determining the 

number of buses needed, accessible routes to the 

Superdome and other locations, security needs, and 

the ultimate destination of those evacuated. This 

planning occurred in a highly degraded environment 

that included limited communications that prevented 

a full understanding of the scope of the needs and 

even the visibility of deployed resources. Repeatedly, 

during the daily video teleconferences, state and federal 

offi cials expressed their frustrations with the level of 

communications.126

In assessing the needs for the Superdome alone, 

Homeland Security Operations Center (HSOC) Spot 

Report Number 30, prepared at 2:00 a.m. on Wednesday, 

August 31, (even after the federal task order for buses) 

refl ects that (1) there are 12-15,000 people at the 

Superdome, (2) the water is not rising as rapidly as 

previously feared, (3) the loss of electricity does not 

appear imminent, (3) the intention was to begin 

evacuations that day and continue them over the next few 

days, (4) alternate shelters have not been identifi ed, and 

(5) two days of food and water is on hand.127 According 

to that document, neither the means of egress to the 

buses for the Superdome population nor the alternative 

location to which they would be evacuated had been 

determined.128 Options for egress from the Superdome 

included walking once the State Police can verify a 

route, constructing temporary bridging, “construct[ing] 

a sandbag dyke to allow for walk[ing] out,” “us[ing] 

DOD landing craft to shuttle . . . to buses,” and using 

helicopters for short fl ights to buses.129 Alternative shelters 

included “stadiums in the State college system but other 

options are possible.”130  As we now know, many of the 

buses took people to the Astrodome in Houston. But as of 

Wednesday morning, FEMA offi cials were still concerned 

that Blanco had not spoken to Texas Governor Rick Perry 

to confi rm that part of the plan.131
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The planning process for the post-landfall evacuation 

did not really begin until Tuesday, August 30. Blanco 

testifi ed that she did not realize the full consequences of 

the levee breaches until Tuesday morning, when she was 

able to travel to New Orleans and see the effects of the 

fl ooding for those sheltered in the Superdome.132 At the 

noon video teleconference, Smith asks only that

[Y]ou realize what’s going on and the sense of 

urgency here needs to be ratcheted up. Everybody 

is being fully cooperative, but in the deployment 

of some of these Federal assets, especially 

transportation for the evacuation effort that we’re 

trying to coordinate, we don’t need anything to

slow that down. The push of the resources and so 

forth to date has not been an issue, but we don’t 

need to let it become an issues [sic] because we’re 

going to literally have tens of thousands of people 

that we’ve got to push these supplies too [sic].133

Later that day and into the evening, FEMA offi cial Phil 

Parr and others sheltered in the Superdome, apparently 

unaware of the evacuation planning at the EOC, began 

their own planning to evacuate the Superdome as they 

observed the rising waters around the building and 

realized that people would not be able to walk out of the 

dome and return home.134 According to Parr, the team 

inside the Superdome devised a plan involving the use of 

helicopters to airlift people away from the Superdome. 

They concluded that they needed at least nine helicopters, 

of which the Louisiana National Guard had three.135

They communicated this plan to the FEMA Regional 

Response Center (FEMA RRC) in Denton, Texas and got 

initial approval for it, with the RRC searching for the assets 

to implement it.136 They believed their plan would have 

been able to move virtually all of the evacuees from the 

Superdome at that time in about 30 hours.137 The next day, 

Parr learned that Commander of Joint Task Force Katrina 

Lt. General Russel L. Honoré had stopped that plan as he 

came to Louisiana to lead Joint Task Force Katrina.138

At the same time, there remained some doubt about the 

consequences of the levee breaches. General Don Riley of 

the Army Corps of Engineers reported at the noon video 

teleconference on Tuesday, August 30, that “[t]he lake 

[Pontchartrain] level may recede quickly enough before 

we can get anything in there [to fi ll the breach] and then 

we can turn that pump station on with the city and turn 

that water around and pump it back into the lake.139 

FEMA  Federal Coordinating Offi cer (FCO) Bill Lokey 

discussed at the same video teleconference that they were 

“developing the distribution plan [for commodities] that 

we can get them out to the communities as the water does 

recede in some areas . . . .”140  The FEMA Acting Director for 

Response during Hurricane Katrina, Ed Buikema, also said 

that on Tuesday and Wednesday, August 30 and 31, there 

was still some hope that the breaches in the levees could be 

repaired quickly.141

By the Wednesday, noon video teleconference, the 

numbers at the Superdome had swollen to approximately 

23,000.142  Reggie Johnson from the U.S. Department of 

Transportation reported that there were 455 buses under 

contract and “it looks like we’ve got about 200 that are 

currently in place, with the remainder that should be 

coming in on a staggered basis.”143  The next day, Johnson 

reported:

120 buses . . . departed for [the] Houston 

Astrodome last night. And there are 300 buses in the 

New Orleans area. You may not see those because 

actually they’re staging at what’s called the Poker 

Palace Texaco refueling site, and that’s in a place in 

Louisiana, and I understand that they are

drawing down from that site. They’re bringing in 

about 40 buses at a time. There are 155 buses that 

were requested, and they are en route and should 

arrive at the truck stop by midnight tonight. We have 

not received any other requests . . . .144
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 Blanco also attempted to deploy state resources. She 

issued an executive order on August 31 to commandeer 

school buses to assist in the evacuation.145 While these 

buses could handle short trips (such as to the airport or 

other local shelters), they were not appropriate for long 

trips, such as the trip to Houston. 

Lack of willing drivers and diversions of buses 
further delayed Superdome evacuation

But even as the buses were arriving there were further 

delays. There was evidence that drivers refused to 

drive into New Orleans because of perceived security 

problems.146  Although the state had found 100 school 

buses, the drivers, according to Smith, “are little old ladies, 

and I don’t blame them, they don’t want to go and drive 

in and do evacuations.”147 He added that 100 military 

police had just arrived at Belle Chasse Naval Air Station 

right across from the Superdome and that two Chinooks 

with National Guard MPs were arriving.148

In addition, there were concerns that drivers had 

to meet the requirements for limiting hours of service 

between rests. In that same video teleconference, Smith 

reported that the Governor would waive the commercial 

drivers license requirements.149 DOT’s Johnson advised 

that he would “coordinate with the bus companies to 

ensure that we can start doubling up on the drivers.”150

Smith responded to this report by advising that they were 

about to run out of buses and that he had just made a 

new request for 500 buses.151

Finally, the buses for the Superdome did not always get 

to the Superdome. Parr said that the Governor diverted 

some buses from the Superdome to other locations like 

the Cloverleaf and other high ground where, unlike 

the Superdome, there was no food, water, or shelter.152

Buikema agreed that buses that were intended for the 

Superdome actually picked people up off the highway and 

fi lled up before getting to the Superdome.153

Strangely, the video teleconference transcripts never 

refer to evacuating the Convention Center. At one point, 

Smith seems to recognize that the evacuation problem is 

broader than the Superdome, when he says on September 

1, “I would ask you to quit referring to evacuation from 

the Superdome, but maybe an evacuation from the greater 

New Orleans area from the Superdome.”154

The insatiable demand for more buses 
was a constant source of frustration

On September 2, Smith expressed substantial frustration 

with the number of available buses: “I’ve got 2500 people 

on Algiers Point right now, which is not right in the 

downtown area, that we could be sending missions to and 

getting off. Those people have been on levees for a day 

and a half. Get us the transportation assets with drivers, 

and we’ll start making that happen quicker and more 

effectively, and I told you all that yesterday.155  But by 

September 2, DOT’s Johnson reported that of apparently 

1,100 buses in the system, “800 of those buses . . . are 

actually operating throughout.”156 Despite having 1,100 

buses operating, DOT recognized at that time that it 

“appears that what we’re going to have to do is increase 

the amount of buses from the 1,100 to an additional 

5-600 buses for their operation.”157 But DOT had no 

“visibility of how many buses [were] right now within the 

state of Louisiana and getting close to staging areas.”158

Louisiana National Guard General Graham, who was 

coordinating the bus evacuation for the state reported that 

there were 40 commercial buses “on the ground.”159

Despite the large number of buses deployed, there 

were still not enough. Some delays were inherent in the 

system. DOT’s Johnson related that buses were delayed at 

“chokepoints” at their destinations where it takes three to 

four hours to unload at times.160 And Graham reported 

that buses would be held up to allow drivers to rest: 

“Many bus drivers have driven a long way and must rest 

prior to driving.”161 These factors alone could not have 

accounted for the shortage. More likely, the degraded 

environment prevented Smith and other federal offi cials 

from realizing the full scope of the need for evacuation by 

bus that even 1,100 buses could not satisfy.

Although the state had found 100 
school buses, the drivers, according 
to Smith, “are little old ladies, and I 
don’t blame them, they don’t want to 
go and drive in and do evacuations.”
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Airlift operations supplemented 
evacuations by the buses

The effort to evacuate New Orleans was greatly facilitated 

by the establishment of an air evacuation component 

at the New Orleans International Airport. This activity 

required signifi cant coordination regarding obtaining 

aircraft and crews, passenger screening, security (crowd 

control), air traffi c control, passenger boarding, 

availability of passengers for departure, and itinerary 

management. According to Air Transport Association 

(ATA) offi cials, late Thursday, September 1, Deputy 

Secretary Michael Jackson called the ATA President Jim 

May and said they had 25,000 people who needed to 

be evacuated.162 That night, airplanes from Washington, 

D.C. were in transit to New Orleans.163 Friday morning, 

planes started arriving with Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA) offi cials, fl ight crews, volunteers, 

and supplies. Planes were loaded around the clock from 

that weekend through most of the following week. A total 

of 13,000 evacuees were moved using 129 airplanes.164

Despite their overall success, airlift operations needed 

to feed into an overall management system. There 

were times when the military and the private carriers 

were duplicating efforts. Moreover, the coordination 

of all the parts was complex. For example, there were 

no pre-existing contracts in place for air support.165

Landstar asked carriers like Delta, Jet Blue, Spirit, and 

approximately a dozen commercial airlines for help.166

These airlines provided planes (“hot spares” or back-up 

planes) fl ight crews, and additional staff, asking at most 

for jet fuel reimbursement. In the future airlines may be 

interested in entering into a Civil Reserve Air Fleet (CRAF) 

program (a contractual program where civil airlines 

augment military operations during a crisis in exchange 

for Defense Department business). 

Conclusion

None of this had to 

happen. The potential 

effects of a Category 

4 or 5 storm were 

predictable and were 

in fact predicted. 

Declarations of 

mandatory evacuations 

— declarations that 

could have resulted in a more complete evacuation — were 

delayed or not done at all. New Orleans’ decision to shelter 

instead of evacuate the population, as well as individuals’ 

reluctance to leave, further resulted in an incomplete 

evacuation. The thousands of people left in New Orleans 

suffered death or had to be rescued to await an evacuation 

that should have already occurred before landfall.

Regarding 

the post landfall 

evacuation, 

neither the New 

Orleans Plan 

nor the state’s 

Emergency

Plan expressly 

provided for the 

protection of vital transportation assets to evacuate the 

City after fl ooding. State and local offi cials also failed to 

prepare for such an eventuality, regardless of the plans. 

Nor did the expert federal agency anticipate the needs 

of the state and city to bring to bear immediate relief. As 

DHS Secretary Chertoff observed, planning was not what 

it should be at DHS.167 Despite years of recognition of 

the threat that was to materialize in Hurricane Katrina, 

no one — not the federal government, not the state 

government, and not the local government — seems to 

have planned for an evacuation of the city from fl ooding 

through breached levees.  Having failed to anticipate these 

needs, poor communications that hampered situational 

awareness, hours of service limits, security needs, and 

logistical problems further delayed the deployment of 

buses to evacuate the city.  ■
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“The one-two combination of a catastrophic hurricane and massive fl ood overwhelmed 

the normal disaster relief system. Some things worked well.  But there were shortcomings 

that we must urgently address.

“This tragedy has emphasized how critical it is that we ensure our planning and response 

capabilities perform with seamless integrity and effi ciency in any type of disaster situation 

– even one of cataclysmic nature.”
Michael Chertoff

Secretary, U.S. Department of Homeland Security

Select Committee Hearing, October 19, 2005
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