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JOTTINGS FROM JUDI-2008 #1

JUDI POGUE, Presbyterian Disaster Assistance Volunteer 
Gulfport, Mississippi-January 20, 2008

I’ve just completed my first week here as the Interim Volunteer Village Coordinator, and once again; I have seen some amazing people with a real passion for mission. Some of their stories will be part of future jottings, but first, I want to answer some of the questions that people asked as I was preparing to come here.

Is there any progress? Yes, I have seen some progress since my visits here in 2006 and 2007. The Gulfport Airport, at which I arrived on a beautiful sunny afternoon last Sunday, is no longer a maze of temporary walls with blue tarps draped here and there. The terminal is as complete as any airport terminal in the U.S. Are there terminals anywhere that are truly complete?

Driving on Interstate 10 through New Orleans, I saw new buildings, renovated and open apartment complexes, areas that have been leveled to prepare for new construction. However, the sign for Lakeview Medical Plaza is still askew with no signs of redevelopment in that “plaza.”

Our work teams are all involved in reconstruction. A number of houses have been finished and the owners are living in them.

Will it be back ever be as it was before? I’m not sure that will ever happen. Mississippi has made quite a bit of progress toward reestablishing business and putting people back in their homes. I visited two houses that volunteers from the village in Gautier have been working on. Both houses had three feet of water in them after the storm, which meant that the owners lost virtually everything—appliances, furniture clothing. One resident is still living in a FEMA trailer. The Worksite Assignment Manager from Gautier, a recent graduate of the University of Texas at San Antonio, talked with the owner about the jobs the next volunteers will be working on. These included finishing the floors, completing work in a bathroom, and installing the new refrigerator that the previous volunteer team had purchased for the home.

The second owners have moved into their as yet unfinished house. They owned the trailer that they have lived in since the storm, and I could see where it sat in the front yard. A front yard that the owner told me had a big rose garden before Katrina. The kitchen was scheduled to have tile laid when the next volunteers come there.

Jackson County, MS, which is where Gautier and Pascagoula are located, has an agency called Rebuild Jackson County. That agency does case management, so people in need can come there and be referred to the appropriate recovery agency. The case managers, who have screened the homeowners to be sure they legitimately merit the assistance of the PDA volunteers, are always happy to see the managers of the Gautier Village. Their appearance means another home will begin to be rebuilt.

How far apart are PDA’s six villages? The villages are located close to Interstate 10 and/or US 90, which run east and west parallel to the Mississippi and Louisiana coastline. Gautier, which is near the Alabama border, is around 170 miles from Houma in southwest Louisiana. I drove about 260 miles last Tuesday when I went to visit the villages in Luling and Houma.

What will you be doing? Recruiting new long-term volunteers to serve as Village Managers and Worksite Assignment Managers is a major task for me. Only two of our current staff are scheduled to be here through the summer. If you know anyone who has two or three months to give to the cause, ask him or her to contact me.

It is also my responsibility to address any personnel issues that exist or arise. A couple of those were addressed last week. Hopefully, our personnel will continue to be successful and cooperative. The manager at Pearlington is new and has 66 volunteers arriving this evening, so I’ll go there around 6 p.m. to be sure all goes well.

Yesterday, I went to the village in Pearlington, MS with our Case Manager Liaison. She was meeting two volunteers that had come in advance of the rest of their 63-member team. They wanted to assess the work needed in the houses they’ll work on and to be sure that appropriate materials are available. Matt is a general contractor, so that team will have a skilled leader to assign the jobs to those with the necessary skills. 

Pearlington is in an unincorporated community of about 1000 people that was under 19 feet of water after Hurricane Katrina. It located between a river and the Gulf and was right in the eye of the storm. The volunteers who come here develop a great bond with the community; some have come back three times to continue their mission.  Ladies from the Southern Baptist Church prepare lunch every day for the volunteers, and on Thursday evening “Community Night” is held at the village for the volunteers and the owners of the homes they are working on.
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Where will you stay? I have a very nice trailer, which is well arranged and has quite a few storage compartments. The bedroom is really more of a bed and some cupboards as there is only enough floor space to walk around the bed from one side to the other.

What is the weather there? That has been a real surprise. We had a tremendous thunderstorm last week. The thunder seemed to roll for two or three minutes and the rain poured all night. It has been quite cold. Yesterday morning my water was frozen, so I will have to remember to leave a faucet dripping a bit.

I’ll tell some of the volunteer stories in my next jottings. Thank you all for your support.

Judi

