JOTTINGS FROM JUDI #4

BEAUTY AND THE BEAST

It’s spring in Mississippi, and the azaleas are blooming everywhere. Some homes here use azaleas as a hedge while others have bushes the size of a car. I’ve seen them in nicely landscaped yards and growing on property that has been vacant since the storm. Wisteria is also common, both in yards and in the woods. Virginia says it grows like kudzu!

We’ve had fewer thunderstorms this month although some have been predicted for this weekend. There was certainly enough rain to ensure that the grass and many trees are beautifully green. Along I-10, which I travel quite frequently, I have observed that many trees have damaged bark and no leaves. The storm surge and wind of the hurricanes damaged many trees so badly that all that remains of them is a scarred trunk. 

Last week, I went to Luling, Louisiana to have an exit interview with the wonderful Village Manager, Ken, who put his business on hold for six months while he served as a long term volunteer. Ken has made a practice of taking the volunteers, who stay in his village, on a “disaster tour” of New Orleans. Since he was planning to drive the tour and record the narrative to help him write out the directions for future Village Managers, I joined him, his replacement and the Worksite Assignment Manager on the tour. We spent about two hours driving through a wide variety of neighborhoods—higher socio-economic, middle class and even the lower ninth ward.

Although there is a lot of new construction and many restored houses, there are still an astounding number of homes that sit vacant. Of those some have been gutted, but others have not been touched since the storm. The lower ninth ward is a stark contrast to other areas as most of the structures that were once there have been removed. Concrete steps surrounded by grass and weeds stand where they once led to the entrance of a home There are a few homes still standing. One native of the area is living in a FEMA trailer on his property. He has surrounded his home with signs indicating his frustration with the bureaucracy—federal, state and local. 

The Housing Authority apartment buildings, which have been the subject of a lot of news reports, are currently being demolished. Word is that they were destined for destruction before the storm, but with so little low-income housing available, former New Orleans residents of those buildings and supporters of the poor fought hard to save the public housing to no avail. 

Good news received this week is that the Katrina Aid Today funds to support case management have been extended for two months. We were quite worried about losing the efficiency that case management brings to the process.

One month from today I will be saying farewell to the staff and preparing to return to California. I don’t know if I will be jotting again. But, of course, I will be happy to share my stories when I return.      Judi
