JOTTINGS FROM JUDI-2008 #2

Gulfport, Mississippi, February 24, 2008

I spent January 26-February 10 in Rockwall with Amanda and family. Amanda and Jason traveled to Ethiopia on January 28 and returned on February 6 with their newly adopted son, Nathaniel Mekuanent. I kept Lin and Jessa company while they were away. We are all thrilled with our darling, happy 10-month old boy.

The weeks since I returned to Gulfport have been busy ones. In addition to briefly describing some of the things I have worked on, I want tell you a bit more about how things work here to get rebuilding accomplished.

I have recruited new Village Managers and Worksite Assignment managers to replace those who will be leaving at the end of March and April. I sat on an interview team to select a Construction Manager, who will complete the headquarters staff. This position has only been filled briefly during the two plus years we’ve been in operation, so he will be a welcome member of the team. Hopefully, I have resolved some misunderstandings for a couple of the long-term volunteers. I also attended a meeting with the Session of First Union Presbyterian Church in Luling, which resulted in an enthusiastic assurance that the church wants our village to remain on their campus as long as volunteers need housing. I’ve also learned about the importance of case management.

A foreign country (I’ve been told Saudi Arabia, but consider that hearsay) provided money to establish “Katrina Aid Today” (KAT). This money was designated to provide for case management. The advantage of case management is that a client’s needs are brought to a round table of assistance providers. Each case is reviewed so the agencies present can offer funds, social services, volunteer labor, etc. to respond to client needs. PDA’s (Presbyterian Disaster Assistance) contribution to these cases is to provide hospitality and housing for volunteer workers. There are several long-term recovery agencies that have provided case management with KAT funds. 

The good news is that the process of identifying clients with legitimate needs for volunteer labor is much improved over the way it was handled when I came to the Gulf Coast in 2006. The bad news is that the funds expire March 31. Agencies are planning to turn to Salvation Army and Red Cross for case management in the future.

We have a regular meeting with leaders of Project Homecoming, which was established last year by the Presbytery of South Louisiana, to manage reconstruction on the east side of New Orleans, which suffered the maximum damage. Presbyterian Church (USA) funded a grant that allows Project Homecoming to hire a Coordinator and Construction Managers. The organization assesses the kind of work needed to carry out reconstruction on a home. Before work is begun Project Homecoming staff must be certain that there are sufficient funds to purchase all needed materials. Project Homecoming receives cases through a case management system. PDA’s contribution to the partnership is volunteer labor, whose skills the construction managers match with the work to be done. The volunteers who are housed at FISH Camp in Luling and at Olive Tree in East New Orleans work on Project Homecoming houses.

In the jottings I sent in January, I mentioned that we have six villages. Since then, the property on which our Gautier, MS village was located was sold. The new owner has plans to use the property, so we must close down that village. We will continue serving Jackson County from the Orange Grove Village in Gulfport. It is quite a drive, but FISH Camp volunteers drive almost the same distance to work in East New Orleans.

Every time you hear from me I will be singing the praises of volunteers. We had a couple of teams from Canada here last week. They drove two days to be here to work for five days. A group from North Dakota was at Good Earth Village in Houma, LA last week. Many of the volunteers have returned several times. Some teams have regularly scheduled times of year to come down.

PDA is not the only organization providing hospitality to volunteers. You may recall that our Caravan group stayed at the Long Beach, MS Presbyterian Church in 2006. Chris, who some of you have asked about, left last year. His replacement, Van, is going home to Tennessee at the end of this week. Van has been on the coast in a couple of different roles for at least two years.

Both the short and long-term volunteers have some time for fun. There are opportunities to sample the cuisine of the south at restaurants that have returned to business. Last night six of the long-term volunteers were given free tickets to watch the Mississippi Sea Wolves play the Georgia Gladiators in hockey in the Mississippi Coliseum. Yes, ice hockey. The teams are farm teams for NHL teams. It was my first time to attend a hockey game, so I enjoyed the outing and learned a bit about the sport.

For some statistics on the amazing results of the work PDA and its volunteers have accomplished and to see a video that shows what has occurred, check out this web site:

http://www.pcusa.org/pda/response/usa/gulfcoast/2yearreport.htm 
Until next time,

Judi
