Trailer deadline looms for 2,000 still displaced since Hurricane Katrina
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(KEVIN ZANSLER / THE TIMES-PICAYUNE.  Ernest Smith Jr., left, follows his father, Ernest Sr. and little brother Jadon, 7, from the family's FEMA trailer into their unfinished home Friday. The Smiths received a phone call from FEMA May 29 to notify them that their trailer would be removed from their property the next day.)

As Warlette Journee-Smith returned home from work in recent days, her heart often sank upon seeing the notice posted this month on her FEMA trailer, along with roughly 2,000 others in the metro area.
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(KEVIN ZANSLER / THE TIMES-PICAYUNE.  Warlette Smith looks at what used to be the kitchen of her unfinished home on Camp Street on Friday. The roof of the house leaked and ruined everything inside during Hurricane Katrina.)

"It says that if we're not out by Monday, they'll prosecute me, " said Journee-Smith, 35, who shares the trailer with her husband, Ernest Smith, 40, and their young son, Jadon.
But her fears were eased Friday afternoon by FEMA press secretary Clark Stevens, who said the agency would during the next days finalize "new options" to get families in trailers the help they need.

"No one will face eviction from a temporary unit while transition measures are implemented, " Stevens said.
The news was heartening to housing advocates, who have in the past few months sent the names of elderly or handicapped trailer occupants to the Louisiana Recovery Authority, which sent them on to FEMA. But FEMA had not granted any extensions in writing, said Martha Kegel, head of UNITY of Greater New Orleans, which the LRA hired to help 40 disabled and elderly residents move into rent-assisted apartments.
Of those who are still living in trailers, 80 percent are homeowners who told FEMA they want to get back into their storm-damaged houses.
Most are also old or disabled, said Kegel, who believes that ultimately, almost all will need skilled case managers to match them up with nonprofit groups that specialize in rebuilding. Many also need help to appeal Road Home claims and to complete succession on family homes, Kegel said.

The LRA announced that it has secured, through the Department of Social Services, up to $2 million in case management money for trailer residents. But on Friday, none of the advocates knew when the services would be available.
Without assistance, homeowners will move into uninhabitable dwellings with no working electricity or plumbing, said Davida Finger, an attorney with the Loyola University Law Clinic.
Still, it's tough to get an exact snapshot of who is left, because no one has yet assessed everyone and what challenges they face, Kegel said.
The Journee-Smith family's camelback on Camp Street was uninsured and badly damaged, requiring much more than their $35,000 Road Home grant, she said. So the couple, both employees of the New Orleans Sewerage & Water Board, has been financing the remaining repairs piece by piece as their salaries allow, and on top of $1,200 monthly mortgage payments.
They have elevated the back of the house and replaced the roof, damaged siding, plumbing and wiring. "We're so close now. We just need the breaker boxes and Sheetrock, " she said.

She has called agency after agency, hoping to get a nonprofit group to help with rebuilding. But so far, no luck.
So they must remain in the trailer, though it's a tight fit for her husband, who is 6 feet 5 inches tall and weighs 290 pounds, she said.
At this point, their 7-year-old son doesn't even remember living in a house. "That breaks my heart, " she said.
And Journee-Smith longs to once again cook in a real kitchen, in the house they bought 10 years ago.
"When the house is done, I feel like I'm going to hibernate in there, " she said. "More than anything else, I want to be back in our house."
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