City blamed for botching N.O. evac plan
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A New Orleans attorney says an emergency evacuation plan that would have used Amtrak trains and buses to transport about 30,000 evacuees out of New Orleans was never used during Hurricane Katrina.



They gave New Orleans city officials an affordable plan to evacuate 30,000 low-income, elderly and homeless people, said New Orleans attorney Val Exnicios. 

But city officials failed to put it in play come crunch time, he claims. 

Exnicios blames city officials for botching an evacuation plan in place as needy evacuees disappeared during Hurricane Katrina. 

“I can tell you unequivocally I watched Mayor (C. Ray) Nagin lie on CNN when he said there was never a plan to evacuate these people,” Exnicios said. “For whatever reason no one pulled the trigger and instituted the emergency evacuation plan we came up with.” 

The proposed emergency evacuation plan put together by a coalition of private citizens and public officials called for trains and buses to transport about 30,000 evacuees out of the city. 

Amtrak agreed to provide passenger cars free while the Regional Transit Authority agreed to supply buses, said Rusty Wirth, director of the New Orleans Mission. 

“We gave the plan to the city and they said it’s a really good idea and then they sat there and twiddled their thumbs and never took the steps to put it in motion,” Wirth said. “The Friday before the hurricane we had a meeting with the Red Cross and held training sessions for evacuation with the trains but it never got that far along.” 

When floodwaters swamped the buses no one could get out of the city in time, Exnicios said. 

“I’m dumbfounded,” he said. 

Martha Kegel, executive director of the nonprofit Unity for the Homeless, said she watched as the most vulnerable people were left behind to plead for their lives in a drowning city. 

“There’s no doubt many people died who shouldn’t and wouldn’t have died had they been evacuated,” Kegel said. “The city sent buses to the New Orleans Mission to take people to the Superdome but that wasn’t the evacuation plan we talked about with the city.” 

New Orleans city officials did not return calls for comment. 

Marc Magliari, Chicago-based spokesman for Amtrak, said the company was willing to help with the evacuation. 

“There will be congressional investigations to answer any questions,” Magliari said. 

Evacuation route 

It all began with Hurricane Ivan, said U.S. District Judge Jay Zainey, a longtime advocate for the homeless. 

As Ivan barreled toward New Orleans in September 2004, shelters such as the Mission and Ozanam Inn struggled to house as many of the nearly 10,000 homeless men, women and children as possible. 

The city did not help the homeless at all until the 11th hour when it opened the Superdome as a shelter, Kegel said. Had Ivan been a more powerful storm and hit New Orleans directly it would have been too little, too late. 

In late May, Zainey convened the first of many meetings to address the problem. The informal gatherings were attended by Exnicios, Wirth, Kegel, Kay Wilkins, chief executive of the Red Cross Southeast Louisiana Chapter; Col. Terry Ebbert, director of homeland security for New Orleans; Dr. Kevin Stevens, director of the New Orleans Health Department; and Joseph Matthews, New Orleans chief of the Office of Emergency Preparedness. 

“The city didn’t have a hurricane emergency evacuation committee so we formed one ourselves to try and deal with the issue of getting homeless out of city,” said Exnicios. “We counted up the number of buses available and passenger cars from Amtrak and it all came up to between 25,000 and 30,000 people we could get out of town. It’s a drop in the bucket but we figured we had 12 months to come up with a better plan to get more people out for the next hurricane season.” 

Exnicios said Stephens secured the agreement with Amtrak to provide passenger cars at no cost to the city. 

“He was the impetus for the whole thing,” Exnicios said. “When Ivan was threatening he asked FEMA what the first thing he should do was and the guy from FEMA said, ‘If I were you I’d order 100,000 body bags. It’s not going to be enough but it will be a good start.’ Stephens’ response was that was unacceptable and he was going to try to come up with a plan to get people out of the city.” 

Lost in the system 

Once Amtrak and RTA agreed to assist with the evacuation efforts, the committee placed the plan in the hands of Matthews, who as head of OEP was in charge of coordinating evacuations, Exnicios said. 

Amtrak agreed to transport evacuees to Hammond where they would be transported to local shelters. Matthews balked and insisted he did not have the authority to compel other OEP officials to accept evacuees from outside their parishes, Exnicios said. 

“I talked to Matthews 10 days before Katrina hit and said I understood what he’s saying but the bottom line is we got a killer hurricane coming and we have the means of getting the people out of the city so just implement the damn plan,” Exnicios said. “Let’s get them out of Dodge and when they show up in Hammond or Ponchatoula or Baton Rouge, the OEP directors will have to deal with them once they’re there. I don’t know how they can not accept them and or transport them to whatever shelters may be available.” 

Shortly before Hurricane Katrina made landfall, Exnicios and Zainey met with Matthews, who assured them buses would be provided to evacuate the homeless from New Orleans. 

“We sat across the table from him and Matthews said, ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s done. I guarantee you we’ll have buses and or trains available.’ We both left happy,” said Exnicios. “It was a tragic comedy as it turns out.” 

As Katrina approached, Zainey said he felt comfortable a more solid plan was in place compared with the days of Ivan. 

“I know Chief Matthews supposedly followed up with Amtrak and they had very positive meetings,” Zainey said. “I felt pretty confident Amtrak would happen and very confident buses would happen.” 

In the end, buses arrived at the New Orleans Mission, not to evacuate the homeless but to transport them to the Superdome. No one involved with crafting the evacuation plan knows what happened. 

“At least the homeless weren’t stranded on the streets as they were a year ago during Ivan when a plan was nonexistent,” Zainey said. “Unfortunately they were trapped in the Superdome like everyone else and unable to evacuate.” 

“We needed another year to work out the kinks in the plan,” said Vicki Judice, director of public policy for Unity for the Homeless. “We were so close. It was just so disappointing because at the least they could have used Amtrak. When the storm hit and nothing happened we were all just incredulous.”• 
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