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Good morning, and welcome to this morning’s hearing on the preparation for and response to Hurricane Katrina in the State of Louisiana.  
This committee has held many hearings in a short period of time.  We’re doing the job we were asked to do.

We’ve focused on FEMA and DHS.  The Defense Department, National Guard, and Coast Guard.  We’ve examined the contracting process and its impact on preparation and response.  We’ve heard from victims and organizations now representing them.  We’ve looked specifically at Alabama and Mississippi.  
Today we turn to Louisiana, in an effort to determine what went right and what went wrong there, so that we’re all better prepared the next time.

Let me begin by thanking our witnesses for being here today.  Our hearts continue to go out to the leaders and residents of Louisiana in the aftermath of this tragedy.  We need to hear your stories, and we’re grateful for your cooperation.

When Hurricane Katrina made landfall near the Louisiana-Mississippi border on the morning of August 29th, 2005, it set in motion a series of events that exposed vast numbers of Americans to extraordinary suffering.  
With the breaching of the levees, the City of New Orleans flooded, requiring the emergency evacuation of tens of thousands of residents who had not evacuated prior to the storm.  Lifted off roofs by helicopters or carried to safety in boats, they were taken to the Superdome, the Convention Center, a piece of high ground known as the Cloverleaf, and other dry spots around the city.  
At these locations, they were subjected to unbearable conditions: limited light, air, and sewage facilities in the Superdome, the heat of the sun, in many cases limited food and water, and fear for their personal safety and survival -- and the survival of their city.

This hearing will examine how the Governor of Louisiana, the Louisiana Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness, the Mayor of New Orleans, the Mayor’s Director of Homeland Security, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency worked together to alleviate the suffering of so many of our fellow citizens.  
We’ll focus on some basic but important questions: 
Why did so many New Orleans residents not evacuate when the consequences of a Category 4 or 5 hurricane were well known?  Was the evacuation not ordered soon enough?  Was the message not clear enough? Did the city and state provide adequate assistance to allow residents without their own transportation, or those with special needs, to evacuate?     

As officials realized on Monday afternoon and Tuesday morning that tens of thousands would be unable to return to their flooded homes and would need to be evacuated from the Superdome and other locations, why did it take three days to send any relief to the Convention Center and to arrange evacuation of other locations?  
Were federal, state, and local governments coordinating their response effectively?  
Who was responsible for getting people food, water, and medical assistance while they waited?  
How much did telecommunications problems impede effective response?

Did violence and disorder, or the perception of it, hamper the response?  Was assistance delayed by concerns over the security of relief workers and others?  Were staff time and resources diverted to address unfounded but incessantly reported security concerns?  What was the security situation and who was responsible for it?


Today’s testimony and questioning will provide a much-needed layer to our investigation, complementing information we’ve received from other federal, state, and local sources.  
We’ve learned some important lessons over the past two months.  There were heroes and goats at all levels of government; some were a little of both.
If 9/11 was a failure of imagination, Katrina was a failure of initiative.  
Particularly in Louisiana – where officials at all levels of government had the virtual lesson of Hurricane Pam, and the real lessons of Ivan and George – we have learned that a plan that can’t be implemented effectively is no plan at all.
Pam was so very prescient.  And yet Katrina highlighted many, many weaknesses that either were not anticipated by Pam, or were lessons learned but not heeded.  That’s probably the most painful thing about Katrina, and the tragic loss of life: the foreseeability of it all.

We’re not here to point fingers.  And we continue to remind ourselves that this was a big, big storm.

But we should continue to ask what a more successful response would have looked like.  I can’t believe it’s simply accepting as inevitable an evacuation process that left at least 70,000 people behind.    
Today, we will again be asking what the benchmark of success is.  I think in large part it’s leadership in the face of adversity.  It’s protecting people unable to protect themselves.  It’s caring more about doing good than getting credit.

We know it’s easy to be critical in hindsight.  We know that officials in Louisiana did their best to save as many lives as they could, under tremendously difficult circumstances.  There’s a difference between questioning effectiveness and questioning effort and motivation.


Today I urge all of our Members and witnesses to remember why we’re here: 
To investigate aggressively, to follow the facts wherever they may lead, and to find out what went right and what went wrong.
To ask why coordination and information sharing between local, state, and federal governments appears to have been so dismal.  

Why all residents, especially the most helpless, were not evacuated.    

Why the New Orleans levee system failed. 

Why relief and medical supplies and support were so slow in arriving.  

Why so much federal money sent to Louisiana to better prepare has been left on the table, unspent or misspent.
And why government at all levels failed to react more effectively to a storm that was predicted with unprecedented timeliness and accuracy.

The task before us is too important for carping.  The American people want the facts, and they’re watching.  They alone will judge whether our review is thorough and fair.  Our final exam will be the report we are tasked with completing.

This is not about politics.  Katrina did not distinguish between Republicans and Democrats.

This is about getting the information we need to chart a new and better course for emergency preparation and response.
Helping us get there today is a distinguished panel of witnesses:
Panel 1
The Honorable Kathleen Babineaux Blanco, Governor, State of Louisiana

Colonel Jeff Smith, Deputy Director, Louisiana Office of Homeland Security

  and Emergency Preparedness  

Panel 2

The Honorable C. Ray Nagin, Mayor, City of New Orleans

Colonel (ret.) Terry Ebbert,  Director, City of New Orleans, Director of

 Homeland Security

William Lokey, Federal Emergency Management Agency, Federal

 Coordinating Officer (in Baton Rouge)

Phillip Parr, Federal Emergency Management Agency, Deputy Federal Coordinating Officer (Advance Team in New Orleans)  

