November 8, 2005
Victory Fellowship (church) relief center
Metairie, Louisiana
Laura Reiser, FSES Public Affairs Specialist
Tim Leonard, Mobile Driver
 

This relief center offered food, toiletries, ice, water, other supplies, and hot meals.  The Mobile was scheduled to be there from 11am to 3 pm, but they didn't open until noon and closed early, around 2:30.  For everything but the hot meals, the hurricane victims would drive up to be greeted by a worker.  The worker would ask for how many families they were getting supplies and then write a code in chalk on the window of the car.  Once the drivers got around to the stations for supplies, they would leave the truck or van door open as they drove through and workers would just place the right amount of supplies in the car.  

 

Most people were receptive and curious.  Many, many people took our (food safety and sanitation supply) bags right at their cars, so that worked out well.  We had some frustrations:  dates for delivery of the hand sanitizers got mixed up, but the company had someone pick up the delivery so we would have it for the scheduled event.    
 

Back at the event, the line of cars for relief supplies was getting longer and longer, probably a good half-mile lined up around the church. But the line for hot meals was still not picking up.  We realized that many people were not getting out of their vehicles at all, so we set up a shade tent at the exit to catch the drivers on their way out.  That day's meal was "chicken 'n dumplin's" with mixed vegetables, fruit cocktail, and oatmeal cookies.  One of the relief workers made home-made pralines for the workers and offered some to us.  They were wonderful.  

 

Nov. 9
New Orleans, LA
Mobile maintenance/supplies/errands/reports
Laura Reiser, FSES Public Affairs Specialist
Tim Leonard, Mobile Driver
 

Here in New Orleans, all the hotel rooms are sold, hotel employees are staying in them, or they just haven't been cleaned up to be livable yet. The rooms have some kind of gnats or fruitflies. (We found out later that some actually originate in the sewers.) 
 

Famous restaurants up and down St. Charles and in the Garden District are still closed: Copeland's, Emeril's Delmonico, Commander's Palace.  The bar/laundromat serves hamburgers and baked beans.  No other sides or anything.  Just hamburgers and baked beans.
 

It's going to take a lot of work to rebuild New Orleans, but it's going to take a lot of work to be able to house the people, traveling or local, to do the work. The hospitality industry is going to be a key part of that.  
 

We went down to the French Quarter late this afternoon.  Some shops had been open, but closed at 4:00, which isn't unusual for boutique shops.  Several of the t-shirt places were open.  Usually, you would be able to get a meal anytime, but now, the places we had thought about going to weren't opening up until later for dinner.  After dinner, we walked down to Bourbon Street.  A lot of places were open, but empty.  There were a few people milling around, but it wasn't crowded at all.  Court of Two Sisters, K-Paul's and Pat O'Brien's were all closed, still.
 

We spent a little time sitting by the Mississippi, looking at the cruise ships where relief workers are staying, watching the barges go by, and watching the fish jump.  There's a little bit of a sense of normalcy:  people are still walking their dogs, birds are hunting for fish, and "unbalanced" people were hanging out in the Quarter.  One person there was "upset" because the moon was too close.  He was saying that it wasn't supposed to be that big and was comparing the size of the moon to a soccer ball he had.  We decided then, that it was probably time to head out for dinner.
 

After dinner we went to the Café du Monde for beignets.  It used to be that the Café never closed, but that night, they were closing at 8:00 p.m.  
 

An encouraging thing we saw today: there were still a lot of refrigerators out on the street to be picked up, but we also saw some NEW refrigerators being brought in by people with pickup trucks.  Tim noted that more traffic lights seem to be back to normal instead of just flashing.  More lumber and dry wall seemed to be coming in than trash going out.
 

When Tim started this adventure, he saw the September full moon in Mississippi.  He saw another one in October and expects to see another one on his way out of the Gulf Coast in a few days.  Three full moons.  
November 10, 2005

Save-a-Center grocery store

Metairie, LA
Laura Reiser, Public Affairs Specialist, FSES

During this trip, Tim (Tim Leonard, Mobile Driver) calculated that 500 bottles of liquid bleach equals more than 2 tons.  I guess we are really getting our work-out in handing out these bottles!   Today, we gave out all 500 bags and supplies, and saw over 1,750 people.  We had plenty of help again from State and local partners.

The materials about clean up, what to keep or discard were very popular.  Some people looked as though they had come straight from a clean up.  One couple hadn’t even bothered to take off their “mold masks” because they had so much work to do.  They only took a break to come to the store for more cleaning supplies and especially appreciated the information we offered.

We all seem to have a touch of “Katrina cough.”  Tim noted that he has rarely had allergies, so the mold and such must be plentiful.  I’ve noticed that the hotel has tried to take care of the odor in my hallway, but it just gets worse every day.  I have to hold my breath from the elevator to my door. I’ve used a full can of Lysol over the last 10 days too.  Someone mentioned that they’d like to be able to “take a picture” of the odors because it’s so difficult to describe.

Today’s news: Oyster beds have been reopened; American Red Cross is closing the financial assistance centers in New Orleans and providing a toll-free number instead.

November 11, 2005

(Veterans Day)

Outreach to local relief centers in New Orleans

I tried to make some contacts with local relief centers about getting them our informational materials before we leave town but many places were still closed or short-handed and just not able to respond to the phone. I was able to reach someone at Children’s Hospital and arranged to drop off some appropriate materials.  I visited two relief centers operated by a non-profit group and a FEMA disaster recover center (DRC). 

At the FEMA DRC, the manager, Wanda Rogers, was hard to get to because she was so busy.  Patience paid off though.  She was very glad to have the materials and added them to the others at their check-out station.  We also gave them about 1,000 refrigerator thermometers and plenty of children’s materials.  The DRC had a children’s area where a staff person would entertain them with coloring books, activity sheets and other items while the parents met with relief agencies at the center. 

In front of the DRC, the Salvation Army was providing meals.  Some of the volunteers helped me carry in supplies to the DRC.  They asked what all the stuff was and suggested I come back tomorrow with some small items that they could distribute to people getting meals.  

This morning, we were taking an inventory at the Mobile and gathering materials for me to take around to the Hospital and DRC, when a chef from the Culinary Institute of New Orleans approached the Mobile.  At first, he thought we might know about how he could get the student kitchen inspected so they could serve the public again.  When we told him what we were doing, he asked us to give a brief presentation to the students.  I spent an hour or so with the students and they were very interested in the education we conduct.  They also appreciated getting a few items like a food thermometer and a cooking temperature magnet.

November 12, 2005

West Jefferson (Parish) Medical Center

Marrero, LA

This event had a great turnout.  They called it a “Welcome Back Health Fair.”  Several departments of the hospital participated along with a country radio station, Radio Disney, and some “elves” that provided “Breakfast with Santa.”  “Santa” was a huge draw.  They had run ads in the local paper, on the radio, and even added on a sign to a highway billboard the hospital already had up.

Along with our usual crew of  FDA and State and local partners, three employees from the hospital—Infection Control, Sanitation Services, and Employee Health – helped us out.  It’s a good thing they were there.  We had planned on about 300 people (and so had they), but the turnout was great.  We estimated about 1,500 people, and that might have been low.  Employees and visitors were really excited about the thermal bags and the refrigerator thermometers.  The staff said they were one of the few medical centers that had some operations for most of the time since the storms.  

After the event, I dropped off materials to the Salvation Army meal truck back at the DRC and at the Children’s Hospital dietary department. Everyone I came into contact with was very helpful and appreciative of the work we were doing.

November 13, 2005

Leaving New Orleans east on I-10 to Florida

Some of the stories we’ve heard this week have been tough.  One State employee said there are nine people in her family (three generations) and only half of them have gotten back to New Orleans. You could tell by her tone of voice how much she misses having them all here together.  

A woman staying at the hotel told me about all the nearby relief centers.  She and her husband live nearby and are staying in the neighborhood, close to home, as long as they can afford to.  She’s been getting some non-perishable food, water, and other supplies from the relief centers for when they are ready to restock their home.  She doesn’t want to move away because her husband is 80 years old -- and this is his home.

By the weekend, more of the neighborhood seemed to be back.  A piano-player/comedian who sings in the bar on Saturday nights seemed to have his regular fans back.  They  enjoyed his song commentary about the predicaments of New Orleans.  

From what people say, they want to get back into their homes.  Even those without major damage to their homes are still waiting for power to come back.  And businesses are still waiting for inspectors to clear them to reopen.   

As we drove east to take the Mobile in for more repairs, I got more of a sense about how widespread the damage really is.  Tim said that in some places, the damages seem “hit-or-miss”.  Sometimes there was superficial damage, but no structural damage. 

From New Orleans to Slidell, the towns really got hammered.  “There were miles and miles of deserted neighborhoods,” Tim said.  “There were acres of cars covered with the flood-film.” We passed one car dealership that had film covering almost everything on the lot.  

Over the hundreds of miles where Tim took the Mobile, he passed so much devastation, and then more devastation.  One of the busy I-10 bridges suffered significant damage, but work had started on clean-up and salvage.  Tim had heard about some of the bridge clean-up and salvage.  Evidently, large pieces were being salvaged from the water and cars were found in the water too.  

As we headed toward Mississippi and Alabama, Tim remembered riding out Rita in Gulfport. 

We stopped briefly in Loxley, AL, for a break.  Even there, at an exit off I-10, damage from this hurricane season was evident in the blown over and blown out signs for restaurants and retail stores.  

The Mobile and its temporary counterpart reached at least 55,000 people over the last 2 months.  That’s just a small portion of those affected, but I’m glad FSIS got out there.  And I’m grateful that I was able to spend a few weeks there helping.

