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After the Storm, Stories of Hope!
F r o m  t h e  E d i t o r :

With this week’s release of the 228-page White House
report about the Katrina disaster and lack of coordinated
response (CNN/AP Washington, February 23, 2006), this
Editor decided to print some realty news, the realty and
response of the Louisiana and Mississippi Departments
of Transportation (DOT) who kept working through it all!
“It all” turned out to be one of the nation’s deadliest natu-
ral disasters, with damage estimates approaching $100
billion. I hope that other State DOTs will learn from the
transportation stories I gathered and plan disaster strate-
gies, just in case. In pursuit of a balanced issue about
highway workers in both Louisiana and Mississippi, the

Editor looked at more than 600 photos of highway
and adjacent neighbors. The reality of the chaotic
landscape is greater than anything I have seen on
the evening news and is heart-wrenching.
Displaced families, broken bridges, closed schools,
and flattened coastal towns dominate the coast
from New Orleans eastward. Yet these are stories
of hope. I heard stories of determination. I read
about hope for recovery. Out of this devastation,
surely something will grow and Transportation
workers will be a part of it. The Nation is grateful to
the hard-working men and women who went to
work, the morning after, and have not stopped
clearing and repairing highways for the traveling
public. Thank you! •

One of the many roads and people being put back together.



the end of the block. Trees and telephone poles
are leaning or snapped, and debris covers the
roadways. Before the energy crews can repair the
damage and restore power, restart the flooded
water pumps, repair the gas mains and telephone
service, the roads have to be cleared.

In the wake of Katrina and Rita, the damage to
Louisiana’s transportation infrastructure and road-
side was extensive. As the winds were dying
down, dedicated Louisiana DOTD employees in
the affected districts first had to use chainsaws to
cut their way to the state roads, then to their
units. Every road was blocked by downed trees,
construction debris or masses of marsh grass,
depending on your proximity to the coast. District
employees in these areas worked in the blister-
ing September heat from sunrise to sunset.
Many had severely damaged homes, some had
total losses, and yet they showed up every day to
work. That is when you realize what “teamwork”
and “family” really mean.

The employees were not alone in their districts.
They had DOTD “family” all across the state who
volunteered to assist. Teams from other districts
throughout the state showed up to help. They
arrived in convoys with personnel, equipment,
fuel, ice, water and food. Since no hotel rooms
were available, employees bunked in offices. So
many districts made offers to send people that
some of the help had to be refused because there
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You Plan for the Worst and
Hope for the Best

By Roy Dupuy, Landscape Architect Chief 
Louisiana Department of Transportation and
Development

At least, that’s how the saying goes. When hurri-
canes threaten the Gulf States, you make your
plans. If the storm presents a danger, you gather
your supplies, family, and pets and evacuate to a
location out of the projected path and expect to
return the next day or so. If you plan to “ride it
out,” you gather food, water, batteries, gas for the
car and generator and wait and hope that the only
work afterwards is picking up some limbs in the
yard. Besides, the evacuation routes will be
clogged for hours. The storms have always turned
at the last minute, and there is no reason to
expect any difference this time.

Then the news programs report intensification of
the storm. Urgency is heard in the officials’ voices.
The rain starts and the wind speed forces the
closing of the elevated bridge structures providing
evacuation routes to safety. You’ve waited too late
to evacuate. The rain gets heavier and beats
against the house in waves. Roofing and other
debris fly past the window. The neighbor’s tree is
blown over, and you have to light candles
because the power is off. Water starts to rise in
the streets.

You hoped for the best, but it’s worse than what
you planned for.

Hurricane Katrina directly hit southeast Louisiana
on Aug. 29, and Hurricane Rita attacked the
southwestern part of the state on Sept. 24.
Immediately following these storms of historic
proportions, many people in the affected areas
faced no electricity, no water and broken gas
mains spewing flames through the floodwaters.
Telephones weren’t working, and the cell towers
were gone. Then as radio batteries died, commu-
nication with the outside world was cut off. Entire
neighborhoods were demolished. Downed trees—
sometimes even houses that had been pushed
into the roadway in the worst-hit areas—obscured
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You Plan for the Worst and Hope for the Best continued

was simply no more room to house them.
Together, within five days of Katrina’s landfall, all
roads in District 62 (the Hammond area) were
cleared and road washouts repaired.

District 2, encompassing the New Orleans area,
had 500 employees prior to Katrina, but is down
to 459 today—mainly because of housing issues.
To assist employees with housing, DOTD request-
ed assistance from FEMA in constructing a trailer
village in the parking lot at the district headquar-
ters in Bridge City Thirty employees and their fam-
ilies moved in Jan. 6.

Districts 2 and 62 had a total of 1,055 employees
prior to Katrina. On Sept. 12, 474 were not at
work; of this number 214 were unaccounted for.
By Sept. 30, 749 were back at work; 276 had con-
tacted us and were unable to return; and 30 had
not contacted the agency.

After Rita hit District 7 (the Lake Charles area in
the southwest area of the state), the Hammond
district was the first to offer assistance even
though personnel were still reeling from Katrina.
Everyone was willing to do whatever was nec-
essary to put our roads and the lives of our
people back together. Employees manned
phones to answer questions from the public:
Could they come home, what about their animals
they left, is I-10 open, did a certain neighbor sur-
vive?

When there was no place to buy food, employees
emptied their freezers and cooked that food for
the workers. They traveled outside the district to
get food and supplies; they waited in long lines at
Sam’s and Wal-Mart; they made deals with food
distributors; some came in at 4 a.m. to cook
breakfast; make and distribute lunches; and pre-
pare and cook the evening dinner meal. Others
stayed late to clean up afterward.

More than 300 employees at District 62 were fed
at each meal during the days following Katrina.
Charts were posted, schedules made and assign-
ments given. Makeshift showers were installed.
Cots were placed in every corner of the building,
although most slept little. Repair crews, cleanup
crews, inspectors and dump-site monitors were

working 12- and 14-hour days (and many contin-
ue to do so).

We were prepared for related-storm damage, but
not to this extent. We didn’t have the specialized
equipment with “thumbs” and “claws” to remove
massive amounts of trees blocking the roadways.
In those, we let contracts while other districts
used their own forces.

To date, 32 million cubic yards of debris has
been collected in the state and placed at 80
different debris sites; 61 sites are for vegeta-
tion and 19 are landfills for construction debris.
DOTD collected 3.2 million cubic yards, or 10
percent of the total, at a cost of $112.6 million.
32 million cubic yards of debris is enough to fill
a football field, including the end zones, to a
height of 2.84 miles. 

Surveys of roadside vegetation and the hurri-
canes’ impact have yet to be fully realized as
debris continues to accumulate. Where debris
was pushed to the roadside, earth was moved
along with the process. Ditches now have to be
reclaimed. Roadsides where trees were allowed to
encroach to reduce mowing costs will have to be
reassessed to prevent similar post-storm road-
closing conditions.

Meanwhile, normal upkeep such as litter con-
trol and mowing is suspended. Inmates evacu-
ated prior to the storms are crowding remaining
facilities, upsetting the prisoner-to-guard ratio.
With a few exceptions, inmate litter crews have
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ceased operations. Storm-related budget
adjustments may affect the number of mowing
and litter cycles on all roads as well as con-
tracted mowing and in-house herbicide appli-
cations. No budget exists to replace the trees
and vegetation lost on the roadside.
Meanwhile, during the confusion, vegetation
has been removed without permit by unknown
individuals—possibly to improve business visi-
bility.

Devastation, chaos, enthusiasm, dedication,
endurance, organization, compassion, kind-
ness, hope, gratitude and family are words
that employees used to describe this past five
months. The recovery task is daunting and will
take years to complete. Meanwhile, the next
hurricane season (as of Feb. 3) is only 117
days away. We’ll hope for the best. We know
how to plan for the worst. •

Devastation, Chaos, Hope,
and Gratitiude!
By Jennifer Lopez, Administrative Staff
Louisiana Department of Transportation and
Development, District 07 - Lake Charles

To sum up HURRICANE RITA in one word, DEVSTA-
TION. In two, CHAOS. In three, Hope and Gratitude.
I came back to work on the Sunday after she hit.
The first people I saw were crews from Cameron.
They were sweating; they were working; they were
SMILING. They did not yet know if they had homes
or belongings left! And then in the next few days
when they knew all was lost, they cried, but still had
the biggest SMILES.

Complaints were made that communications were
bad. As the only clerical staff, I can tell you there
was nothing wrong with the phones. There were so
many calls, that I only caught a third of them. This
parish was under lockdown for almost 2 weeks.
People were calling to see how bad things were; if
they could travel on I-10; if they could go home to
see about their animals; if anyone knew how this or
that neighborhood survived; if they could donate
equipment, and Headquarters trying to determine
damages, and what assistance we needed. etc. etc.

Also there were the comforting calls from our DOTD
relatives offering manpower and equipment, and
food and clothing. The first ones here were our
neighbors in Hammond offering assistance when
they were still in the same shape.

There were so many people here. It was hot!
Generators were working to handle the phones and
fans and stove. It didn’t matter who you were,
everyone was in the same boat—some far worse
than others. Everyone was willing to do whatever
was necessary to put our roads and the lives of our
people back together. The wife of one of our super-
visors stayed here cooking 3 meals a day for all of
our workers.

I hope we never have to go through this again.
However as chaotic and painful as it was for so
many, there were so many blessings with everyone
pulling together under those primitive conditions. •
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Six feet deep marsh hay covered many highways.

You Plan for the Worst and Hope for the Best continued
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S t o r i e s  F r o m  t h e  L o u i s i a n a  F H W A

Story One

By Bob Mahoney, Louisiana Division

Before Hurricane Katrina arrived, the Louisiana
Department of Transportation and Development
(LDOTD) set a contra flow evacuation plan in motion
for the coastal area.  Over one million people fol-
lowed the plan and got out of harm’s way.  Many lev-
els of Louisiana and Mississippi governments assist-
ed in making it happen.  An extensive plan to avoid
traffic congestion was in place due to our experience
with Hurricane Ivan.  After Katrina hit, LDOTD crews
from around the State converged to clear roadways
and assist where needed.  Then came Rita which
impacted the already damaged area, plus additional
major damage to the West.  Many stories of service
and assistance are burned in the memories of crews
and the people thtey helped.  So many dedicated
LDOTD crews just did whatever was necessary.  The
story is not over; the work will continue for a long
time.  The sense of urgency to repair and rebuild
continues.  •

Story Two

By Colby Guidry, FHWA Area Engineer

The day after Katrina made landfall, I went out with
a Bridge Inspection Crew to assess the integrity of
bridges in St. Tammany parish.  The roads were
impassable in many locations due to large amounts
of debris and marsh mud washed up on the road-
ways.  We made it out to the area within 24 hours
after the storm.  A large LDOTD crew from
Shreveport had arrived several hours before us.
With their own heavy equipment in tow, they cleared
roadways for first responders and area residents.
After the clearing, Red Cross and National Guard
vehicles were able to provide water, food, and
assistance.  The LDOTD District employees and
their families cooked food for working crews and
other first responders for weeks after the storm.  •

Story Three

By Scott Nelson, FHWA Area Engineer

When we traveled US 190 to continue bridge
inspections, we came across a LDOTD platoon of
vehicles, workers, and equipment busy clearing the
roadway.  We pulled up to talk to one of the guys,
only to learn that the 40-50 workers were from the
Shreveport office.  I don’t know if there were plans
to bring these guys down here before the storm,
because we had no idea how much damage the
storm would leave behind.  But there they were!  I
was impressed that this large crew drove more then
five hours to help without knowing where or when
they would sleep, eat or return home.   •
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Dedication, Endurance, and
Compassion
By Connie Standige, Engineer Administrator
Louisiana District 62

My name is Connie Standige. I am the District 62
Engineer Administrator and was only in that posi-
tion for 3 1/2 months when Hurricane Katrina hit.
District 62 is comprised of 6 parishes on the
northshore of Lake Pontchartrain—St. Tammany,
Washington, St. John, Tangipahoa, Livingston, and
St. Helena. I live on the southshore, in a suburb of
New Orleans. This is the District 62 story:

It all started on Friday morning, August 26 when
Hurricane Katrina was headed for Appalachicola,
Florida. No one was concerned that she was
coming this way, besides she was only a Category
1 hurricane. Friday afternoon the storm shifted
and was headed this way. Baton Rouge EOC had
a conference call Friday evening and told us to
prepare for contra-flow for Sunday morning to
evacuate the city of New Orleans. The contra-flow
crews were to report to their units on Saturday
morning at 8:00. Well things changed in a hurry.

Early Saturday morning I received a call from BR
saying that the storm had increased in intensity
and was headed straight to New Orleans and that
we would be starting contra-flow at 4:00pm on
Saturday. DOTD employees from many districts
and statewide crews worked all morning to have

the VMS’, barricades, and cones staged next to
the highway by noon. Contra-flow began at
4:00pm. The contra-flow teams worked through
the night and into the next evening. They then
had to retrieve the contra-flow devices in tropical
force winds.

The rest is history. Katrina slammed into south-
east Louisiana causing much destruction and dev-
astation. Many District 62 employees worked dur-
ing the storm, and as soon as the winds subsided
on Monday afternoon, many of our dedicated
employees came out with chain saws in hand.
They had to cut their way to the state highways,
and then cut their way to their units. The next few
weeks were a whirlwind of activities. Power was
out in all parishes in the district. Food, water, ice,
and fuel were nowhere to be found. Every road in
the district was covered with downed trees and
debris. District 62 employees came out in droves
to work. These employees worked from sunrise to
sunset in the blistering heat.

Many of these employees had damage to their
own homes, some with total losses, yet they still
showed up every day to work. On Tuesday
evening teams of workers from other districts from
throughout the state showed up to help. They
arrived in convoys with personnel, equipment,
fuel, ice, water, and food. Since there were no
hotel rooms available, approximately 100 employ-
ees bunked up in offices throughout the district.
Words cannot express our gratitude to these other
districts for all of their support. So many districts
made offers to send people that I had to turn
some of the help down because we had no more
room to house them.

Together, with their help and the hard work of the
District 62 employees, within 5 days, all roads in
the district were cleared and road wash outs were
repaired. Then the cleanup of debris on the road-
side and the repair of bridges began. Repair
crews, cleanup crews, inspectors, and dump site
monitors have worked and are still working 12 and
14 hour days. During the weeks after Katrina I
saw dedication, enthusiasm, endurance, organiza-
tion, compassion, and kindness.

When there was no place to buy food, the
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employees in this district emptied their freezers
and cooked that food for the workers. They trav-
eled outside of the district to get food and sup-
plies; they waited in long lines at Sam’s and
Walmart; they made deals with food distributors;
some came in at 4:00am to cook breakfast, make
and distribute lunches, and prepare and cook the
evening dinner meal; and others stayed late to
clean up afterwards. More than 300 employees
were fed at each meal during the days following
Katrina’s hit. There were charts posted, schedules
made, and assignments given. Makeshift showers
were installed in the Lab. Cots were placed in every
corner of the building. Very little sleep was had by all.

I encountered so many acts of kindness during this
tragedy. When I was unable to return to my own
home because of evacuation orders and flooding
of my house, employees offered their homes to me
and my family. They provided us with food and
clothing. They welcomed us with great hospitality.

During this time there was a lot of sadness, anxi-
ety, and depression. Emotions ran high. Together
we cried, we shouted, we hoped, and we prayed.
This district pulled together as a team. I have had
people from other districts comment on the incred-
ible teamwork exhibited by District 62. Together
we were able to overcome the effects of Hurricane
Katrina.

A N D  T H E N  C A M E  R I T A !
But then Hurricane Rita set its sights on
Louisiana. Several days before Rita made her
landfall one of our employees, Brett Pounds,
asked if we were going to help Southwest
Louisiana like they had helped us. There was no
doubt that we would help. District 62’s “Team
Rita” pulled together. Roland Maurin, District
Maintenance Engineer, along with Brett, assem-
bled a team of volunteer employees. They gath-
ered supplies; they constructed huge insulated ice
containers; and they loaded equipment. They
were self-sufficient and only needed a place to
bed down. Before they left for Lake Charles,
these employees prayed together. They mounted
American flags on their trucks. They left the
Hammond yard on Sunday morning with a convoy
of people, equipment, port-a-potties, ice, food,
fuel, generators, tools, and supplies. Other trips
were made to Lake Charles to deliver more fuel,
ice, and food. Employees contributed money to
purchase cookies and other treats to send to the
workers in Lake Charles. These employees were
truly generous in their offers of help.

I truly have to say from the bottom of my heart
that I am proud to be a part of District 62. During
the weeks after Katrina and Rita hit I saw a group
of hard working, dedicated employees that are all
unsung heroes and truly deserve recognition for
their hard work.  •

Dedication, Endurance and Compassion continued
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A LOUISIANA PRAIRIE PARTNERSHIP 

As excerpted from the January 21, 2006
article, written by Patrick Courreges

Five months after Katrina hit the coast, the
Louisiana Department of Transportation and
Development, with the help of the State nat-
ural Heritage Program and a team of 25
(LDOTD) Wildlife and Fisheries workers, stu-
dents from Evangeline High School and the
Allen Parish Correctional Center began a
two day effort to salvage a prairie.

Yes, Louisiana once was covered with 2.5
million acres of coastal prairie. Now only
1000 acres remain. When U.S. 165 near
Lake Charles was due for widening, four

acres of endangered plants were recorded.
In order to prevent this rare plant communi-
ty to vanish from the State, a partnership
plan to salvage four acres in two days was
planned.

Katrina delayed the plan, but did not cancel
it! On January 21, a team began the two-
day digging, moving, and replanting of
these precious plants.

Now four acres of plants rest and will re-
establish near Eunice Prairie along US 190.
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Save That Prairie

By Roy Dupuy, Phone: 225.379.1969
Email: RoyDupuy@dotd.louisiana.gov

Saving a remnant of Louisiana’s coastal prairie should
be simple and obvious.  You move the small, scarce
resource before you build the road.  What actually
developed is a story that brought together consult-
ants, state agencies and volunteers to relocate
coastal prairie remnants that made it through one of
the worst hurricane seasons this state has ever had.
This collaborative effort to save the prairie eventually
may revegetate our roadsides.

Southwest Louisiana once contained vast expanses
of coastal prairie, similar to tallgrass prairies of the
midwestern United States, were incredibly diverse
with more than 500 plant species and serving as
home to a multitude of grassland birds, waterfowl,
insects and other wildlife.  The estimated 2.5 million
acres of original Louisiana coastal prairie have been
reduced to less than 1,000 acres.  

Much of the former prairie was converted to pasture
for cattle grazing or altered for growing rice, sugar-
cane and forage crops.  Many of the animals once
common to that type of land are gone, such as
Attwater’s prairie chicken, bison, antelope, elk and
red wolf.  The majority of the remnant prairies now
exist along railroad rights-of-way between railroad
tracks and highways and are continually threatened
by human activities.  Most of what remains is scat-
tered in relatively small areas on highway segments
and is generally too small to be self-sustaining.

One of these highway segments that includes prairie
grass is on U.S. 165, between Fenton and Interstate
10, in Allen and Jefferson Davis parishes.  It is cur-
rently slated for a road-widening project under the
Louisiana Department of Transportation and
Development’s (DOTD) Transportation Infrastructure
Model for Economic Development (TIMED) program.
One of 16 TIMED projects, the 172-mile, $867 million
U.S. 165 Project is divided into 30 segments, each of
which involves widening the road to four lanes.

The majority of the prairie remnants along this stretch
of U.S. 165 are located to the east of the roadway
while the road expansion will occur to the west side.

However, one small
four-acre prairie rem-
nant identified by the
Louisiana National
Heritage Program
(LNHP) is in the path
of the proposed road-
way on what is now
private land.

Here is the dilemma.
The TIMED program
had no funding dedicated to plant removal and trans-
planting after acquisition.  Moreover, DOTD cannot
operate on private land prior to acquisition.  How
does one save the prairie with no funding and no
access to the land?  Partnership!

Together, DOTD; the Louisiana Department of Wildlife
and Fisheries (LDWF); Gulf South Pipeline Corp., the
landowner of the prairie site; and other organizations
rescued the prairie plants found on the area.
Volunteers and technical assistance also came from
the Cajun Prairie Habitat Preservation Society, the
Natural Resources Conservation Service, the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS)—National Wetlands
Research Center, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
the Allen Parish Correctional Facility inmates,
AmeriCorps of the University of Louisiana at
Lafayette, The nature Conservancy and others.

Planning and coordinating for the two-day relocation
event began about a year ago.  The first dates cho-
sen were in November 2005.  This time of year was
chosen specifically because the plants are dormant
then and would have time to take root before the
heat of summer.  Then Hurricane Katrina hit
Southeast Louisiana on Aug. 29, and Hurricane Rita,
on Sept. 24, attacked the southwest part of the state
where the site is located.  Then there were sunny
skies and no rain for weeks.  While Rita accounted
for about 20 percent of the annual precipitation total
in the Lake Charles area, records show the same
area broke into the top 20 list for driest years—its
18th driest year on record.  Moreover, the hurricane’s
destruction of prisons resulted in inmate evacuations
to surviving institutions, and the prisoner-to-guard-
ration at these institutions made the inmate labor to
dig the plants questionable.  A survey of the site also
revealed it was too hard and dry to dig.

Botanists identifying rare prairie plants and 
collecting seed
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The Mississippi Division’s
Recovery Efforts

By Cecil Vick, FHWA Division Office

Despite the lack of electrical and telephone service
to their personal homes and to their offices, the
Federal Highway Administration's Mississippi
Division Offices' Hurricane Katrina Recovery Team
reported to work the morning following Hurricane's
Katrina's landfall along the Gulf Coast. Left with
only sporadic cellular telephone service and no
gasoline, they began to quickly coordinate with
State and local transportation officials to assess the
damage to Mississippi and Louisiana's surface
transportation system and to arrange for emergency
repair work to begin.

For the first week following the disaster, team mem-
bers manned Federal and State emergency opera-
tions centers twenty-four hours each day. Some
employees stayed mostly in the capitol city to coor-
dinate the recovery. They were challenged to man-
age limited recovery funding while awaiting appropri-
ations of emergency relief funds. Innovative con-
tracting techniques were developed. Travel arrange-
ments were made for visiting Washington officials.
Offices in Washington were constantly updated. It
was a challenge just to manage the logistics of
keeping the other team members in the field.

Within twenty-four hours of Hurricane Katrina’s land-
fall, members of the Recovery Team were onsite in
the most devastated areas. Within forty-eight hours
of the most destructive natural disaster in our
Nation’s history, and working with their State part-
ners, the Team helped reestablish a basic trans-
portation infrastructure.

In the first few weeks following the storm, team
members worked long hours and endured personal
hardships. While their homes in the state capitols
mostly still lacked power and while their families had
no gasoline for their personal vehicles, the team
members worked their way through the storm dam-
age with their state and local partners. They deter-
mined first hand the repair tasks and costs that lay
ahead. It was paramount to get the roads and

bridges passable for emergency vehicles, construc-
tion workers, and displaced citizens, and the Team
was successful.

Devastation was not just limited to coastal areas.
Katrina was a Class I Hurricane when it left the
northern border of Mississippi and entered
Tennessee. Almost the whole of the States suffered
damage. The coastal areas were devastated.

Team Members often left their homes before dawn,
drove two hundred or more miles into the devasta-
tion, worked a full day, and drove home well after
dark. Often they worked on weekends. In the areas
with the worse devastation there were no hotel
rooms, no restaurants, and often no water. Team
Members were going into the damaged areas with
MRE’s and bottled water. For most team members
one of their most difficult tasks was to adjust men-
tally to the destruction and human suffering they
saw.

Everyone did their best and helped to provide the
citizens most directly impacted by this overwhelm-
ingly disastrous natural event with a sense that their
government was at work and would help get them
through it. •

Another Mississippi bridge to nowhere. 5 State bridges were lost.
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Katrina Hit Mississippi Too!
R e f l e c t i o n s  f r o m  J a c k s o n ,
M i s s i s s i p p i

By Dave G. Thompson, Mississippi DOT

It was almost 6 pm when we heard the last loud

crash. A 10 inch limb had fallen from an oak tree

onto our neighbor’s car. August 29 had been a very

long day! Earlier, we had watched CNN and other

news stations at the office to see what was hap-

pening on our Mississippi Gulf Coast, 150 miles

south of Jackson. At 11am everyone was told to

go home and prepare for the storm as it ground its

way north. When the full force of the storm hit

Jackson, it was still a Category 1 storm with 75

mph winds and fair that felt like bullets when they

hit bare skin. Thankfully the night was calm, but

dark and quiet, except for the occasional buzz of a

chainsaw.

When Governor Barbour had his first press confer-

ence on Tuesday, August 30, there weren’t many

who were able to see him on TV because the

power was out for most of the State. He had flown

the 80 mile length of our coastline and returned

with startling news. It was hard to hear him say

that everything from the railroad tracks south to the

beach was gone. That one sentence probably had

more impact on the citizens of Mississippi than any

other thing. You see, the railroad tracks run parallel

to the coast and they were 4 to 8 blocks away from

the water. Within that space there was nothing

remaining but large piles of debris. It was beyond

our comprehension! There were no homes, restau-

rants, churches or small buildings. The only things

that remained were some large buildings and our

beautiful live oaks which gave the coast is flavor

and unique character. Of course, there were no

leaves on the trees after the 150mph winds had

stripped them bare.

Highway 90, which is THE road to drive if you want

to see Mississippi’s (once beautiful) coast was

either washed away, or covered with sand and

debris.

There are

two impor-

tant

bridges on

Hwy 90.

On the

west is the

bridge over

Bay St.

Louis and

on the east is the bridge over Biloxi Bay. Both of

these concrete structures were knocked down by

the gigantic storm surge, which was more than 20

feet above normal. It will be at least 2 years before

these are rebuilt.

In addition, every road, highway and driveway in

South Mississippi had trees down across them. The

Mississippi DOT was now responsible for the

biggest cleanup it had ever experienced. Most of

our employees left their families at home and went

out to cut trees off the road to make way for emer-

gency vehicles and support equipment. One

employee who lost his home and all belongings said

that going out to work on the cleanup actually kept

his mind off the fact that he had nothing left!

I believe most people who have been to the coast

after the storm have come away with a very sober-

ing image of the destruction. Seeing the pictures on

TV just does not come close to the actual extent of

damage which stretches for 80 miles.

Sine that time we have experienced a great out-

pouring of assistance and good tidings. Before the

wind had calmed down, we had calls from Florida,

Alabama, Georgia and even Oregon offering every-

thing from bridge inspection teams to fuel. The

New Mexico DOT collected over $11,000 and sent it

to help MDOT employees who had been impacted

by the storm. That check arrived around

Thanksgiving, and thankful we were! Churches and

civic organizations from all over the country have

sent work crews and supplies to help. Thanks to all

who have prayed for these good people on the

coast! They still have a long way to go.  •

11

Operations scheduled from the District 
parking lot of “Camp Speedy”
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Thriffiley, an ecologist, and his crew are in the field daily, surveying in
support of a salvage/recovery operation to locate the endangered
Louisiana quillwort. They have found 17 new locations for this
endangered plant since Katrina!  Forest Service employees from
across the country have gone to Mississippi to help with the recovery
and surveying. Thriffiley’s crew is also surveying for the threatened
gopher tortoise burrows and protecting their endangered red cockad-
ed woodpecker cavity trees and colonies....a whole other success
story!!  Over 28,400 acres of T&E surveys have been completed.
“It just takes a lot of time to work through catastrophic life changing
events.”

E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E :

14

A Neighborly Observation

By Tate Thriffiley, Ecologist, De Soto National Forest

The Mississippi DOT has definitely had their hands

full just cleaning up the major highways and inter-

states.  I know lanes were open almost immediately

after the storm from crews pushing and clearing

then trees and debris.  Folks were happy to have

the transportation system sopen, even when we did

not have much or any fuel.  Those open roadways

did facilitate speedy access for emergency equip-

ment and supplies, law enforcement, military per-

sonnel, volunteers, and utility workers to reach the

hardest hit coastal areas and start the steps toward

recovery.

Full recovery for the Gulf Coast will take many

years.  Debris trucks, log trucks, construction

equipment, and other heavy rigs will put

Mississippi’s roads to the test.  MDOT’s role in

maintaining and improving our system is vital to the

recovery process.

Here in the De Soto national Forest, many thou-

sands of trees on our forest were uprooted or bro-

ken in half.  We are doing all that we can to clean

up the forest, trails, and recreation areas.  To date,

we have one recreation area open.  Others will

open soon.  It might take a couple years to reopen

all the trails.  We are in the process of salvaging

timber to facilitate recovery forest-wide. •

Another Road Report

E x c e r p t e d  f r o m :
www.fs.fed.us/r8/mississippi/katrina/accomplishments 

Saw crews and heavy equipment have opened an

estimated 1300 miles of roads closed by Hurricane

Katrina. These are county roads and Forest Service

roads. Since opening roads, the Forest

Serviceâ ™ Incident Management Team has con-

centrated on recovery. Their primary focus is to

reduce the heavy fuel load of damaged and

downed trees by utilizing salvage sales. The heavy,

woody debris increases the potential for hotter,

more intense wildland fires this summer. This is

especially troubling with the large amount of wild-

land urban interface within and surrounding the De

Soto National Forest.

The De Soto is  the southernmost  of
Mississippi ’s  6  Nat ional  Forests.

W i n t e r / S p r i n g  I s s u e  2 0 0 6
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Within the Mississippi National Forests, over 150

employees are committed to work in the recovery

effort. Some 320 personnel from off-forest have

also supported this recovery. Thus far, the Forest

has sold 22 salvage sales for an estimated 115.5

million board feet of timber. Some 37 more sales

are in the works.

The up to 155 mph wind gusts of Katrina that hit

the De Soto were devastating, but the Forest has

made great progress within their boundaries on

behalf of the public interest.

Thousands of hours of work remain. And as one

employee observed, they work knowing that the

2006 hurricane season is due in 100 days! •

1300 miles of  roads reopened

Over 100 miles of wildland urban interface have been cleared.

The charismatic gopher tortoise and recovery survey crews

E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E :
It is also worrisome from a wildlife aspect. The De Soto is safe
haven for an endangered Sand Hill Crane, endemic to this forest
area. The rare crane requires savannah habitat found on this pre-
serve. The grassland/pine habitat is maintained by prescribed burns.
Until the woody debris is removed, such fires would run too hot and
have a negative impact on the Sand Hill Crane population. Just one
more consequence of Katrina!

Another Road Report continued
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