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no shelter from the storm: reclaiming 
the right to housing and protecting 
the health of vulnerable communities 
in post-katrina new orleans

Tiffany M. Gardner, Alec Irwin, and Curtis W. Peterson

abstract

This article explores human rights- and health-related aspects of  the rebuilding process 
in New Orleans, Louisiana, USA, following the August 2005 assault of  Hurricane 
Katrina. We look at the health and social impacts of  post-Katrina redevelopment 
policies on New Orleans’ poor Black communities. We describe systematic violations 
of  poor Black residents’ human right to housing, and we explore associations between 
these rights violations and documented negative trends in community health. The article 
describes some of  the ways that poor constituencies in New Orleans have organized 
to resist the destruction of  their communities and to reclaim their rights to adequate 
housing, health, and dignity. Post-Katrina violations of  the right to housing in New 
Orleans should be seen as part of  a broader pattern in social policy and the control 
of  urban habitats in the United States. Poor Black residents’ struggle to assert their 
human right to housing has implications for the health of  local communities and the 
credibility of  democratic processes.  

introduction

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans and the 
Gulf  Coast region of  the United States. Katrina’s impacts on the people 
of  New Orleans reveal a stark case of  inequality in the protection of  
human rights. Public authorities’ failure to prepare adequately meant that 
poor, predominantly Black communities bore the brunt of  the hurricane’s 
assault. Subsequently, instead of  redressing patterns of  injustice exposed 
by the storm, through discriminatory public policies, New Orleans’ post-
Katrina “recovery” has reinforced them. At the heart of  human rights 
concerns plaguing the city’s reconstruction lies the systematic violation 
of  the right to housing for New Orleans’ poor Black residents. 

The failure to respect the right to housing of  poor New Orleans residents 
is no accident. It is the logical consequence of  persisting views about 
who has a place in the “new” New Orleans that officials wish to see rise 
from the devastation left by Katrina’s passage. Before the flood waters 
receded, influential business and political constituencies had already 
begun to argue that New Orleans should “rebuild bigger and better.”1 
A subtext of  these messages was that a “better” New Orleans would 
not necessarily welcome back the poor, Black majority residents who 
had called the city home.2 This hostile undercurrent was soon realized 
in the post-Katrina recovery policies of  the Housing Authority of  New 
Orleans (HANO): from the wholesale demolition of  still-viable public 
housing units to the increasingly repressive regulation of  public hous-
ing residents’ behavior — regulation enforced using a “zero tolerance” 
policy that has intimidated residents and left them feeling powerless and 
unwelcome in their own communities. The scale of  the repression sug-
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gests that influential constituencies have grasped the 
natural disaster as an opportunity to purge the city of  
its poor inhabitants, the overwhelming majority of  
whom are Black women and children.3

Affected communities in New Orleans and their allies 
have fought back against the assault on their rights 
and well-being. While the post-Katrina onslaught 
against poor communities comprises a host of  
human rights violations, including the right to health, 
education, environmental protections, and work with 
dignity, this article focuses on the violations taking 
place that concern the human right to housing. The 
article 1) documents some of  the violations of  the 
right to housing that have occurred in post-Katrina 
New Orleans; 2) describes the consequences of  these 
violations, particularly for the health of  affected 
communities; 3) indicates some of  the ways that poor 
communities have organized to struggle against these 
patterns and reclaim their right to adequate housing, 
health, and dignity; and 4) situates post-Katrina vio-
lations of  the right to housing as part of  a broader 
pattern in social policy and the control of  urban 
habitats in the United States. The rights abuses and 
health consequences suffered by poor Black commu-
nities in New Orleans and the Gulf  region are not 
isolated phenomena but are instead symptoms of  an 
acute episode in a decades-long “war on the poor” 
involving the accelerated redistribution of  resources 
and opportunities upward from low- and middle-
income people toward the most affluent segments of  
American society.4 The control of  urban space has 
been a key battleground in this protracted conflict. 
Efforts by poor Black residents to assert their human 
right to housing reveal the full extent of  what is at 
stake: both the health of  vulnerable communities and 
the quality of  American democracy itself.5

the right to housing in international 
law

The right to housing acknowledges the fundamental 
need that people have for safety and security.6 Among 
the international human rights instruments that 
define the right to housing, the Universal Declaration 
of  Human Rights (UDHR) and the International 
Covenant on Social and Economic Rights (ICESCR) 
have been most widely adopted.7 Both recognize 
the right to an “adequate standard of  living,” which 
includes the right to housing.8 

The substance of  the right to housing hinges on the 
meaning of  an “adequate standard” with respect 
to housing. The United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) has 
delineated relevant criteria of  housing adequacy that 
include, inter alia: legal security of  tenure, availability 
of  services and infrastructure, affordability, habitabil-
ity, and accessibility.9 The CESCR has underscored 
governments’ obligation to ensure access to adequate 
housing for everyone, with an emphasis on the most 
vulnerable.10 The CESCR has further specified the 
right to housing as guaranteeing people’s right to live 
in conditions of  “security, peace and dignity.”11

Understood holistically, these international instru-
ments move beyond defining the right of  a person 
to a house; they affirm and protect the human need 
people have for a home. A home is more than shelter; 
it is a dwelling endowed with meaning and affective 
value by its occupants, a process that transforms it 
from a structure into a physical manifestation of  
community, security, and belonging.

Comments by the CESCR emphasize that the right 
to housing is “of  central importance for the enjoy-
ment of  all economic, social and cultural rights.”12 
As such, the right to housing cannot be secured in 
isolation; rather, it is a locus of  interactions between 
a multitude of  needs and rights. When states fail to 
meet their obligation to protect the right to housing, 
other basic rights inevitably suffer.

housing and health 

Violations of  the right to housing have a direct impact 
on health. Decades of  research have demonstrated 
the correlation between poor housing conditions and 
poor health.13 Much of  this work has focused on the 
level of  individual housing units and on environmen-
tal factors that impact health, such as poor ventila-
tion, infestation by pests, or the presence of  mold or 
lead. These factors fall primarily into the categories 
of  “habitability” and “infrastructure” described by 
the CESCR.14 

Yet health is also powerfully affected by issues relat-
ing to other dimensions of  the right to housing, such 
as security of  tenure, affordability, and accessibility.15 
These issues have been empirically correlated to 
health outcomes by a growing body of  authoritative 
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research.16 In addition, research has confirmed the 
negative impacts of  homelessness on health status 
and outcomes.17 The international literature on social 
determinants of  health has also highlighted the criti-
cal effect of  housing conditions in contributing to 
health inequities among population groups. This 
literature documents how deficiencies in housing 
and community infrastructure can have direct health 
impacts on disadvantaged groups, emphasizing the 
role of  underlying social and political power relation-
ships in determining differential access to adequate 
housing and safe living environments.18

Pioneering public health research in the United States 
has documented the health impacts of  “urban renew-
al” programs and other policies that, since the 1950s, 
have displaced poor communities to enable reuse of  
urban space for purposes more profitable than hous-
ing the vulnerable.19 These policies have precipitated 
both immediate and long-term health damage in 
affected populations through multiple pathways.

The groundbreaking work of  Deborah and Rodrick 
Wallace in their book, A plague on your houses, catalogues 
the disastrous health consequences of  one such 
policy, which constituted a massive disinvestment in 
communities deemed undesirable or expendable. The 
study by Wallace and Wallace directly links the clos-
ing of  fire companies in New York City in the 1970s 
to outbreaks of  AIDS, tuberculosis, other infectious 
diseases, and substance abuse.20 Just as alarming as 
the public health consequences was the method by 
which the policy was developed: inferior science con-
ducted by the Rand Institute to support the position 
that urban communities undergo a “natural” life and 
death cycle.21 The increase in disease burden affected 
not only communities directly targeted for disinvest-
ment but spread to other locations as well; simply put, 
“the disaster of  New York impacted national public 
health.”22 The ecological model employed by Wallace 
and Wallace points to connectivity between commu-
nities that renders housing policy, particularly policy 
affecting the poor, an issue of  national concern.23

A critical mechanism through which housing policy 
choices affect health has been described by Mindy 
Fullilove using the concept of  “root shock,” the 
psychological response to the trauma of  losing one’s 
community.24 Writing on the effects of  displacement, 
Fullilove has noted that “the ensuing disorienta-

tion . . . may undermine the sense of  belonging, in 
particular, and mental health, in general.”25 Fullilove 
has shown that dispossession and root shock can com-
promise health 1) directly, via psychological trauma 
and stress; 2) indirectly, by forcing displaced people 
into increasingly unhealthy living conditions; and 
3) at a “fundamental” or structural level, by further 
diminishing people’s socioeconomic status, which has 
been linked to numerous negative health outcomes.26 
Researchers building on Fullilove’s work have recently 
connected root shock to a range of  community health 
impacts, including negative effects on children’s early 
physical and cognitive development.27

The health-compromising dynamics of  urban renewal 
policies addressed in pioneering research by Fullilove 
and others are now being replayed in post-Katrina 
New Orleans.28 The concept of  root shock is directly 
relevant to the experience of  New Orleans’ poor Black 
communities during the city’s post-Katrina rebuilding.

the right to housing in the united 
states

Public policy directed at securing housing for all in 
the United States predated international recognition 
of  the right to housing.29 The US Housing Act of  
1937 created the nation’s first public housing program 
over a decade before the UDHR.30 The Housing Act 
of  1949 echoed the UDHR in calling for the gov-
ernment to realize “as soon as feasible . . . the goal 
of  a decent home and a suitable living environment 
for every American family.”31 While the act does not 
acknowledge a human right to housing per se, it lays 
the groundwork for understanding the provision of  
housing to citizens in need as a government obliga-
tion. Federal legislation over the next several decades 
continued to support public housing and the govern-
ment’s role in maintaining it.32 By 1973, the US had 
more than 1.5 million units of  subsidized housing, a 
threefold increase from 1961.33

However, the three decades of  US housing policy 
that began with the 1949 Housing Act were marked 
by inconsistencies and unresolved tensions. While 
expanding housing options for poor people through 
the construction of  public housing, national hous-
ing policy in this period disproportionately favored 
more affluent segments of  the population. Measures 
such as income tax breaks for homeowners who were 
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making mortgage payments rewarded comparatively 
well-off  segments of  the population who were in a 
position to purchase their own homes. Thus, while 
federal policy in the decades from 1949 to 1979 rec-
ognized a public responsibility to address housing 
needs of  the poor, it also contained the seeds of  later 
market-based approaches that would prove deeply 
damaging to low-income communities. Even at its 
height, the construction of  public housing in the US 
lagged behind the provision of  social housing in oth-
er industrialized democracies. Furthermore, US law 
failed to anchor access to public housing in explicit 
rights guarantees. This left constructive policy gains 
vulnerable to reversal.

Beginning in the 1980s, under President Ronald 
Reagan and his successors, the US government 
departed sharply from earlier policies that had implic-
itly recognized a home as a universal human need 
and a resource the government should have a role 
in providing. Housing policy subsequently adopted 
an aggressively market-driven approach.34 Between 
1980 and 1988, the Reagan administration decreased 
funding for the Department of  Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), the federal government body 
that oversees public housing, by 76%.35 Predictably, 
when the government began to starve public hous-
ing programs of  necessary resources, public hous-
ing infrastructure deteriorated and quality of  life for 
many residents declined.36

The aggressive downsizing of  public housing pro-
grams continued through the 1990s under the 
ironically titled Housing Opportunities for People 
Everywhere (HOPE VI) program.37 Simultaneously, 
the government began enacting highly punitive 
policies to “manage” people who remained in pub-
lic housing, including a community service require-
ment and a “one strike and you’re out” policy that 
set stern rules on residents’ behavior.38 These poli-
cies expanded the government’s ability to evict public 
housing tenants, the majority of  whom are unable 
to secure housing in the private market. Eviction for 
these families is in many cases a direct sentence to 
homelessness. The 1998 Quality Work and Housing 
Responsibility Act (QWHRA) repealed earlier federal 
rules that had given preference in public housing to 
the homeless, those who live in substandard housing, 
victims of  domestic violence, and residents invol-
untarily displaced by HUD-funded redevelopment 

projects. QWHRA further compromised the spirit 
of  equity underpinning the long legacy of  US public 
housing programs. 

The United States’ earlier commitment to provide fair 
access to housing for disadvantaged communities has 
been undermined by three decades of  assault on the 
infrastructure of  public housing and its underlying 
values. The fate of  public housing in the US is now 
uncertain. This national pattern shapes the context in 
which displaced communities in New Orleans have 
struggled to assert their human right to housing. 

post-katrina new orleans: you can’t go 
home again 

In the wake of  Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans has 
become emblematic of  the broader assault on the 
right to housing and on the well-being of  poor com-
munities across the US, particularly as it relates to 
the right to housing. While the storm itself  wrought 
havoc on New Orleans’ poor Black neighborhoods, 
the political and economic assault that has followed 
has been even more devastating. Not only have public 
authorities failed to adequately support low-income 
residents in their efforts to return to and/or rebuild 
their homes in some of  the city’s most disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, but in many instances the policies 
adopted by bodies such as HANO and HUD have 
seemed all but purposively designed to prevent poor 
communities from returning home.39 In the words 
of  Robert Tannen, a New Orleans urban planner 
and housing advocate: “After the disaster there was 
a desire for a clean slate on the part of  local lead-
ers . . . and that clean slate mostly displaces poor and 
minority residents.”40

Assault on affordability
Pivotal to the protection of  the right to housing 
for economically disadvantaged communities is the 
issue of  affordability. New Orleans’ stock of  afford-
able housing for poor people was inadequate before 
Katrina, and the existing stock was sharply reduced 
by the storm. Of  142,000 housing units damaged or 
lost due to the hurricane, 112,000, or 79%, fell in a 
price range officially considered affordable for low-
income residents.41 Most of  these units have not been 
repaired or replaced, nor are there any plans to do 
so. Only 8,900 affordable housing units were funded 
for redevelopment in 2008.42 The city’s post-Katrina 
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redevelopment plan seems expressly designed to limit 
the construction of  affordable housing.43

Not only were destroyed units of  affordable housing 
not replaced, but HANO, with the support of  HUD, 
has embarked on a systematic campaign of  addi-
tional demolitions of  public housing properties that 
survived the hurricane relatively intact. The agencies’ 
plan, expected to cost US$762 million, has already 
demolished 4,224 public housing units, with another 
several hundred units slated for destruction. They 
will be replaced with mixed-income housing, each 
unit of  which will cost the government an average 
of  US400,000.44 Meanwhile, HANO’s own reports 
reveal that it would have cost less than US$10,000 
each to repair the old units from storm damage.45 
The net result will be a much costlier rebuilding pro-
cess and a drastically diminished number of  public 
housing units in the “new” New Orleans.46

The failure to replace storm-damaged housing stock 
in poor areas and the razing of  habitable public hous-
ing units in large numbers have caused average rents 
in New Orleans to soar. As of  October 2009, average 
rents in the city had risen to 52% above pre-Katrina 
levels.47 Increased housing costs have had a powerful 
impact on poor residents seeking to rebuild their lives 
and communities. In 2009, the National Economic 
and Social Rights Initiative (NESRI) and Mayday 
New Orleans, a resident-led grassroots organiza-
tion fighting for the equitable rebuilding of  the city, 
conducted a survey of  public housing and Section 8 
tenants to determine the rebuilding policy’s impact 
on their human right to housing.48 The NESRI/
Mayday survey found that “[a] majority of  respon-
dents who identified as living in public housing prior 
to the storm (50.8%) no longer live in public housing. 
Of  that number, 70% cited the destruction of  their 
former public housing development as the reason.” 
Seventy percent of  respondents to the same survey 
reported that they now pay “a lot more” for housing 
than they had paid prior to Hurricane Katrina.49 

Short-circuiting participation
The ability of  people to participate in decisions that 
affect their living conditions is a fundamental dimen-
sion of  the human right to housing. New Orleans’ 
post-Katrina rebuilding process has thus far denied 
the city’s poor residents — in particular those who live 
in public housing — the opportunity to participate 

meaningfully in decision making. Cosmetic community 
hearings have been held, but the impact of  community 
views on policy decisions has been undetectable. The 
demolition of  the city’s historic “Big 4” public housing 
projects — St. Bernard, B. W. Cooper, C. J. Peete, and 
Lafitte — illustrates the pattern. These projects date 
from 1941 and had been home to some families for 
generations. Despite clear evidence that most of  the 
Big 4 buildings were still structurally sound following 
Katrina, HUD began the demolition of  the Big 4 in 
March 2008, ignoring repeated protests from residents’ 
groups and their supporters.50 

The draconian lifestyle regulations now imposed by 
HUD and HANO on residents of  the city’s surviving 
public housing facilities and on recipients of  Section 
8 housing assistance were also pushed through with-
out substantive consultation. Indeed, not only have 
communities not been consulted but, in many cases, 
they have not even been informed of  the new regu-
lations, which nonetheless define conditions under 
which they can be evicted from their homes or have 
their Section 8 vouchers terminated. NESRI/Mayday 
survey responses from public housing residents and 
Section 8 beneficiaries reveal that roughly half  are 
unaware of  the stipulations of  these new regulations, 
according to which, for example, Section 8 recipients 
can lose their housing assistance if  they engage in a 
verbal dispute with a HANO employee.

Unraveling the fabric of  community
The concept of  the right to housing recognizes that 
housing is more than a roof  over one’s head. It is a 
deep human connection to a place, a community, a 
way of  life. New Orleans’ public housing residents 
have sought to defend this sense of  community and 
belonging in their efforts to halt the destruction of  
public housing in the city. Fighting media caricatures 
of  public housing as by definition crime-ridden and 
dehumanizing, New Orleans’ public housing resi-
dents have stressed their experiences of  authentic 
community within the public housing developments 
where many lived for years or decades. Respondents 
to the NESRI/Mayday survey, many of  whom were 
former residents of  the city’s “Big 4” projects, cited 
the strong relational fabric of  solidarity and reciproc-
ity that had existed there, and that was lost when 
HUD and HANO hastily demolished this essential 
infrastructure. One survey respondent, who had lived 
in the St. Bernard project, explained:
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When people ask me questions about 
my story, the first thing I talk about 
is the loss of  my community and net-
works. People don’t understand my 
pain. . . . Losing my community was 
a heart-breaker for me. There are so 
many families that can’t get back. In our 
hearts, all of  us want to go back. . . . [In 
St. Bernard,] we weren’t just a commu-
nity — we were a family. My neighbors 
would watch out for me and my chil-
dren and make sure they were okay. I 
don’t have that now. I’m on my own.51

The demolition of  the Big 4 destroyed much more 
than the bricks and mortar of  structurally viable 
buildings. It tore apart a fabric of  community that 
had given meaning to people’s lives. 

Another predictable effect of  the destruction of  
public housing and the upward spiral in rents has 
been a sharp spike in homelessness. The homeless 
population in New Orleans has doubled since the 
storm.52 The NESRI/Mayday survey documented 
the direct cause-and-effect link between the demoli-
tion of  public housing and the surge in homeless-
ness. The survey found that “21.4% of  the survey 
respondents who formerly lived in public housing are 
now homeless.”53

Changing the face of  the city
Not coincidentally, the multipronged assault on 
housing options for poor people has brought about 
a change in the racial composition of  post-Katrina 
New Orleans. Before Hurricane Katrina, Black resi-
dents made up 67% of  the New Orleans population, 
while White residents represented 26%.54 Since the 
storm and the initiation of  the city’s reconstruc-
tion program, the Black population has dropped by 
almost ten percentage points, while the proportion 
of  White residents has grown to 34%.55 Because 
the Black population was and is significantly poorer, 
policies that target poor residents for exclusion from 
the city and fail to protect their basic human right to 
housing have a large and disproportionate impact on 
the Black community of  New Orleans. 

health impacts

Violations of  poor communities’ right to housing 
in post-Katrina New Orleans appear to be having a 

negative impact on physical and mental health within 
these communities. There is an urgent need for more 
comprehensive studies to track and evaluate these 
effects. Research to date has been piecemeal and has 
generally relied on self-reports of  health problems 
and health status, rather than more rigorous clinical 
and public health indicators. However, even given 
their limitations, existing studies provide a sober-
ing picture of  how discriminatory housing patterns 
in post-Katrina New Orleans may be undermining 
health in affected communities. 

Evidence shows that New Orleans residents of  all 
income levels and ethnicities have suffered physi-
cal and mental health consequences as a result of  
Hurricane Katrina. A 2008 survey conducted by 
the Kaiser Family Foundation showed evidence of  
widespread impacts of  the storm and its aftermath 
on self-reported physical and mental health across 
the social spectrum. Fifteen percent of  New Orleans 
residents surveyed reported being diagnosed with a 
serious mental illness such as depression. The pro-
portion of  New Orleanians who reported taking a 
prescription medicine for problems with their mental 
health in the previous six months was 17%. Twenty 
percent of  survey respondents reported being in only 
“fair” or “poor” mental health, twice the level found 
in a previous survey a year earlier, suggesting that 
community health issues are becoming more severe 
with the passage of  time, even as the acute trauma of  
August 2005 recedes.56

While all strata of  New Orleans society appear to 
have registered health impacts linked to Katrina, 
these effects have been unevenly distributed across 
population groups. Low-income communities and 
Black residents have suffered disproportionately. 
Tellingly, poor residents were three times more likely 
than other residents to be taking a new mental health-
related prescription after the storm.57 Twelve percent 
of  Black residents and 15% of  the “economically 
disadvantaged” reported that their mental health had 
worsened, as opposed to 4% of  White residents and 
4% of  wealthier demographic groups.58

Additionally, respondents to the NESRI/Mayday sur-
vey drew explicit connections between deteriorating 
physical and mental health and the struggle to find 
affordable housing in the “new” New Orleans. The 
NESRI/Mayday survey reveals communities in the 
grip of  a contemporary version of  the “root shock” 
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syndrome described by Fullilove, attacking people’s 
well-being through an array of  direct and indirect 
mechanisms.59 

The destructive effects of  homelessness on people’s 
health are intuitively clear and have been amply docu-
mented. To the extent that the recent programmed 
reductions in the stock of  affordable housing and the 
upward spiral in housing costs have fueled an explo-
sion of  homelessness in New Orleans, these patterns 
have certainly also contributed to worsening health 
among people who have fallen into homelessness. 
But the NESRI/Mayday survey found that numer-
ous returning residents of  poor neighborhoods who 
are not currently homeless are also experiencing nega-
tive health effects linked to serial displacement, the 
increasing difficulty of  securing affordable housing, 
and the wholesale destruction of  community infra-
structure and social capital characteristic of  New 
Orleans’ post-Katrina “rebirth.” Among survey 
respondents who reported that their health has dras-
tically deteriorated since the storm, “the majority cite 
the stress of  finding housing as a major factor.”60 
   
The NESRI/Mayday survey captured vivid per-
sonal accounts of  these impacts from some of  New 
Orleans’ poor residents:

Ms. B, a 60 year old former public 
housing resident, now lives in private 
housing with her Section 8 voucher. 
She has repeatedly had to move due 
to poor housing conditions and lack 
of  repairs. The impact of  the demoli-
tion of  her community and subsequent 
lack of  adequate housing has taken a 
toll on her health. . . . Ms. B has been 
hospitalized for diabetes, hyperten-
sion and heart complications. She is in 
the process of  moving for the eighth 
time since Hurricane Katrina. Ms. B 
remarked: “Ever since Katrina I haven’t 
been feeling well. I’m so worried about 
finding a stable place to live. I feel bad. 
Even though I know that God hasn’t 
left me, there have been days where I 
felt I wasn’t going to make it.”61

While anecdotal, such accounts reflect the human 
costs of  systematic violation of  the right to housing 
in New Orleans’ poor communities. Many respon-

dents to the NESRI/Mayday survey reported health-
damaging effects associated with the erosion of  com-
munity ties and social support networks, accelerated 
by the destruction of  public housing developments 
where many had lived for years. 

Respondents also reported negative effects on their 
physical and mental health from the harsh regime of  
“zero tolerance” regulations imposed by HANO and 
HUD on those who continue to live in public hous-
ing or who benefit from housing subsidies through 
Section 8. 

The pressure and intimidation associated with “zero 
tolerance” monitoring of  residents’ behavior cre-
ates an atmosphere of  constant anxiety for many 
returning residents. The NESRI/Mayday survey 
documented how pervasive the effects of  these new 
policies have been, and also what a sharp departure 
they are from pre-Katrina patterns. The new rules 
reflect public authorities’ determination to use post-
Katrina rebuilding as an opportunity to “rebrand” 
New Orleans and exclude populations who do not fit 
the city’s redefined identity. Data from the NESRI/
Mayday survey suggest that more than one in ten 
survey respondents in the city’s poor areas have 
been threatened with eviction from public housing 
or with Section 8 voucher termination. Of  survey 
respondents who have ever received an eviction or 
voucher termination notice, 20% received one before 
Katrina and a full 80% in the scant four years since 
the storm. These findings confirm the extent to 
which the post-Katrina era has seen a dramatically 
intensified crackdown on lifestyle patterns that the 
authorities deem unacceptable.62 Nearly 50% of  sur-
vey respondents reported currently living in fear of  
eviction or voucher termination. Of  those who have 
experienced eviction or voucher termination, about 
50% stated that their physical or mental health has 
been impaired as a result.63

communities fighting back

Poor communities in New Orleans have resisted the 
assault on their fundamental rights and well-being. 
Communities have organized to press their demands 
for adequate housing and for a voice in the political and 
economic decisions reshaping their city. The group 
Mayday New Orleans, for example, was founded in 
2005 by local public housing residents determined to 
fight the unjustified demolition of  their homes and 
to challenge the redevelopment model advocated by 
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business interests and some of  New Orleans’ civic 
leaders. Mayday and its allies have backed their policy 
demands with human rights analysis based on the 
right to housing and the right of  return guaranteed 
to displaced people under international law.64 

The struggle has been difficult. Poor communi-
ties face an unequal battle against powerful, well-
resourced private interests and government authori-
ties that have persistently remained aloof. Efforts to 
organize a unified community response have been 
hampered by the trauma of  the storm itself  and the 
geographical dispersal of  affected constituencies 
during the rebuilding period. The demolition of  the 
Big 4 public housing projects, riding roughshod over 
vocal opposition from residents, dealt a blow to the 
resistance effort and left some community members 
dispirited. Despite such setbacks, however, the cam-
paign has gained increasing local, national, and inter-
national attention and won a number of  victories.

The strategy adopted by Mayday New Orleans 
involves ongoing mobilization within the local com-
munity linked to outreach to national and internation-
al partners. Outside partners and coalitions provide 
technical and legal support, facilitate political lobby-
ing efforts, and relay Mayday’s messages in national 
and global forums. At the local level, Mayday has held 
rallies, lobbied lawmakers and officials, disseminated 
information via print and multimedia, and co-spon-
sored town hall meetings on policy issues related to 
the city’s recovery.65 Nationally, Mayday participates 
in the Campaign to Restore National Housing Rights, 
a coalition of  housing rights groups from around the 
country that have joined forces to press the US fed-
eral government to reclaim its historic commitment 
to adequate housing for all.66

As part of  this campaign, in early 2009, Mayday and 
its partners initiated a lobbying effort to convince 
the US Congressional Subcommittee on Housing 
and Community Opportunity to hold field hearings 
on the public housing crisis in a series of  severely 
affected US cities. In May 2009, on a lobbying visit 
to Washington, Mayday members and their campaign 
allies took this message forcefully to senior staff  in the 
offices of  Subcommittee Chair Maxine Waters and 
other key Congressional leaders. In August 2009, the 
effort bore fruit, as the Congressional Subcommittee 
on Housing and Community Opportunity convened 
in New Orleans for two days of  field hearings — a 

major breakthrough for New Orleans’ poor commu-
nities and their advocates.

The field hearings provided an opportunity for 
Congressional representatives to hear directly from 
residents about the impact that failed federal hous-
ing policies have on people’s lives, and to discuss 
viable solutions to the housing crisis.67 The August 
2009 hearings in New Orleans addressed two main 
themes: the unwarranted demolition of  the Big 4 
projects and the flawed “Road Home Program.” The 
“Road Home” was intended to provide equitable 
financial assistance to New Orleans residents seeking 
to rebuild their lives after Katrina. However, evidence 
suggests that the program’s benefits have been largely 
captured by more affluent constituencies, especially 
homeowners, and that poor public housing residents 
have gained little from the program.68 

In written testimony to the Congressional 
Subcommittee at its New Orleans hearings, Mayday 
New Orleans founder Sam Jackson spelled out the 
challenges faced by the city’s poor communities, in 
particular residents and former residents of  public 
housing, and articulated a set of  policy demands 
that included: a full investigation into the circum-
stances behind the unjustified destruction of  the 
Big 4; a commitment from HUD that the threatened 
Iberville public housing development not be demol-
ished in turn; inclusion of  public housing residents 
among the workforce hired to carry out government-
supported post-Katrina rebuilding work; and a com-
mitment from the Secretary of  Housing and Urban 
Development, Shaun Donavan, to meet in person 
with local public housing residents to discuss their 
views on New Orleans’ rebuilding and to find more 
effective ways for government authorities and affect-
ed communities to work together.69 

Mayday and its allies have also been effective in 
mobilizing support for their work from international 
partners and United Nations agencies. In July 2009, 
Mayday and its allies won a significant victory when 
they were able to broker a fact-finding mission to 
New Orleans by the international Advisory Group on 
Forced Evictions (AGFE), which undertook a five-
day mission to the city. Its members visited affected 
communities across New Orleans and attended a town 
hall meeting where residents shared their experiences 
of  forced eviction and their vision for a more just 
rebuilding process. Members of  AGFE then met with 
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local and federal government officials to discuss the 
mission’s findings.70 In October 2009, Mayday and its 
partners hosted a visit to New Orleans by the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate 
housing. During the site visit to New Orleans, Special 
Rapporteur Raquel Rolnik met personally with public 
housing residents, toured the demolished communi-
ties, and held a press conference where she expressed 
grave concern over the demolitions and their after-
math, including the increased housing vulnerabilities 
for poor residents. By engaging the attention of  UN 
agencies and experts, Mayday hopes to build a compel-
ling case that post-Katrina rebuilding processes violate 
human rights standards and international law. Such 
proof  will provide political leverage for an ongoing 
struggle that promises to be both long and difficult. 

conclusion

In the years since Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans’ 
poor, Black communities have experienced system-
atic violations of  their human rights, and in particu-
lar their right to housing. There is evidence that such 
violations have compromised physical and mental 
health within these communities. Today, discrimina-
tory public policies that marginalize and disempower 
poor groups in New Orleans remain in force. These 
policies deny poor people their legitimate voice and 
rightful place in a city struggling to reinvent itself. 
The fight for self-preservation, rights, and dignity 
undertaken by groups like Mayday New Orleans has 
won inspiring victories but faces continued resistance 
and an uncertain outcome. 

The violations of  the right to housing suffered by 
New Orleans’ poor Black residents are extreme but 
they are not unique. The abuses described in this 
article are part of  a wider pattern of  change in pub-
lic policy and social geography within the United 
States. Recent decades have witnessed an intensifying 
upward redistribution of  resources and opportunities 
in American society, from low- and middle-income 
people to a narrow stratum of  the extremely wealthy.71 
Dismantling an earlier social consensus on the need 
to ensure decent housing for all has been a feature of  
this process, as has the increased privatization of  oth-
er fundamental needs such as education and health 
care. The calculated splintering of  the consensus on 
housing as a basic entitlement has brought social and 
economic consequences with which all Americans 
are familiar: the physical destruction of  public hous-
ing and the discrediting of  its very concept (typified 

by New Orleans’ Big 4); the phenomenon of  mass 
homelessness; and also developments like the mort-
gage and foreclosure crisis, which affects working 
and middle-class Americans as well as those living 
below official poverty lines. All of  these phenomena, 
though distinct, spring from the same root. All are 
outgrowths of  a successful decades-long assault on 
the idea of  adequate housing as an essential good to 
which all members of  society must be entitled. 

To reverse this assault will be an arduous process. It 
requires using human rights analysis and principles 1) 
critically, to expose the relationships among different 
forms of  human rights abuses, for example the elimi-
nation of  affordable housing options and declines in 
community health; and 2) positively, to propose and 
embody constructive, community-led policy alter-
natives that can meet human rights standards and 
improve communities’ quality of  life and hopes for 
the future. The fight for the right to housing in post-
Katrina New Orleans embodies both the promise of  
such a rights-based grassroots struggle and the chal-
lenges it must be prepared to overcome. 
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