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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast of the United States of America 

and severely impacted the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. A major 

population center, the New Orleans Metropolitan area, was affected and submerged by 

flood in the wake of the hurricane. New Orleans, to a large extent below sea level, ceased 

to operate as a metropolitan center after being flooded. A week-long response effort was 

necessary to provide help for stranded citizens inside the city, and human suffering was 

conveyed worldwide through the media.  

 

Katrina appeared and exposed the social problems of the city of New Orleans with a 

single blow. These problems played a role during and after the crisis in regard to how 

citizens were affected. As observations show, particular groups of people were and are hit 

harder by a disaster than others. They are more vulnerable. How does this condition 

come into being and what are the reasons for it? Not all citizens did evacuate before the 

storm. All citizens had to be evacuated in the aftermath of the storm. Until today, not all 

have returned. 

 

In researching causes for vulnerability rooted in social conditions, vulnerability to a 

disaster, and a particular location, it is important to understand the location, the society 

that inhabits it, the nature of the disaster, and the organizational response to it. Also, the 

unfolding of the catastrophe, as well as the plans and organizations involved in disaster 

management, are important in this regard. 

 

Mobility in disaster in the form of evacuation is based on the existence of a plan which 

details the procedure of evacuation, whom to evacuate, when, and to where. For many, 

the question of how becomes relevant. It is tied to various issues which are in turn partial 

to vulnerability. Vulnerability science deals with inequality that emerges during disaster. 

It is an interdisciplinary way of researching disasters, the event that causes them, the 

locations they take place in, and the societies that are affected by them. Particular social 

conditions are viewed as reasons for the varying impact of disasters. 

 

Mobility is further based on the creation of a condition post-crisis, which enables the 

return of those who evacuated. This is also based on planning – return needs to be 

planned in the face of post-disaster destruction, involving issues such as who can return, 

when, and where to. The question of who is or is not mobile in disaster and why is 

connected to the question on who plans mobility in disaster and how this is implemented.  
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In New Orleans following Katrina, the media showed images of mostly poor, black people 

waiting for help in despair within a destroyed city. Why weren’t these people in safety? 

Were they unable to leave the city? Was the Katrina disaster “natural”? Or did human 

agency in form of faulty or absent planning contribute to a catastrophic situation? How 

are vulnerability and planning connected? The question is raised why people could or 

could not leave the city and how this has affected them, and why or why not they are 

returning.  

 

Mobility prior, during, and after the disaster is a central aspect of these questions, as it 

shows how planning influences vulnerability. Answering these questions serves to 

investigate whether the catastrophe was not “just” a natural disaster – but 

instead a catastrophe that was “made” by human agency, due to deeply rooted 

social conditions, with mobility serving as an indicator for social vulnerability 

in a disaster, caused by failure of institutional planning and response. This 

viewpoint incorporates vulnerability science and disaster management in the theoretical 

framework, within the context of Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans, and a particular 

quarter in the city, the Lower Ninth Ward, as case study. 

 

The analytical framework of this thesis includes an explanation of vulnerability. If the 

concept of disaster comes into question, it also needs to be defined. Disaster management 

as well as its organizations and plans in the U.S.A. need to be introduced. These 

theoretical tools are used in order to examine the context and case study according to the 

following steps: 

 

• The situation before Hurricane Katrina. 

• The period in time in which the disaster unfolded. 

• The situation after the passing of Hurricane Katrina up until today. 

 

Vulnerability encompasses social and physical aspects relevant to the thesis. The causes 

for vulnerability may be rooted in situations and conditions far removed from the actual 

disaster in terms of space and time. The reason for this approach lies in the fact that the 

causes for vulnerability, established in history, continue to affect vulnerable people until 

today. The limited effectiveness of response and the problems and slowness of recovery 

have riddled many. People asked, “is this America?” The answer is obvious, it is indeed 

America, but an understanding of historic processes is nevertheless necessary. 

 

In the wake of the Katrina catastrophe, a multitude of articles, papers, and books was 

and is being published, each with its own focus and aims. Within the established fields of 



 5 

disaster research and vulnerability science, scholars observed, analyzed, and elaborated 

on various aspects of the catastrophe. Newspapers, television, Internet blogs all 

contributed to a massive amount of reporting.  

 

The goal of this thesis is to provide a nexus of observations, taking into account the larger 

historic context, yet not neglecting the individual perspective, providing an overview 

without sacrificing the detail. Not only the event itself, Hurricane Katrina, but also the 

time before and the time after the event were, are, and become relevant. Systemic causes 

for vulnerability need to be identified as well as individual motivation which influences 

mobility. Only a thorough analysis can provide a useful basis for future planning, offering 

an opportunity to avoid the problems which became apparent in the wake of Katrina and 

which continue to trouble the city until today. This thesis intends to provide this 

analytical basis and also point out how the use the knowledge gained for future planning 

and policy.  

 

The complexity of the issue calls for an anatomic principle, dissecting the strands of 

information in order to piece them together again. The procedure is to advance from the 

general level of theory, to the object of choice in the context, to the detail level within the 

case study.  

 

The thesis consists of the following components. After this introduction, a theoretical 

background is provided. The topic of vulnerability is explained, and specifically, physical 

and social vulnerability. This deals directly with the different degree to which people are 

affected by disaster. What is a disaster? An introduction to disaster research and 

management serves to answer this. Further, plans and organizations in the U.S.A. as 

part of planning and preparing for, responding to, and recovering from disasters are 

introduced.  

 

In conclusion to this theoretical basis, the context of the catastrophe is examined. Where 

did the disaster occur? A brief portrait of the city of New Orleans features the city’s 

history, geography, and physical as well as demographic and social characteristics. How 

did the disaster unfold? A timeline of the crucial week during which Katrina occurred 

provides a temporal framework. What happened after the disaster, how did organizations 

perform, and how were plans implemented? 

 

The contextual section is followed by a case study. A particular quarter in the city of New 

Orleans, the Lower Ninth Ward, was selected in order to research the questions raised in 

this thesis. A description and evaluation of empirical research conducted by the author in 
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June 2007 in this part of New Orleans provides information on the Lower Ninth Ward 

and its citizens. 

 

A conclusion attempts to combine these theoretical, contextual, and empirical aspects, 

intended to identify deeply rooted causes for social vulnerability in New Orleans. In 

closing, an outlook provides suggestions in connection to the catastrophe and the findings 

in the thesis, and relevant for the city from the viewpoint of urban studies. These are 

intended to offer points of discussion to reduce vulnerability in the future, within a local, 

regional, and national context. 

 

A site visit between May and July 2007 in the city and the case study area enabled visual 

and audible documentation. Interviews were conducted with survivors, activists, and 

observers, first on an ad-hoc basis, then informal, and then formally, recorded audio-

visually. A questionnaire survey was held among survivors who have or have not 

returned. For this purpose, survivors in both New Orleans and Houston were 

interviewed. Participant observation in seminars, education events and citizens meetings 

deepened insight into the subject. 

 

Further, existing and recently published literature, plans, maps, and official statistics 

were used as secondary information sources. Sources range from literature on the 

catastrophe, the locale, culture, and history, as well as institutional approaches to 

dealing with social problems. These are used to provide a theoretical framework, to 

explain the contextual background, and to compare and validate the information 

gathered in the case study. 

 

As Warner points out, losses caused by hazards are rising globally. Hazard protection 

proves inefficient, and an increase of vulnerability is the result. In the case of New 

Orleans, the failure of protective installations resulted in city-wide flood. Also, 

authorities failed to protect citizens from the hazard because they failed to deal with the 

social situation, which also determines how people will recover after the disaster 

(Warner, 2007: 16). 

 

Vulnerability studies are intended to provide policy makers with a basis for better 

policies in order to counter vulnerability. But if the tools themselves that are available to 

them are flawed, how can this countering of vulnerability be achieved? There needs to be 

a two-fold awareness: Of the vulnerability of people in the light of natural disaster (and 

the deeply rooted causes for vulnerability) and the nature of the policy instruments 

available to decision-makers. The operational paradigm of these policy instruments 
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themselves comes under scrutiny when it is their immanent structure that has been 

partial to policy measures of the past that actually created conditions of vulnerability in 

the first place.  

 

The long-term goal must be to reduce vulnerability. Losses due to natural disasters are 

rising world wide. Climatic changes may result in an increased occurrence of natural 

disasters. People are exposed to these risks by living in hazardous areas. To tackle all 

these goals, it is necessary to understand why certain conditions come into being that 

create disaster – that make catastrophe. 
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