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I must admit that isolating, identifying, and succinctly focusing on relevant topics and processes in an effort to briefly paint a picture of our office’s – and federal enforcement’s – functions, challenges, and successes following a disaster on the scale of Hurricane Katrina is itself difficult at best.  Indeed, from the weekend leading up to the storm as it approached the Gulf Coast, through its rapid development into a Category 5 killer hurricane, and continuing through our evacuation, relocation, and recovery – replete with daily demands, challenges and emerging priorities – the entire evolution in retrospect appears in the mind’s eye as a virtual blur of events.  But clearly, in a retrospective analysis, as I am called upon to recall and recount those extraordinary events witnessed and directly experienced by all of us in the United States Attorney’s Office, the unchanging picture of our mission endures: The ultimate responsibility of securing and maintaining the safety and welfare of our personnel, and the equally compelling need to insure the continuity, efficiency, and effectiveness of the United States Department of Justice in order to insure public safety and order.  

Having been dealt the worst hand imaginable by virtue of Katrina’s relatively swift development – during a weekend – into a Category 5 storm, while bearing down directly on the City of New Orleans (which is nestled just a few feet below sea level), our preparation and implementation of our office’s detailed Critical Incident Response/Continuity of Operations Plan was activated with no difficulty.  This was followed by my last-minute decision (based upon convincing advice by the city’s Director of Homeland Security) to relocate my wife, children and Labrador Retriever to the safety of another city, with our plan, communications equipment and laptop in tow.  

What continues to remain with me to this day began as early as Sunday night, August 28, (just before Katrina landfall), as I maintained steady communications overnight with the New Orleans FBI Special Agent in Charge who – along with a small cadre of special agents – protected their headquarters building on the New Orleans lakefront even as the flood waters arose around them, and the building flooded when two thirds its roof was ripped off by 120-mile per hour winds.

On Tuesday morning, following the storm’s swath through northern Georgia, I immediately began the trek back toward the now- flooding city, in order to insure the on-site control, communications and continuity of our office functions which would continue to be so necessary.  This is where the dedication, commitment, power, teamwork, and efficiency of the men and women of the United States Department of Justice – from the Attorney General of the United States to our own support personnel – became so evident, and buoyed myself, my staff and the citizens we serve to this very day.  

Clearly, the first – and ultimately most persistent and challenging – problem which we faced was the virtual inability to utilize cellular telephones in our local area codes as a result of extreme communications traffic and, to a lesser extent, some damaged towers.  That challenge was instantly solved through use of direct telephone communications with the United States Department of Justice Command Center in Washington, D.C. which permitted me, on a 15-hour trek back to the area, (often via secondary highways, farm roads, etc.) to communicate not only  with anyone in the United States Department of Justice, but also, through connections with key U.S. Attorney’s offices, as well as federal, state and local law enforcement personnel.  Having dropped off my family in Atlanta and returned to maintain continuity of our operations, I arrived as close as I could get to New Orleans on Tuesday evening, August 30th, at the Louisiana State Police Emergency Operations Center (EOC) in Baton Rouge.  

Once again, I was immediately confronted with what turned out to be an incredible advantage of serving in the United States Department of Justice.  I was greeted by David Dugas, United States Attorney for the Middle District of Louisiana (Baton Rouge), whose office had not only stood by  (along with that of Western District of Louisiana United States Attorney Donald Washington) to handle any legal matters within federal jurisdiction arising out of the Eastern District, but who, from that point forward, became my constant partner during the next several months, for the singular purpose of insuring that our now-displaced United States Attorney’s Office had adequate space, logistical support, and administrative infrastructure to continue operations uninterrupted.  It was from those early hours that I became – and remained – conscientiously aware of the fact that despite the flooding and virtual destruction of 80% of the City of New Orleans, and despite complete geographic dislocation from our district, the United States Attorney’s Office for the Eastern District of Louisiana and our mission was never compromised, interrupted, or in jeopardy.
  Working in perfect lockstep with U. S. Attorney Dugas and his very able staff in Baton Rouge, we maintained around-the-clock telephone communications with the Executive Office of United States Attorneys as well as the Attorney General and Deputy Attorney General’s Office in Washington, D.C. with extraordinary support.  It is worth noting that telephonic communications to D.C. were the order of the day, as our system’s servers had gone down, making e-mail communications in the early hours and days virtually impossible. 
  

On the morning following my arrival in Baton Rouge, Dave Dugas and I began our day by speaking personally and directly via telephone with United States Attorney General Alberto Gonzalez who, along with his staff,  thereafter maintained daily contact with us, providing (to this day) extraordinary personal interest, commitment, and support to our personnel, our needs, our mission, and our area’s recovery.

It can truly be said that as a result of sheer unexcelled human commitment, adaptability, and support at the highest levels, federal law enforcement was never debilitated or shut down during or following this unprecedented crisis.  To the contrary, the New Orleans Field Office of the FBI was, from the earliest hours, operating their mobile Command Center (affectionately known as Big Blue for obvious reasons), immediately adjacent to the Command Center at the State Police Emergency Operations Center Campus in Baton Rouge. Moreover, throughout the storm and the days following, FBI special agents – including their Special Agent in Charge (SAC) – remained on-site in and around the New Orleans area, protecting national security assets and critical infrastructure assets as well.  Simultaneously, DEA and ATF special agents – with their SACs as well – were from the earliest hours in the worsening situation in New Orleans, actively conducting both search and rescue and enforcement operations in support of our local police partners in New Orleans and the surrounding parishes.  Within an hour of our initial morning briefing with the Attorney General, Dave and I, along with members of our staff, met face-to-face in the U.S. District Courthouse in Baton Rouge with the Chief Judge of the United States District Court for the Eastern District of Louisiana, in order to discuss and coordinate plans, locations, and strategies for continuities of operation in the Middle District of Louisiana and elsewhere, as needed.  It was at that meeting that we learned that the Clerk’s Office for the Eastern District of Louisiana would be established in Baton Rouge, and co-located with the Clerk’s Office for the Middle District of Louisiana, while the U. S. District Judge simultaneously received from us a motion and proposed order to permit the interruption of the running of speedy trial time in pending criminal cases for up to 90 days, if necessary.

One of our first orders of business was to swiftly locate and ensure the safety of all of our office employees, many of whom had evacuated to various locations within the United States.  This was done under the tremendous guidance of our First Assistant United States Attorney Jan Maselli Mann, who, with a number of our key top support staff (some of whom had actually lost their own homes in New Orleans) gathered in Baton Rouge and worked virtually around-the-clock toward this end.  The results of those combined efforts were extraordinary.  Within a matter of days, we had located and were providing housing, assistance, and work space for many of our employees who were arriving in Baton Rouge and who were now operating out of the Middle District U.S. Attorney’s Office.  The remainder were being assumed into various components of the U. S. Department of Justice, and in eight United States Attorney’s Offices in districts around the United States.  In fact, many Assistant U.S. Attorneys, because of the precipitous arrival of some 250,000 additional inhabitants in Baton Rouge and the attendant scarcity of living and office space, continued to operate in those offices, and to actively serve the citizens of the United States by supporting the missions of those offices and ours wherever necessary. 

Cellular telephones, compliments of DEA, were issued to our staffers and subscribed to area codes outside those adversely affected by the storm, thus providing us with critical mobile communications.  GETS (Government Emergency Telecommunications Service) allowed us to punch through otherwise impenetrable hard-wire telephone traffic to conduct essential business in the area and throughout the United States.  Backup servers were established with new e-mail accounts as a result of around-the-clock efforts by EOUSA and other elements of the Department of Justice.

As the first few days passed, housing for our employees returning to Baton Rouge eager to support our mission, along with office space from the Middle District and schools for dislocated families, was miraculously being located and provided by a partnership between our own staff, the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Middle District, and EOUSA Operations Branch.

Meanwhile, the United States Marshals Service maintained their headquarters in the flooded city, within the United States District Courthouse, protecting the (fortunately undamaged) buildings of the U.S. District Court, United States Attorney’s Office, United States Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, and other federal assets, along with Federal Protective Service Officers.

In the field, DEA, FBI, and ATF special agents supported by dedicated staffs, continued to protect infrastructure and support critical search and rescue efforts in the first few days immediately following the storm, while supporting New Orleans Police Department and other local agencies in reestablishing law and order in a flooded city which was experiencing an undeniable increase in looting, occasional sniping and other lawless acts by a relatively small number of individuals attempting to exploit the situation there.  In fact, although nearly the entire city was destroyed by flooding beginning on Monday, August 29th, by the following Friday morning, September 2nd, the State Attorney General and Secretary of Department of Corrections, recognizing the complete absence of any prison or holding facilities in the City of New Orleans or its environs (the closest being St. Gabriel State Correctional Facility outside Baton Rouge, 75 miles away), secured the local Amtrak/Greyhound Station in downtown New Orleans, instantly converting it to a makeshift processing/temporary/detention/holding/ transhipment facility which provided the badly-needed facility for arrestees to be processed by local police as well as federal agents.  Without the establishment of this facility (which we announced in a nationally-televised press conference), officers and agents would have no place to book, process, incarcerate, and transport individuals arrested for serious criminal offenses.  This, then, was an early groundbreaking and critical watershed for all of us in transitioning from the reestablishment of civil order to active criminal justice functions in the heart of the destroyed city.  

Without electricity available locally, however, other innovations were needed and obtained.  While Amtrak pressed into service a diesel locomotive as a generator to light the facility and allow it to maintain functions around the clock, we were able to secure not only federal agents, but also National Guard Units to provide perimeter security for it and its inhabitants.  Importantly, the facility was manned around the clock by Louisiana Department of Corrections personnel, augmented by New Orleans Police and volunteers from other police departments outside the State of Louisiana who were arriving daily as volunteers to help establish and maintain order in and around the city.  One of the key elements was the ability to make intelligent, on-the-spot legal decisions regarding appropriate charges against individuals arrested for various offenses.  To that end, a mobile and committed cadre of volunteer Assistant United States Attorneys from Dave Dugas’ Middle District and my office thereafter served in 24-hour shifts in the converted station, often eating MREs, rations, and sleeping on mats on the concrete floor.  Initially also, prosecutors from the State Attorney General’s Office worked side-by-side with our federal prosecutors, in order to determine whether individuals arrested for offenses in the city should be booked with state or federal offenses.  It worked.  

On the second night following the establishment of what later became known as “Angola South,”
 following the opening of the prison, ATF special agents made the first arrest of an individual on federal charges, for being a convicted felon in possession of a firearm following his involvement in what appeared to be firing at rescue helicopters overhead.
  In fact, so successful was the effective utilization of the train/bus facility in New Orleans as a makeshift prison complex, that United States Attorney General Alberto Gonzalez visited the facility with Middle District USA Dave Dugas and me shortly after its opening on Thursday, September 8, 2005, as one of his stops on his initial post-storm trip to New Orleans.



In the meantime, immediately following the opening of the makeshift prison and the subsequent initial federal arrest (with many more to follow), consistent with the order of the Attorney General of the United States, and together with top representatives from the FBI and Department of Homeland Security, we participated together on Tuesday, September 6th, with the establishment of what was to become an extraordinarily successful forward-deployed, operational command, control and coordination entity, known as the Joint Operations Command, or JOC.  Later called the Law Enforcement Coordination Center, the JOC brought into a single, manned, 24-hour watch command center, key representatives from every participating federal, state, local and Department of Defense entity operating in the field in and around the New Orleans area.  And it did so for one purpose – to insure efficient and intelligent real-time coordination of all search, rescue, and enforcement efforts, while providing for elimination of waste, and further providing for efficient field operations. 
 

The result was a resounding success from the first day in which all representatives were mustered in Baton Rouge.  Quickly moving to critical space secured in the lobby of the Royal Sonesta Hotel (in the undamaged French Quarter in New Orleans); it collocated with the New Orleans Police Department’s own Command Center.  Around-the-clock watches by representatives of all agencies, coupled with daily morning briefings, geographic assignments, and deconflictions, provided for efficient and outstanding deployment throughout the city and its environs of all law enforcement and related entities without significant incidents or difficulties.  As co-organizers of the JOC, U. S. Attorney Dugas and I frequently attended and directly participated there, and interacted when necessary, in and around the city, while providing daily  full-time presence with the assignment of Assistant United States Attorneys on 24-hour watches.

Additionally, within a couple of weeks of the disaster, recognizing that in this and possibly other future crises, our U. S. Attorney’s Offices and Courts could be denied access to a judicial facility within the district, the Louisiana Congressional Delegation – in conjunction with and  supported by United States Department of Justice Office of Legislative Affairs – secured the passage of amendments to Title 27, United States Code, Section 141, providing for venue of federal criminal proceedings in other districts, upon a judicial determination of unavailability due to emergency conditions.

Fortunately, because we were able to secure satellite federal facilities in the Eastern District of Louisiana, we were able to very quickly convene our federal grand jury in our own district (Houma, Louisiana), returning no less than seven federal indictments on October 7, 2005.  However, those amended emergency venue provisions remain available to this day.

Even during the first few days following Katrina, as he was visiting the flooded, ravaged streets of the city, and speaking with prosecutors, agents and police manning the makeshift prison facility here, Attorney General Gonzales simultaneously recognized that along with the unprecedented devastation of the worst natural disaster to hit the United States, would shortly come an unprecedented amount of assistance - and money - to the entire affected Gulf Coast region.  He likewise recognized that with that assistance, which would include unprecedented federal funding, funding from charities and citizens, as well as rebuilding and assistance projects, would additionally be the attempts by a relatively few unscrupulous individuals to exploit these great gifts, through fraud.  And so, on the same day as his visit, December 8, 2005, as per an announcement on September 13, 2005, Attorney General Gonzales established the National Hurricane Katrina Hurricane Fraud Task Force, which was constructed to focus on all abuses of any federal hurricane funding and assistance, and any fraud of any kind, associated with or flowing from any efforts to assist in the rebuilding of the region.  In fact, that Task Force’s national command center which thrives to this day, was established on the Louisiana State University campus in Baton Rouge, where it is currently supervised by U. S. Attorney David Dugas, and where it is manned by representatives of no less than 22 federal investigative agencies.

These events took place in an intense evolution within a few days of the most significant natural disaster in our country’s history.  

Within the first few days and weeks, Middle District U. S. Attorney David Dugas, along with his First Assistant Lyman Thornton and their staff were doing everything possible to make sure that our office was fully functional and secure.  Additional unsolicited help and offers of assistance were arriving daily and even hourly from the U. S. Attorneys and their staffs around the country.  As a matter of fact, four highly experienced federal law enforcement officers - U. S. Department of Justice investigators from the Southern District of New York in Manhattan - had arrived on Saturday, September 3rd, in their 4-wheel drive SUVs and thereafter, for two weeks provided invaluable assistance to Dave Dugas, myself, and our staffs in the still‑flooded, devastated  city of New Orleans and its environs, as well as Baton Rouge. 

In fact, continuity of operations lessons were still being learned and innovations were still being implemented.   Having absorbed a large portion of not only my own top management personnel, but also many of our Assistant U. S. Attorneys and support personnel, into their own office, David Dugas and his entire staff virtually adopted us in every way imaginable.  Within a few short weeks, as a result of a miraculous effort in locating housing, schools, and workspace by our own staff and members of Dave’s office, no less than 60% of our 115 employees were situated and fully operational with their families in the Baton Rouge area.  While fully 60% of the U. S. Attorney’s staff was fully operational side-by-side with the U. S. Attorney’s Office for the Middle District, thanks to the overwhelming support of the U. S. Department of Justice in Washington, D. C. and U. S. Attorneys and their staffs around the country, all of our personnel were not only safe with their families, but efficiently contributing to the public safety of the citizens we serve throughout the United States.

In an equally impressive demonstration of the readiness and efficiency of the Department of Justice in adapting and responding to difficult challenges, immediately following the storm, and in consultation with our office and the U. S. Attorney’s Office in Baton Rouge, the Executive Office for U. S. Attorneys moved with lightning speed and acquired over 14,000 square feet of office space solely in Baton Rouge for the occupancy of our U. S. Attorney’s Office.  In so doing, teams of highly skilled information technology specialists established full connectivity within the Department of Justice and full internet communications.  We had swiftly moved beyond our temporary co-location with the Middle District to a full-service, fully functional, free-standing U.  S. Attorney Office by the beginning of October. 

As a result of the extensive destruction visited upon the City of New Orleans and much of surrounding Jefferson, Plaquemines, St. Bernard, (including the shredded infrastructure of the city) due to the re-flooding of the City during Hurricane Rita on September 23rd, much of Greater New Orleans remained difficult to inhabit for the remaining couple of months of 2005.  Indeed, with utilities, schools and other critical elements of the infrastructure recovering slowly, our office continued to function from our central command center in Baton Rouge for the remainder of 2005.  

However, as a result of a well-coordinated effort (and once again) with the planning, foresight  and assistance of the entire Department of Justice - and especially the Executive Office for U. S. Attorneys - by January 1, 2006, we had re-occupied our office spaces in the Hale Boggs Federal Building in downtown New Orleans.   Grand juries continued to receive evidence of offenses developed after the storm, as well as myriad cases which had begun prior to Katrina.  The office’s determination to move forward in continuing with pending litigation, in order to protect the rights of citizens and accused alike, resumed swiftly with U. S. District Judge Lance Africk presiding over the first post-Katrina  criminal jury trial, which commenced on February 6, 2006.  In fact, the first Eastern District grand jury resumed in New Orleans as early as December, 2005, even before our office had completed its move back to the city. 

From that point forward, our office continued to function within the city as personnel began moving back to the area with their families from other Justice offices around the United States, rendering our office fully functional in a very short amount of time.  

The groundbreaking Southeast Criminal Justice Recovery Task Force - which, in November, 2005, was the brainchild of Louisiana Supreme Court Justice Catherine “Kitty” Kimball, State Attorney General Charles Foti, and (then-Vice Admiral) United States Coast Guard Commandant Thad Allen - quickly took on the unprecedented mission of bringing together numerous, widely diverse elements of the local criminal justice system affected by the storm, and continues to function even today.  

Immediately following the November 2005 inaugural meeting in which the very existence of some type of recovery task force was suggested, together, we set about the task of simply building one from the ground up.  Deciding that an overall task force consisting of all adversely-affected  criminal justice components in the region would be both necessary and appropriate, we set about constructing four separate “working groups” or subcommittees: the judicial working group, consisting of the Criminal District Courts, Clerk’s Office, Public Defender and related functions; the law enforcement working group consisting of police and sheriffs’ departments; the district attorneys working group; and the corrections working group.  

In fact, almost immediately after the formation of this task force and its respective working groups in December of 2005, a quiet but critical meeting took place at the FBI Academy facilities in Quantico, Virginia, resulting in a January announcement of an unprecedented agreement by the chief law enforcement officials in the four affected parishes to work toward regional law enforcement solutions, goals and facilities.  

Additionally during this time, Special Agents of the FBI and DEA continued to operate with outstanding efficiency, having set up temporary command centers on the northshore of Lake Pontchartrain. 

Thereafter, officials from the U. S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) arrived in New Orleans and following weeks of briefings, meetings, liaison, discussions and orientation, culminating in the submission of needs assessments by the various affected entities, some $60 million in federal funds from the U. S. Department of Justice arrived in the state, $30 million which was made available to assist the local courts, law enforcement officers, corrections, and related functions.  

That task force exists to this day, producing regular meetings, chaired by Justice Kimball and continues to hammer out solutions to move the courts, police corrections and other entities towards a more lasting and permanent recovery.

The U. S. Department of Justice and the U. S. Attorney’s Office for the Eastern District of Louisiana continue to play a pivotal role, along with our partners in federal, state and local enforcement, to help provide support, guidance, assistance and commitment to the ongoing struggle to rebuild the greater New Orleans area following its devastation just a little more than a year ago.  Even today, as a result of intense interest and focus by U. S. Attorney General Alberto Gonzales and a commitment he made in August, 2006, six U. S. Department of Justice prosecutors from Main Justice and U. S. Attorney’s Offices from around the country serve as volunteers on special detail to assist our able staff in prosecuting an increased load of post‑Katrina criminal cases in an effort to bleed as much pressure from the recovering local criminal justice system as possible.  Simultaneously, as a result of that same commitment, our office is in the process of hiring a total of nine Assistant U. S. Attorneys to similarly augment the increasing critical role which the Department of Justice is playing in the establishment and maintenance of public safety in the region.  Perhaps most importantly, the lessons learned, challenges met, commitments made and promises kept will continue to fuel and drive our Department, our office and our mission, as we move into the future with the winds of Katrina now to our backs.  We will succeed, because failure is not an option.  Our professionals - in my belief, among the best anywhere - remain committed to our worthy goals.

� Our office dislocation and immediate, subsequent relocation to the neighboring Middle District of Louisiana 80 miles upriver from the City of New Orleans provided a valuable lesson learned about preparing for large-scale disasters effectively denying access to much of our district.  For our meticulously-executed pre-existing crisis management plan – at least I believed – was more than adequate, with the provision of four separate alternate U. S. Attorney Office locations.  The problem now was that all of these locations were in the Greater New Orleans area, and were no longer viable.


� Some text messaging was available to us during those early days.


� Ultimately, because the United States District Court and its functions were operational, and because the functions of the United States Attorney’s Office were operational as well, pending cases proceeded shortly thereafter, without necessity of the entire 90-day interruption.  The initial model for this motion was, according to U. S. Attorney Dugas, a similar motion and order which had immediately followed the 9-11 attacks in the Southern District of New York.


� This was a term of endearment based upon the name of the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola, Louisiana, which was approximately 100 miles north of the city in the Louisiana countryside. 


� Following his federal arrest, the defendant was thereafter swiftly indicted by a federal grand jury on October 7th, and was later convicted, following trial, of being a convicted felon in possession of a firearm.  He is currently serving a 57-month sentence in federal prison.


� This visit by Attorney General Gonzalez would be the first of no less than six visits to date to the New Orleans area during his tenure, five of those having come after the storm.


� Referred to as “deconfliction.”


�  See (Public Law) PL 109-63 (HR 3650, September 9, 2005, 119 Stat 193, the Federal Judiciary Emergency Special Act of 2005; 28 USC § 141(b)(1).


�  Our first grand jury meetings post-storm occurred in Houma, Louisiana with an indictment returned on October 7, 2005.





