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A major shortcoming in New Orleans preparation for hurricanes is that it never identified a “buddy city” that could serve as a gathering point for a planned evacuation.  In the case of New Orleans, that city would be its Gulf Coast Neighbor Houston. While Houston and New Orleans may not be close enough to form a Dallas/Ft Worth-style “metroplex,” they nonetheless anchor an extended Gulf Coast “megapolitan corridor” that stretches from Pensacola, FL in the east, to greater Houston in the west.
 The region played a key role in the Crescent City’s immediate recovery from Hurricane Katrina taking on the shipping traffic and energy business from its neighbor, and providing a safe haven for refuges.

The nation’s southern most transcontinental Interstate I-10 serves as the Gulf Coast’s Main Street. Every major city in the Megapolitan Area lies along its path. Katrina, and to a less extent Hurricane Rita, sliced through the heart of the I-10 urban corridor. The hurricanes tore up ports, disabled refineries, and flooded large sections of the coast including much of New Orleans. The immediate national impact was an energy spike that demonstrated the Gulf Coast’s critical role in oil and gas production.

This talk looks at impact that Hurricanes Katrina had at New Orleans and the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area. More importantly it addresses how New Orleans, and cities in similar peril can plan for a coordinated evacuation to a neighboring city that shares close cultural and business linkages. It looks at the nature of how the Gulf Region is economically and environmentally integrated. The fact that New Orleans links to a megapolitan urban network has already helped manage the disaster. The larger Gulf Coast absorbed most of the city’s refuges. The Houston and Baton Rouge metropolitan areas in particular gained both people and commerce due to Katrina. Planning for what is the natural region for evacuation will allow for a more rational mass exodus from cities struck by disaster.

New Orleans and the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area

There are several distinct levels of the urban hierarchy at which New Orleans connects to the larger network of regional metropolitan areas. At the Megapolitan level, the New Orleans area links to Houston as part of the Gulf Coast. As noted above, connections at this tier in the hierarchy include stretch commuting, transportation linkages, similar environment, and business networks.  Finally, at the top of the urban system, are Megapolitan Pairs. The Gulf Coast forms a pair with the I-35 Corridor area, especially in Texas.  

The degree of regional cohesion drops with each level in the urban hierarchy.  Space within a metropolitan area is significantly integrated and is recognized by the census as such. The partners in an extended metroplex—such as New Orleans and Baton Rouge—fall just below a metropolitan designation and level of connectivity.  The links are still present, but less intense at the Megapolitan scale, and are more tenuous at the pair level.  

The dispersal of people and commerce due to Katrina shows reveals the degree of integration in the urban hierarchy. Baton Rouge, New Orleans partner in the extended metroplex saw the most impact from the storm. The city of Baton Rouge almost overnight became the largest in Louisiana in the wake of the storm.  Traffic snarled and house prices shot up as evacuees jammed the region. As Business Week observed:

And the influx of displaced persons [from New Orleans] has helped boost tax revenues in the state capital of Baton Rouge, where property prices (and by extension property tax assessments) have risen, while federal aid is expected to help offset the costs of dealing with evacuees from metro New Orleans (McNatt and Benassi 2006, p. 41).

Houston, was the next most affected metropolis after Baton Rouge. Houston is the Gulf Coast’s leading metropolitan area, with about half the regions population, and as predicted in the megapolitan model it has played a significant role in aiding New Orleans.  In fact, so many former residents of New Orleans now live in Houston, that the Crescent City’s current mayoral candidates make regular campaign stops in the city. That is because Houston is home to “150,000 evacuees, or almost as many New Orleanians as New Orleans (Franks 2006, p. A1).

Evacuees from Katrina also impacted Dallas, but not nearly to the extent they did Baton Rouge and Houston.  Still, the city was affected enough to ask for and receive federal aid to offset its costs due to aiding displaced people. Dallas, along with other I-35 Corridor metros such as San Antonio and Austin, form a Megapolitan Pair with the Gulf Coast. The New Orleans Saints—the professional football team—moved from its home in the Superdome to the San Antonio Alamodome for the 2005 season.
  Austin had enough Katrina evacuees to set up a resource guide website and schedule community events for hurricane victims. Thus even mid-sized metropolitan areas—500 miles from New Orleans—played a role in its recovery.  
New Orleans is not the Gulf Coast’s premier “world city.” That role is played by neighboring Houston according to analyses by Taylor and Lang (2005). The studies looked at business connectivity between world cities, based on the network of headquarters and branch offices in producer services such as banking, finance, law, insurance, media, accounting, advertising, and management consulting. The two leading world cities were found to be New York and London. Houston was the tenth most connected US world city, while New Orleans ranked 37th—below Las Vegas and ahead of Sacramento. New Orleans ranked well below such other non-Gulf Southern US metro rivals as Atlanta (6th), Dallas (9th), and Miami (5th).

That Houston ranks higher as a world city than New Orleans should not surprise those familiar with the Gulf Coast. For instance, airline connections to New Orleans often run through Houston. Taylor and Lang’s data showed that New Orleans was heavily connected (and subordinate) to Houston in terms producer services. Houston typically has the headquarters, and New Orleans the branch office. While Taylor and Lang did not focus on shipping and energy, it is likely that Houston maintains the same command position with respect to New Orleans in these sectors.
 In general, Houston is the key gateway in and out of the Gulf Coast, while New Orleans constitutes important secondary regional hub.

The New Orleans metropolitan area, with 1.36 million residents (in 2004), lies near the middle of Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area that stretches from Pensacola to Houston. The Gulf Coast region features an unbroken string of nine census-defined metropolitan areas (and six surrounding rural counties) that together contain almost 10.4 million people.

Metros along the Gulf Coast share many environmental and economic attributes (Lang and Dhavale 2005). First and foremost, the entire region is vulnerable to hurricanes. Most urbanized growth is near the Gulf of Mexico, and lies between wetlands and estuaries. New Orleans is famous for being mostly below sea level, but the Gulf Coast’s other major metropolitan area—Houston—is also quite low, having been built over and around a series of bayous. New Orleans is not the only city along the Gulf Coast to rely on pumping systems and levees to stay dry—only the most notable one.

The Gulf Coast region contains large tourist, energy, fishing, and port-related economies. The energy sector is quite diverse and includes oil and natural gas extraction, refining, and financing. Metropolitan Houston and New Orleans have producer service firms that specialize in multiple energy sectors from finding new energy sources to extinguishing oil well fires. Houston is also home to energy futures markets, the best known example of which was run by the now defunct and scandal ridden firm Enron. 

The biggest impact from the two Gulf Coast 2005 hurricanes Katrina and Rita were felt in the New Orleans, Gulfport, Lake Charles, and Beaumont metropolitan areas, or places that are home to nearly 2.4 million residents. This is a big impact, but represents less than a quarter of the total population of the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area.

Where Did New Orleans Go?

Hurricane Katrina’s impact on New Orleans is still not fully understood, but the preliminary data show that it may be the most devastated American city since the destruction of Atlanta during the Civil War. The best evidence available on the human dimensions of Katrina in the immediate aftermath of the storm was gathered by the news organizations, especially the USA Today. The USA Today obtained information about the dispersal of population from the city. They used two sources: the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the United States Postal Service (USPS). The FEMA data came from the 1.3 million people who requested aid following Katrina. FEMA kept information about where the request originated and thus produced an immediate geography of New Orleans evacuees. The USPS tracked change of addresses (COA) forms for displaced households. Both sources showed where evacuees relocated after Katrina. The USA Today mapped and reported these data (El Nasser and Overberg 2005).

The most interesting finding from the USA Today analysis is that most people affected by Katrina chose to stay in the Gulf Coast region. While significant numbers of evacuees located as far off as Seattle and Boston, it was much more likely to find them in Houston and Baton Rouge. The USPS service information is especially important, because it represents a longer-term relocation to a new address compared to the FEMA data.

In October 2005, the USPS found that 1,570,308 households were impacted by Katrina. To that time, just fewer than 300,000 COA forms were filed. The USA Today mapped these data using three-digit zip codes. The zip-code analysis shows that about 70 percent of the people filing COA forms stayed in the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area. The places receiving the most New Orleans evacuees based on the COA data are metro New Orleans (outside the affected areas), Baton Rouge, and Houston. More than half of all New Orleans evacuees have relocated to just these three metropolitan areas. The next biggest share is found in the rest of the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area. Next are the Dallas and Atlanta metropolitan areas, which lie just outside the Gulf Coast. In total, nine in ten New Orleans evacuees are still in the South according to the COA data as of late October 2005.

The USA Today also analyzed the COA data filed from late October to December 31, 2005 (El Nasser and Overberg 2006).
 This second analysis included nearly a half million households and shows a somewhat different pattern than the October COA data. It found a net movement away from far-flung safe haven places along the East Coast and toward an arc of staging places around the disaster zone extending from Houston to New Orleans. Thus, the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area is now consolidating the population displaced by Katrina, which may foreshadow a longer-range reshuffling of people to Houston and Baton Rouge.

The fact that so many people displaced by Katrina stayed in the Gulf Coast Megapolitan Area represents both a challenge and opportunity. The opportunity lies in the fact that so many former New Orleans residents remain in the area and can potentially help rebuild and repopulate the city. Yet, the larger Gulf Coast—acting like a giant shock absorber—has taken on the bulk of Katrina’s victims. Places such as Baton Rouge are especially overburdened. Katrina, particularly the movements of people it displaced, shows that the Gulf Coast is a distinct region. Perhaps future hurricane preparedness can anticipate the likely flow of evacuees to nearby places and plan at the Megapolitan level. 

Better Planning for New Orleans Evacuation—the Megapolitan Model
New Orleans is hardly the only city at risk in the U.S.  Regions such as Los Angeles are prone to earthquakes, New York remains vulnerable to terrorism, and hurricanes with surly strike other Gulf Coast cities such as Tampa.  One key element of future planning is to identify a sister or buddy city that shares business and cultural connectivity with a city at risk.  In the case of New Orleans, Houston and Baton Rouge were the logical place to receive evacuees.  In the case of say Tampa, Orlando, a region now merging with Tampa, would serve the same role.  Officials in proximate cities sharing a megapolitan area should plan in unison for disaster. 

To make this work, key barriers to planning must be overcome.  Tom Sanchez at the Metropolitan Institute at Virginia Tech identifies two of these barriers that apply to a megapolitan model for evacuation:

Jurisdictional boundaries as obstacles to cooperation. This is reflected in “my county, your city, your state, your federal government” approaches to regional problems. In a social equity context, the obstacles to racial integration presented by school district boundaries are a well-known problem. In a transportation context, metropolitan planning organizations are supposed to cross jurisdictional boundaries. This is especially a problem at the larger scale of the megapolitan area.

Planning neglect. That fact that nearly half of the 50 largest cities in the U.S. and nearly 70 percent of its Metropolitan Planning Organizations fail to address evacuation planning constitutes planning neglect. The federal government should impose mandates upon cities to have minimum standards in evacuation plans.  This should include identifying and coordinating with another major region within its megapolitan area.
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�  For a full definition and methods analysis for how these megapolitan areas were determined see (Lang and Dhavale 2005A, Lang and Dhavale 2005B, Lang and Nelson 2007)


� This coming season, the Saints will split their home games between the Alamodome and Louisiana State University college stadium in Baton Rouge.   





� Historian Carl Abbott (1993) describes how Houston emerged as the world’s leading energy city, which included an aggressive outreach to all energy producing regions of the globe.


� According to reporting by the New York Times, “smaller towns bore the brunt of Rita’s force” (Steinhauer 2005). This included some of Louisiana’s rural counties that are surrounded by the Gulf Coast’s metropolitan area.


� The staff of the USA Today also forwarded Robert Lang unpublished maps and data that provided more detail than the news accounts.





