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This issue of the 
newsletter is primarily 
devoted to raising 
questions about public 
works and emergency 
preparedness and 
management in the wake of Hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita (although the essays 
were commissioned prior to Rita). 
The results of these disasters affected 
a broad swath of the Gulf Coast but 
also impact the lives of Americans far 
removed from the devastation.

The idea for this focus came from 
assistant editor, Carla Curtis, who real-
ized that my suggestion for an essay 
on Katrina could be broadened by a 
more comprehensive focus. As a result, 
I asked six people—a seasoned practi-
tioner, a geographer, four academics 
and/or public historians—to look 
briefly at aspects of these monumental 
events. Not only did they quickly agree 
and meet short deadlines, but they also 
approached the subject from a variety 
of perspectives: responsibility for 
emergency preparedness and manage-
ment, the historic forces that shaped 
New Orleans and the risks involved in 
doing so, and the need for historical 
perspective in emergency planning as 
well as in providing necessary perspec-
tive to place Katrina and Rita in some 
broader context. We hope this issue of 

the newsletter sparks further discus-
sion and analysis on questions directly 
relevant to public works and public 
works history.

Many people want to throw out 
an “I told you so” after cataclysmic 
events like Katrina and Rita, resulting 
in recrimination of individuals and 
organizations. In many cases, such 
criticism is clearly warranted. In the 
same breath, we 
may applaud 
individual and 
community 
efforts to ease 
human suffering 
under stressful 
circumstances. 
Again, this too 
is warranted. 
Nevertheless, 
for practitioners 
and public 
works historians, 
for environ-
mentalists and 
environmental 
historians, and 
for urbanists and 
urban historians, 
it is difficult not 
to recognize the extraordinary irony of 
events like those which have recently 
unfolded along the Gulf Coast. 

The situation in New Orleans, for 
example, screams out about the 
fundamental value of public works 
and infrastructure in our daily lives, 
even though bricks and mortar, pipes 
and outfalls, power lines and pumps 
remain remarkably invisible to us 
unless they fail. The Katrina and Rita 
disasters also point out the great faith 
in and reliance upon technology to 
create a comfort level in believing 
that humans have the means and 
capacity to subdue nature. Public 
works, beyond being physical enti-
ties, are often a manifestation of 
hope, comfort, and security. In some 
instances, however, they become 

unreliable friends. Faith in technology 
alone to successfully address environ-
mental, social, and political issues is 
shortsighted without a clear apprecia-
tion of potential risks and limits. 

To some degree, the rebuilding process 
should inspire as much apprehension 
and concern as the disasters them-
selves. As columnist Neal Peirce stated 
in a recent article, “Katrina keeps on 

hurting.” He was referring to “odd 
decisions” coming out of Washington 
in the Gulf recovery effort. Debates 
over government aid versus free-
market approaches are but one set of 
questions that will impact recovery 
plans. Other debates focus on proper 
emergency preparedness and manage-
ment, and so forth. Public works are 
and will be at the heart of many of 
these debates, be they questions of 
financing, rebuilding, and even the 
fate of the poor and the homeless. In 
times like these, it is difficult for public 
works to remain “invisible.”

Note: For detailed information on Katrina 
and Rita, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Hurricane_katrina 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hurricane_Rita.

Martin Melosi 

Editor’s Note

In This Issue…

Landscapes of Risk in New Orleans 
– Craig E. Colten

In Harm’s Way  
– Ari Kelman

Emergency Management Responsibility 
– James L. Martin

Katrina: Historical Perspective Needed 
– Martin A. Reuss

History and Emergency Management 
– Howard Rosen

Announcements
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Cities are not separate from nature. 
Every employee of urban public works 
departments knows this all too well. 
Heavy rainfall and winds, even at 
sub-hurricane intensities, present chal-
lenges. For those who were not alert to 
this vitally important fact, the after-
math of Hurricane Katrina should have 
gotten their attention. The massive 
levees that surround New Orleans 
failed, and as floodwaters flowed in, 
they transformed a major metropolitan 
area into a bay of Lake Pontchar-
tain, the city’s drainage system was 
overwhelmed, and nature trumped 
technology—at least temporarily.

Engineered systems, such as urban 
drainage works, have limits as part of 
their design. Early twentieth century 
texts suggested that engineers design 
drainage systems capable of handling 
rainfall at one inch per hour. In 1927, 
the New Orleans system sought to 
achieve a pumping capacity of five 
inches of rain over five hours. In recent 
years it has been expanded to handle 
roughly twice that volume of precipi-
tation. Tropical storm Allison poured 
over twenty inches on the city over 
four days in 2001, and the drainage 
system was able to handle this gradual 
downpour. In 2002, however, tropical 
storm Isidore dumped up to four 
inches of rain per hour on parts of 

New Orleans and 
caused severe 
flooding on prin-
cipal arteries, 
including one of 
the main hurri-
cane evacuation 
routes—Interstate 
10. Despite major 
enlargements 
in the drainage 
system’s capacity 
in the last decade, 
Hurricane Katrina 
produced levee 
failures, and this 
allowed more 
water into the 
ring of levees than 
the pumps could 
handle. Conse-

quently, many of 
the pumps themselves were rendered 
inoperable by inundation and power 
outages.

When initially building the combined 
drainage, sewage, and water system 
in the early 1900s, engineers sought 
a rational design that would serve 
all sections and citizens of the city. 
Progressive era engineering eventually 
overcame Jim Crow politics in providing 
municipal services to blacks and whites 
alike. A decade into the project, public 
health officials reported that water-
borne diseases remained a problem in 
the city’s poor neighborhoods due to 
the inability of residents to connect to 
the utilities. The public works agency 
quickly eliminated connection fees 
in order to spread the benefits of the 
sewage removal service to all.

Despite a rationally designed drainage 
system, flood risk is not evenly distrib-
uted across New Orleans’s geography. 
Neighborhoods close to the river are 
on the natural levee, a shoulder of 
higher ground that borders the river. 
Much of the city’s land below sea level 
has subsided over the last century as 
a result of the successful drainage. 
This has increased flood risk in those 
districts. Those who live in lower 
neighborhoods realize that when a 
heavy storm passes over the city, they 

need to move their cars from the curb 
to the higher “neutral ground”—a 
local term for the median of boule-
vards. Citizens recognize the drainage 
system’s limits and accept some risk.

Flood risk, furthermore, is not evenly 
distributed among New Orleans’s 
residents. Those with the greatest 
resources have traditionally occupied 
the higher ground. The poor have 
found homes in the low ground. As 
New Orleans has grown in recent 
years, the disparities in the city’s 
economic and flood risk geography 
has been accentuated. Displacement 
of thousands from public housing 
projects on the natural levee to lower 
areas repositioned some of the most 
vulnerable in the highest risk areas. 
Publicly financed housing projects in 
suburban Jefferson Parish produced a 
neighborhood prone to flooding after 
heavy rain storms (but it did not suffer 
damage from Katrina). The combina-
tion of low-income residents moving 
into lower areas and the continuing 
subsidence of those areas has increased 
flood risk to the most vulnerable.

Above all, the City of New Orleans 
depended on the massive levee system 
surrounding the city. When that levee 
system failed in multiple neighbor-
hoods, it showed that Katrina did not 
target certain groups. Poor, middle 
class, and wealthy suffered. African 
Americans, whites, Isleños1, and Viet-
namese all endured tremendous loss. 
While poor African Americans bore 
a huge share of the loss, they were 
not alone. Nonetheless, if restoration 
efforts follow the federal government’s 
environmental justice mandate, 
perhaps some of the inequities can 
be reduced. Even the public health 
officials in the era of Jim Crow real-
ized that the city as a whole benefited 
when public works served all citizens.

Craig E. Colten is a Carl O. Sauer Professor of 
Geography at Louisiana State University and 
author of An Unnatural Metropolis: Wresting 
New Orleans from Nature (2005). 

1 Isleños: descendants of immigrants who came 
to Louisiana from the Canary Islands in the 
Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Africa in 1778, 
living predominantly in St. Bernard Parish. Isleño 
means “islander” in Spanish. Source: Louisiana 
Voices Educator’s Guide, www.louisianavoices.
org/edu_glossary.html.

Landscapes of Risk in New Orleans

Overhead shot of a full bus yard located in New Orleans. Intersection 
of Chicasaw St. and Metropolitan St., southwest of the I-10 crossing a 
canal northeast of downtown.
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In Harm’s Way

For nearly three hundred years, New 
Orleanians have lived in a state of 
denial made possible by technolo-
gies that control nature. The city’s 
site is hazardous and chaotic. Yet 
New Orleanians have rarely worried. 
Both the Mississippi River and Lake 
Ponchartrain loom above the city, 
staring down like voyeuristic neigh-
bors. But artificial levees keep floods 
in check. Still, a high water table and 
unfortunate urban topography make 
it difficult to drain New Orleans when 
it does get wet. The city is, after all, a 
high-lipped (the levees) bowl floating 
in a huge cauldron of water. Liquid 
that flows into the bowl (the city 
center) has no natural way out. So New 
Orleans overcame that obstacle too. 
Any water that enters the city even-
tually is transported over the levees 
by a system of pumps. Consequently, 
though New Orleans may be the most 
hazardous metropolis in the nation, 
the city’s residents have always told 
themselves that nature favors them. 
Now we ask: What could they have 
been thinking?

The answer 
is that when 
New Orleans 
was founded, 
the Mississippi, 
along with 
the river’s vast 
system of tribu-
taries, provided 
ostensible 
evidence of 
a divine plan 
for the city. In 
this reading, 
God inscribed 
New Orleans’s 
destiny into 
the landscape 
of the Missis-
sippi Valley, leaving with His imprint a 
treasure map. This map is said to settle 
New Orleans, develop it, and then 
wait to get rich. The city, boosters thus 
claimed, would inevitably be swept to 
greatness on the waters of the Missis-
sippi system. New Orleans would 
become the capital of a commercial 
empire.

But the local environs—prone to 
flooding, laid low by 
pestilence, and battered 
by storms—never cooper-
ated with this imperial 
vision. So the city turned 
to technology to make 
good on nature’s promise. 
First it was levees. The 
work started almost as 
soon as New Orleans was 
settled and has continued 
to the present. Then it was 
an ambitious program of 
reclamation, an effort to 
drain the urban wetlands.

In both cases, New 
Orleans succeeded—at 
least by some measures. 
By the early twentieth 
century, with the swamps 
gone, the city expanded 
away from the river, 
no longer bound to the 
Mississippi’s relatively 
high banks. In these same 
years, New Orleans’s 
death rate, once among 
the highest in the nation, 

plummeted. Flooding also became rare, 
as the river and lake were confined 
behind huge levees. If commerce that 
once had seemed destined by nature 
to come to New Orleans was finding 
its way to other markets by the start 
of the twentieth century, at last, the 
city was healthier, drier, and growing. 
Growth, especially, was the measure of 
progress in the New South.

Over time, it became possible to 
believe New Orleans was safe. The 
river flowed behind high walls, hidden 
from sight. The swamps were gone. 
Good riddance said most observers. 
And nondescript buildings dotted 
the city, housing massive pumps that 
kept New Orleans dry except during 
the heaviest deluges. Sometimes there 
were reminders that the city still faced 
danger: the 1927 flood and Hurricane 
Betsey in 1965, for example. But most 
of the time New Orleans could pretend 
it wasn’t so accident-prone. At least 
until now. Now we must wonder if 
“the city that care forgot” will ever rest 
easily again. The levees, in poor repair, 
have collapsed. The pumps, over-
whelmed, have failed. New Orleans, it 
seems, must turn to technology again 
for more and better public works. But 
will artifice solve the problem? Or will 
the city still be in harm’s way?

Ari Kelman is an associate professor of history 
at the University of California, Davis. He is 
the author of A River and Its City: The Nature 
of Landscape in New Orleans, which won 
the Vernacular Architecture Forum’s Abbott 
Lowell Cummings prize in 2004. Flooding in the Lower 9th Ward of New Orleans after Hurricane 

Betsy in 1965, with helicopter visible.

U.S. Coast Guard Petty Officer 2nd Class Shawn Beaty of Long Island, N.Y., 
looks for survivors in the wake of Hurricane Katrina as he flies in an HH-601 
Jayhawk helicopter over New Orleans.
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George Santayana’s often repeated 
quote, “Those who cannot remember 
the past are condemned to repeat 
it,” has proven true so long that it 
is amazing (and extremely disap-
pointing) that so many of our leaders 
continue to deal with disasters in an 
inadequate manner. Until (and unless) 
there is a complete analysis and report 
documenting all aspects of Hurricane 
Katrina, we will never have an accurate 
picture of the incident. In the weeks 
since Katrina, media reports have been 
incomplete, often confusing and in 
conflict, and overly focused on certain 
areas and conditions.

The “lesson” that FEMA has taught 
at its Emergency Management Insti-
tute of many years is that effective 
preparedness and response invariably 
start at the local level. The state enters 
when the situation and/or resources 
are such that local authorities can no 
longer handle things on their own. 
Similarly, the federal role commences 
when both local and state agencies are 
overwhelmed. The federal level is never 
a “first responder” except with respect 
to federal facilities (although with 
advance warning, such as with hurri-
canes, federal agencies can prepare for 
anticipated assistance).

Experienced local emergency managers 
recognize that outside resources will 
often arrive late and sometimes not at 

all, and that the greatest possible self-
reliance by local government is their 
obligation to the public (in turn, with 
proper information, citizens them-
selves can also get ready).

Past disasters also prove that prompt 
acceptance of responsibility, and timely 
actions by local officials and profes-
sional staff are the key to serving the 
community properly in saving lives, 
assisting affected people, restoring 
public service operations, and mini-
mizing private property damage. 
Further, it is essential that all available 
resources be brought into play and their 

uses coordinated.

Each agency has, 
or is expected to 
have, an emer-
gency plan for 
dealing with the 
various exposures 
to which it may be 
subjected. These 
plans must be 
multi-disciplinary, 
and consider 
the important 
factors about that 
particular agency’s 
physical loca-
tion, topography, 
hazard exposures, 
and the demo-
graphics of its 

population. The degree of warning 
regarding incident onset is a vital 
element of the plan. And such plans 
must be tested frequently to ensure 
their adequacy through involve-
ment of agency response personnel, 
communications, security capabilities, 
and—to the greatest extent possible—
the outside agencies and organizations 
which must be depended upon and 
worked with once an incident occurs.

At all levels, agencies responsible for 
disaster response must be organized for 
timely action when called upon, and 
ensure that the resources they need, 
or are responsible for, can be avail-
able as needed. On the other hand, it 
is unrealistic to expect that everything 
that might be needed will be on site 

immediately. For example, there is no 
way that water, food, bedding, and 
other supplies can be stockpiled within 
a short distance of every part of the 
country nor fully protected from the 
effects of every incident.

Based on the information available as 
of this writing, it appears clear that all 
levels of government left a great deal to 
be desired in meeting their respective 
responsibilities for Katrina. The blame 
game started early, continues, and will 
probably never cease.

New Orleans’ exposure to hurricanes 
and floods has been well known for 
over 200 years. Apparently, the city had 
a plan for a very large hurricane, which 
had been recently tested. Among other 
things, it recognized the inability of a 
large number of its citizens to evacuate 
and, therefore, called for providing 
adequate transportation. But the city 
failed miserably to implement the plan, 
and the mayor has declined to accept 
more than a fraction of the responsi-
bility which is rightfully his.

The state, led by the governor, had 
resources readily available, especially 
the National Guard, but did not 
adequately pre-position them despite 
several days’ warning. And, it is alleged 
that state officials denied access for 
critical Red Cross resources to the 
Superdome based on the ridiculous 
notion that it didn’t want to encourage 
people to stay there. The governor 
shucked her responsibility, too.

Officials at the federal level moved too 
slowly when it became obvious that 
massive assistance would be needed 
from them. Some stockpiled resources 
had been placed too close to the coast 
in Mississippi. Problems at the federal 
level may have been partly due to the 
recent federal reorganizations, or they 
may have been endemic within FEMA. 
Certainly, finger pointing is taking 
place within the federal establish-
ment, and some heads have “rolled.” 
However, it should be recognized that 
certain federal agencies, once set in 
motion, have done outstanding work, 
in particular the Army Corps of Engi-
neers in the pumping operation.
(Responsibility Continued on page 6)

A National Guard multi-purpose utility truck brings supplies to the Super 
Dome in downtown New Orleans. U.S. Navy photo by Photographer’s 
Mate Airman, Jeremy L. Grisham.

Emergency Management Responsibility
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Ronny Caire, publisher of a weekly 
newspaper in Pass Christian, Missis-
sippi, called it “as colossal a snafu as 
I’ve ever seen in my life.” Biloxi African-
American leader Dr. Gilbert Mason said 
it was “a dehumanizing and degrading 
experience.” Two Democratic sena-
tors criticized the inadequate federal 
response, and the Chairman of the 
House Public Works Committee prom-
ised hearings to investigate the various 
management failures. The agency 
responsible for coordinating federal 
preparedness was criticized for poor 
leadership and an inability to deal with 
the refugees. One respected organiza-
tion condemned the “serious inequities 
in the immediate relief of suffering and 
there now are serious weaknesses in the 
planning for long-range reconstruction 
of the areas affected.”

And so went the comments on the 
federal response to Hurricane Camille 
as reported by Washington Evening 
Star staff writer Robert Walters on 22 
December 1969. The two Senators were 
Birch Bayh of Indiana and Edmund S. 
Muskie of Maine. The Chairman of the 
Senate Public Works Committee was 
Jennings Randolph of West Virginia, 
and the federal agency responsible for 
coordinating the federal 
response was the Office of 
Emergency Preparedness 
(OEP). The respected orga-
nization was the Lawyers’ 
Committee for Civil Rights 
Under Law, which indicted 
five different federal 
agencies (Department 
of Housing and Urban 
Development, OEP, Small 
Business Administration, 
Office of Economic Oppor-
tunity, and the Economic 
Development Administra-
tion) for various civil rights 
abuses. Even the American 
Red Cross did not escape 
the lawyers’ wrath, as they 
charged: “A black man in 
Waveland, Miss., followed 
a white applicant into a 
Red Cross center. Both men 
had the same size families, 
but the black man had a 

substantially lower income. The white 
man got $80 for food, the black $5 for 
the same period of time.” While the 
Red Cross rejected the report’s accu-
sations, the federal agencies did not 
respond.

Articles such as the one in the Star will 
serve historians well as they attempt to 
put the response to Hurricane Katrina 
in some perspective. Historians (and, 
with luck, policymakers) will reflect 
on the extent to which things do or 
don’t change over time—despite 9/11, 
Hurricane Andrew (1992), and a multi-
tude of laws and policies designed to 
lessen suffering, property damage, and 
death by implementing emergency 
operations faster and more efficiently. 
Although the magnitude of the Hurri-
cane Katrina disaster was enormous, 
not one major problem revealed in 
the days following its onslaught was 
new. All were evident in earlier disaster 
relief and recovery operations going 
back decades. Even the devastation of 
New Orleans has its antecedents in the 
1900 hurricane that hit Galveston or 
in the 1906 San Francisco earthquake.

So it may be that the best that histo-
rians can do now is to analyze why our 

government seems culturally and insti-
tutionally geared, to cite the lawyers’ 
report again, “to deal with objects and 
not people, governments and not indi-
viduals, systems and not persons.” One 
BBC commentator attributed the poor 
federal response to Katrina to the fact 
that the American system of govern-
ment was “messy,” by which he meant 
the multiple levels of government that 
stretches from city halls to statehouses 
to Congress and to the White House. 
Clearly, major disasters like Katrina test 
the nature of American republicanism. 
They pose fundamental challenges of 
changing the balance between liberty 
and authority to respond to disaster 
without insidiously undermining 
Constitutional guarantees. Finally, as 
Hurricanes Katrina, Camille, Betsy, and 
a host of other disasters have shown, 
we must find a way to protect our 
cities without ignoring those whose 
lives and properties have often been 
sacrificed on the altar of economic 
development.

Martin A. Reuss is Senior Historian, Office 
of History, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
specializing in the history of water resources, 
hydraulic engineering, and hydrology. He 
is the author of numerous publications, 
including Designing the Bayous:  The Control 
of Water in the Atchafalaya Basin, 1800–1995 
(2004).  

An aerial view from a United States Navy helicopter showing floodwaters around much of the New Orleans 
Central Business District. The Louisiana Superdome is in the center.

Katrina: Historical Perspective Needed
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Announcements

June 1–4, 2006. Society for Indus-
trial Archeology will hold its annual 

conference in St. Louis, Missouri. 
For further information please go to 
http://www.sia-web.org or http://www.
siagq.org.

The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina 
in New Orleans has forced APWA 

to relocate next year’s Congress and 
Exposition. Given the human and 
property devastation resulting from 
Hurricane Katrina and subsequent 
flooding of the New Orleans area, the 
APWA Board of Directors decided to 
move the 2006 Congress from New 
Orleans to Kansas City. The dates will 

remain the same. We will return to 
New Orleans the third week of August 
in 2008 when we believe the city will 
be in a better position to host APWA’s 
6,500 delegates. In lieu of the changes, 
plans have been made to hold APWA’s 
2012 Congress in Indianapolis. On 
behalf of the APWA Board of Directors, 
we appreciate your understanding—
and that of the affected Chapters 
and volunteers—of the difficult set of 
circumstances that led us to this deci-
sion. If you have any questions, feel 
free to contact Peter King, Executive 
Director, at pking@apwa.net.
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(Responsibility Continued from page 4)
Now the demands for large federal 
assistance funds are surfacing, and 
the question of restoring affected 
communities looms large. Knowing 
that the future hazard potential for 
New Orleans from hurricanes cannot 
be minimized, short of raising the 
ground level or relocating the commu-
nity entirely, the prospects are hugely 
expensive and probably politically 
impractical. FEMA has made a few 
steps toward reducing future federal 
assistance to repeatedly affected 
communities by relocation rather than 
simple rebuilding, but these haven’t 
been that well received. Attempts to 
“flood proof” New Orleans through 
higher and better built levees are also 
quite costly and will take many years 
to complete, during which time more 
hurricane strikes can be expected.

Whatever the causes and results of the 
above inadequacies, greater nation-
wide efforts are needed in preparing 

for future emergencies readying all 
levels to accept and meet their respon-
sibilities. Greatly expanded planning, 
organizing, leading, and training are 
required. And most communities must 
do a better job of mitigating against 
the exposures which can impact their 
area through better facility construc-
tion, more thoughtful development 
planning and practices, and simply not 
“going in harm’s way” by improper 
land use. Of course, all this also 
requires providing sufficient funds 
ahead of time to support overall miti-
gation, planning, preparedness and 
readying of resources.

James L. Martin, retired Public Works Director 
for the City of Fresno, California, has had a 
long and distinguished career in the public 
works field. He was APWA President in 1983-
84, President of the Public Works Historical 
Society in 1990-91, and past Chairman of 
APWA’s Council on Emergency Management. 
In addition, he served as an adjunct faculty 
member for FEMA in its emergency response 
courses. 
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History and Emergency 
Management
It is more than appropriate that Public 
Works History should focus on Hurri-
cane Katrina and the flooding of New 
Orleans. This was not only an event 
of major historical proportions, it also 
represents a challenge to public works 
historians to demonstrate that the use 
of historical methodologies and a better 
understanding of history can be of real 
benefit to the public works profession.

While we believe that historical 
methods and historians can contribute 
to the evaluation of the 
effectiveness of flood 
control planning and the 
management of responses 
to flood and other 
emergencies, it is not a 
role that has been fully 
recognized or accepted. 
There are many factors 
that have limited the 
use of history as a tool 
for emergency manage-
ment, but the single 
most important factor 
may be the separation 
of historical researchers 
from the operating 
practitioners. Without 
effective bridging mecha-
nisms in place, the work 
of the researcher and the 
needs of the practitioner 
usually remain separate 
and unmet. In short, the 
application of historical 
research to public works emergencies 
faces many of the same challenges 
of other research to be of practical 
benefit.

The Public Works Historical Society is 
well-positioned to serve as the bridge 
between practitioners and researchers. 
In the past, PWHS has been active 
in research and publication in the 
area of flood control. In 1986, PWHS 
published a study, Effective Emergency 
Response: The Salt Lake Valley Floods of 
1983, 1984 & 1985.1 This “retrospec-

1 Effective Emergency Response: The Salt Lake 
Valley Floods of 1983, 1984 & 1985. 
The Public Works Historical Society, Chicago, 
IL, 1986.

tive report,” conducted for FEMA, 
examined successive years of flooding 
and how the local responding agen-
cies planned, responded and learned 
from their experience. The report 
included eleven specific recommen-
dations, such as maintaining an 
inventory of consultants, contractors 
and suppliers, placing decision-making 
as close to operations as possible, 
having up-to-date “as built” drawings 
for underground utilities, and devel-
oping direct professional contacts 
with persons in other agencies in the 
region. Local planning and response 
were stressed, with state and federal 

resources used in support.

In 1988, PWHS published The Flood 
Control Challenge: Past, Present and 
Future.2 This compendium contained 
the edited proceedings of a sympo-
sium organized by PWHS for the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers held in 
New Orleans in commemoration of 
the Flood Control Act of 1936. One 
of the articles included in this book 
was “When May a Post-Audit Teach 
Lessons” by Gilbert White, probably 
the most distinguished proponent of 
natural hazards research. White has 

2 The Flood Control Challenge: Past, Present 
and Future. The Public Works Historical 
Society, Chicago, IL, 1988.

personally played a significant role 
in the development of flood control 
policy, starting in 1934 as a member 
of the Mississippi Valley Committee. 
In this article, White identified the key 
factors that contribute to a successful 
post-audit analysis to improve flood 
control planning. 

A special session on “Post Audits of 
Environmental Programs and Proj-
ects”3 was organized by Charles G. 
Gunnerson and held at the 1989 
convention of the American Society 
of Civil Engineers (ASCE), also in New 
Orleans. This session, whose proceed-

ings were published in a 
separate volume by ASCE, 
contained an article by 
Gerald E. Galloway, Jr. on 
“Post Audits of Floodway 
Protective Works,” which 
discussed various types 
and examples of post 
audits. Galloway noted 
that “While historians 
have been active in 
developing informa-
tion about the growth of 
flood control works, more 
comprehensive appraisals 
of the successes and 
failures of these projects 
and programs have been 
notably lacking.” From 
the perspective of the 
public works historian, 
another article in the 
ASCE publication may be 
instructive. It is “Post-
Audits in Public Works: 

The Role of History,” by Michael C. 
Robinson and Howard Rosen. In this 
article, the authors argued for a role 
for the historian before, during, and 
after an event. It is the commitment 
of an organization to the post-audit 
process before an event occurs that can 
ensure the success of a lessons-learned 
analysis.

Howard Rosen, president of the Public 
Works Historical Society, is Associate Faculty 
Associate in the Department of Engineering 
Professional Development, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison.  

3 Post Audits of Environmental Programs and 
Projects. Edited by Charles G. Gunnerson 
The American Society of Civil Engineers 
(ASCE), New York, NY, 1990.

St. Bernard Parish, New Orleans, August 31, 2005. Photo courtesy of St. Bernard 
Parish, LA.
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Announcements (Continued)

If you enjoyed this newsletter, plan 
to attend the 2006 APWA Congress 

in Kansas City, Missouri, September 
10–13, 2005. PWHS will host a panel 
discussion which is an extension of 
this special issue. Watch the APWA 
web site for future details and registra-
tion information.


