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HURRICANE KATRINA: ASSESSING THE
PRESENT ENVIRONMENTAL STATUS

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 29, 2005

HoOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND COMMERCE,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT
AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 1:40 p.m., in room
2123 of the Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Paul Gillmore
(chairman) presiding.

Members present: Representatives Gillmor, Hall, Deal, Bass,
Murphy, Barton (ex officio), Solis, Wynn, Capps, Allen, and Green.

Staff present: Mark Menezes, chief counsel for energy and envi-
ronment; Tom Hassenboehler, majority counsel;, Nandan
Kenkeremath, majority counsel; Jerry Couri, policy coordinator;
Peter Kielty, clerk; and Dick Frandsen, minority senior counsel.

Mr. GILLMOR. The committee will come to order, and I will recog-
nize myself for the purpose of an opening statement.

One month ago, Mother Nature forcefully and violently visited
the Gulf Coast of our country in the form of Hurricane Katrina.
This storm caused widespread flooding and significant property
and infrastructure damage in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama.
In the process, the storm caused public health and environmental
problems for the residents that live and work in that region.

Katrina may well have been the largest single environmental dis-
aster that our country has ever faced. We would like to learn the
extent of the environmental damage, how long it will take to re-
store that environment, and even to what extent it is possible to
do so. We are still close in time to the disaster, and at this stage,
I do not expect that it will be possible to have complete answers
to those questions.

And also, as I made it clear when I called this hearing, I did not
want to pull anyone out of the field who is participating in the
cleanup or actively involved in these efforts, but as people began
to wade back into the Gulf Coast to recover from this catastrophe,
several reports have variously characterized the state of the envi-
ronment in the areas damaged by Hurricane Katrina, and hope-
fully, this hearing can help to distinguish between the rumors and
the facts concerning the status and the safety of the water and soil
along the Gulf Coast, and what is being done currently to address
the situation by public and private sources.

In the past, our subcommittee has explored issues that have gen-
eral importance to environmental protection. The matters that we
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examine today, I think, are clearly the most significant and urgent
since our committee, in the wake of September 11, helped establish
Federal anti-terrorism provisions for drinking water utilities in
Title IV of the Public Health, Security, and Bio-Terrorism Pre-
paredness and Response Act. That work, which became law 3 years
ago, was bipartisan, and I believe that should serve to instruct all
of us that Hurricane Katrina, like the terrorists piloting those
planes, did not sort out their victims by political party.

We are concerned about one thing, getting help to the people im-
pacted by the storm, and this hearing isn’t a forum for pointing fin-
gers. I don’t think it matters to the thousands of people who no
longer call New Orleans or Bay St. Louis their home where blame
lies. Now, I recognize a total understanding of what has happened
in these communities, and all the needs to be met to remedy the
environmental problems will take more time, and that is going to
require significant future oversight.

I want to thank our witnesses, who have taken time to be with
us today. Each of your expert testimony is valuable to us in under-
standing the situation as it is now, not as how it may have been
portrayed. And I especially want to thank our witnesses from Lou-
isiana and Mississippi, who have made themselves available,
whether in person or via the teleconference arrangement we have,
to give firsthand accounts, and put a face on the real problems of
people that are facing in this area. You not only have our thanks,
but also, our best wishes, as you return to your work in recon-
structing a vital part of our Nation.

That concludes my opening statement, and I would like to yield
5 minutes to the gentlelady from California, Ms. Solis, for the pur-
pose of an opening statement.

Ms. Sowris. Thank you, and good afternoon. Thank you, Mr.
Chairman, Chairman Gillmor, for holding this very important
hearing today on the environmental impact of Hurricane Katrina.
I also want to thank the panelists that are here, and all the wit-
nesses that will be speaking. I know this is an item that all of us
are deeply, deeply concerned about. We know that Hurricane
Katrina was one of the largest natural disasters faced by our coun-
try.

The Department of Homeland Security Secretary Michael
Chertoff recently commented: “We are going to have to clean prob-
ably the greatest environmental mess we have ever seen in this
country.” It left in its wake a range of serious environmental prob-
lems, including flooded and contaminated drinking water and mul-
tiple oil spills, leaking underground storage tanks, flooded sewage
treatment plants, flooded buildings, debris and contaminated sedi-
ment, and other sludge.

Hurricane Katrina impacted, as we know, more than 1,000
drinking water systems, and 172 sewage treatment plants, and at
least 2.4 million people were without access to safe drinking water.
Initial testing by EPA found elevated levels of E. coli bacteria and
lead levels that exceeded public health standards. Based on the bio-
logical and the chemical water testing data, EPA and CDC rec-
ommended that the public and emergency responders avoid contact
with the floodwaters and the sediment deposited by the flood.
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In all, though, Hurricane Katrina affected all populations, the
hardest hit area was in low income and underrepresented commu-
nities. More than 100,000 in New Orleans, mostly poor blacks and
Latino residents, were without cars and were stranded. Together
with the elderly, disabled, and infirm, they were unable to evacuate
themselves. They were the ones who lived in the greatest proximity
to the major industrial facilities and toxic waste sites, who suffered
most from the injustices of society’s failure to consider the cumu-
lative impacts of living and working conditions prior to Hurricane
Katrina. These vulnerable communities are suffering tremendously
in the wake of this natural disaster. Hurricane Katrina left hun-
dreds of thousands of people without their livelihood and their
homes, and in many cases, their dignity.

I am concerned about the rush to waive health provisions, safety,
environmental, and social protections. This would undercut long-
standing health and environmental standards in the name of hurri-
cane recovery. The city’s poor and other cities that were affected
will pay the price if we weaken those cleanup rules. Cleanup and
rebuilding efforts must ensure that the burden of exposure to toxic
releases does not fall solely on minority and underrepresented com-
munities.

All environmental justice and public health regulations should be
met during testing, monitoring, cleanup, recovery, and reconstruc-
tion. Federal public health and environmental statutes provide
many opportunities to address environmental risks and hazards in
these communities. The crisis of this hurricane and other such dis-
asters should not be used to weaken, waive, or roll back current
Federal public health and environmental protections. Weakening,
waiving, or rolling back Federal public health and environmental
protections would further threaten the heavily damaged area of the
Gulf Coast, negatively impacting the public health of those already
affected communities.

The public has a right to know about the cleanup and the re-
building effort and should be informed and involved in the deci-
sions on cleanup, recovery, and building. Hurricane Katrina should
be an opportunity for us here in the Congress to begin the process
of writing the wrongs of environmental justice, not an opportunity
to guarantee another generation that will live under these current
circumstances.

Today, I hope we learn more about the ongoing cleanup, and the
damage assessments, and about how long-term effects to protect
the health of all our communities needs to be taken care of. We
have an opportunity to rebuild these communities and the economy
in the Gulf region, and as a model of the integrated, diverse, and
sustainable society that all Americans deserve.

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses, and I personally
want to just share briefly that in Los Angeles, we also had some
victims come visit us that are staying there. We hope that they will
get the attention that they need, and be able to come back to their
particular neighborhoods, but many were concerned about cleanup,
and what will happen to the waste, to their homes that were de-
stroyed, and to their livelihoods.
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So I hope that each of you, the panelists, will be able to help us
to discern that information. Thank you very much, and I yield
back.

Mr. GILLMOR. The gentleman from Texas.

Mr. HALL. Chairman Gillmor, thank you.

I want to come from two areas. First, personally, I want to thank
each of you who are giving of your time here, not just the time you
spend in this room with us, but the time you spent leading up to
this, the time you spent preparing, the time you will spend return-
ing to where you go, because we rely on you, folks like you, to give
us testimony. You know more about it than we do, and from your
information and your knowledge and your skill, we glean informa-
tion with which we write the rules of the road up here, so you are
very valuable to us, your time is valuable, and that is my opening
statement.

Now, it is likely that the chairman of the Committee on Energy
and Commerce, Chairman Joe Barton, may not make this. He sev-
eral others going underway right now, and he was here until 12:45
last night on the Energy Bill. So if he comes, it will just be special,
but he has asked me to go ahead and give you his statement.

So thank you, Chairman Gillmor, for holding this very important
hearing to assess the present environmental damage and current
situation in the Gulf South. Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Rita
have devastated the lives of residents in Louisiana, Mississippi,
Texas, Alabama, and Florida, and destroyed parts of our environ-
ment on an unprecedented scale.

Our hearts go out to all the citizens of these areas whose lives
have been forever changed by this horrific tragedy. We are here
today to try and put politics aside, and get a real world glimpse at
the current state of our environment in these devastated regions.
While I realize many of the cleanup efforts are just beginning in
New Orleans and in southwest Louisiana and Texas from Hurri-
cane Rita, one thing should be clear. The health and safety of all
the citizens of these areas who were displaced and devastated,
should have the necessary assistance from the Federal Government
to return to their normal lives.

As T have said before, I plan on using all the authority I have
as chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee to
help in any way I can. Having said that, our greatest assets are
people. Immediately following Hurricane Katrina, EPA sent teams
and equipment down to the area to assess the environmental im-
pact of the storm. Important as their job was to investigate water
and air contamination. Many of EPA’s personnel and equipment
were used to rescue the lives of hundreds of people from certain
death. And I want to recognize their courage and self-sacrifice to
go beyond their normal duties, to save our citizens in time of ex-
treme danger. Our environment is important, but not as important
as the lives of those that live within our environment.

I look forward to hearing testimony from all the witnesses today,
including EPA, the Corps of Engineers, and the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry, and would like to especially rec-
ognize Mayor Rutledge from Pontotoc, Mississippi, and Karen
Gautreaux, Deputy Secretary of the Louisiana Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality, joining us by teleconference, who represent
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areas of the country that have been completely devastated by these
storms.

Once again, our hearts go out to you and to your citizens in this
very difficult time. With that, I yield back on behalf of Chairman
Barton, his time. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. GILLMOR. Thank you, Mr. Hall, and let me also ask unani-
mous consent that all members’ statements, after the conclusion of
opening statements, be entered into the record.

Gentleman, the other gentleman from Texas. Were you next? The
%enf‘_clelady from California, I apologize. Texans are always trying to

e first.

Ms. CapPS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and

Mr. GREEN. We are also gentlemen, Mr. Chairman, so

Ms. CAPps. I should say, Mr. Green is an ultimate gentleman.
Mr. Chairman, I thank you for holding this hearing, and I thank
the panel of witnesses, both panels, actually.

It is essential that this committee devote whatever time is need-
ed to review what has happened when Hurricane Katrina and Rita,
hit the Gulf Coast. The timing of this hearing, however, is unfortu-
nate; in fact, one could say alarming. It would have been appro-
priate to hold this hearing before yesterday’s markup of new en-
ergy legislation in the Energy Subcommittee, which under the
guise, I would say, of the need to streamline and weaken environ-
mental, health, and safety regulations, to get energy production
back online as quickly as possible—I say under the guise of, be-
cause it has never been demonstrated that these regulations have
interfered with energy production and distribution—but that mark-
up has already occurred with decisions made to relax standards,
standards in an area that is clearly impacted by toxic waste spills,
all kinds of hazardous materials, that are now strewn throughout
the environment in the region that the hurricane impacted. And
another committee has already produced legislation, the Resources
Committee, that will be presented to the floor in the next several
days, that does the same thing. So we see, once again, that the
Federal Government’s response to this whole situation has been in-
consistent at best; nevertheless, here we are today, and this infor-
mation that will be shared by our witnesses is critically important
to all of us as we make decisions.

People’s lives are at stake. In this process of responding to the
hurricane, the Coast Guard did an admirable job. The response of
FEMA was pathetic and has cost lives. We don’t want to cost any
more lives. The jury is still out on how we will assess EPA’s overall
response to this tragedy, and it is ongoing. As we look back at what
has happened, we cannot take our eyes off the present and ongoing
response. Specifically, we need to take a close look at the environ-
mental health risks left behind, to ensure that more people are not
harmed.

As a public health nurse, I believe that it is important to remem-
ber that environmental protection measures are an important com-
ponent of basic public health and safety. From the date Katrina
passed over the Gulf, report after report from residents and the
media has described oil spills and fires, leaks from plants and stor-
age tanks, the toxic water and chemicals, raw sewage and sludge
are a major cause for concern. Yet we are only receiving vague and
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piecemeal information about what threats to the public actually
exist, what actions are being taken and should be taken to protect
the public, and what measures people in the area should take to
safeguard themselves.

EPA has acknowledged that there is great uncertainty over toxic
hazards that remain in the flooded parts of New Orleans, yet peo-
ple are reentering the area. Their initial testing found out elevated
bacteria and lead levels, as well as some amounts of long-banned
pesticides in the water. Yet EPA’s “response to Katrina” webpage
offers far too little information to ease any uncertainty citizens
might have. For example, an EPA press release acknowledged the
presence of fuel oils in soil deposits left behind from the flood-
waters, but EPA has not released data, detailed data about which
chemicals have been found in the soil. Many fuel oils and other pe-
troleum byproducts are known carcinogens and can breach certain
protective gear, yet to my knowledge, EPA has given no warning
of potential cancer risks of exposure.

Over the next several months, EPA, the Coast Guard, CDC, and
State and local officials will be working to clean up this mess.
Throughout the process, we must guarantee that workers and evac-
uees have the right to know about what they are encountering,
about the toxics found in the air and the soil and the water. We
must ensure that all cleanups are completed to the highest possible
health standard. How tragic it would be, after one disaster, to have
an additional disaster to be uncovered years from now, as incidence
of cancer and other horrible situations arise when preventable
measures are a part of our knowledgebase. The public deserves the
best that a government has as it relies on information in the first
line of protection in such a crisis.

Thank you, and I yield back.

Mr. GILLMOR. The gentlelady yields back. The gentleman from
New Hampshire.

Mr. Bass. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I thank you for sched-
uling this hearing, and we obviously all extend our sympathies to
the victims of both Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Rita, and I
know that it is difficult right now for you guys to be here. You have
got a lot to do, and we appreciate the fact that you have taken time
to appear here today.

However, I do think it is essential for us, as soon as possible in
this committee, to assess the possible public health and long-term
environmental threats to the Gulf Region. As you all know, the
hurricane, both of them, stretched over 90,000 square miles. A lot
of infrastructure has been destroyed, drinking water and waste
treatment facilities are in peril, and there is evidence of, obviously,
release of chemicals, oil spills, hazardous materials, and to the air
and soil in the area.

I am hopeful, and in fact, I believe it is imperative, that we have
a coordinated plan of recovery to deal with, I guess there are over
575 Katrina-related spills of petroleum and hazardous chemicals.
There are 24 Superfund sites within the affected areas, and of
course, there are hundreds of thousands of wells and water systems
and waste treatment plants and so forth that have been com-
promised. And I hope there is a plan in place to properly remove
and treat these areas, given the fact that we have citizens moving
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back into these areas, and we really may not be 100-percent sure
how safe it is for them to be there.

So it is a very timely hearing. I thank you all for being here
today. I know it is a sacrifice to do so, but we need to know this
information. I yield back.

Mr. GILLMOR. The gentleman yields back. The gentleman from
Texas.

Mr. GREEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I would like to have my
full statement placed into the record, and just say

Mr. GILLMOR. Without objection.

Mr. GREEN. Having a district in east Harris County in the city
of Houston, and seeing what damage we had just from Hurricane
Rita, our hearts go out again to the folks in Mississippi and Lou-
isiana, and also southeast Texas or southwest Louisiana.

The environmental concern we have for the New Orleans area,
and I know that is the focus of our hearing, but I will just give an
example in our own community. Baytown, Texas, in the east part
of Harris County, is part of our district, lost their power supply for
their water system, and so, we were concerned that they would not
have enough water for not only the residences, but all the industry
that is also in and served by the Baytown community. On very
short notice, things were done, and they were able to restore the
power, actually having a different electricity provider serve across
the boundary lines, as we do in Texas, because we have our dif-
ferent providers, to make sure, so not only do we have water for
our residences, but we had water for our industry, who are trying
to get the refineries back up, Exxon Mobil has a huge, the largest
refinery in the country in our district, and they needed water to
produce that gas, that we know we need it for our cars and also
aviation fuel.

But again, I am glad you are holding this hearing, so hopefully,
we can learn what we didn’t do, and there but for the grace of God,
we won’t have that problem in east Harris County, where we also
have some of the same industries that are along the Mississippi
River, but also in Southwest Louisiana. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. GiLLMOR. Thank you. We will now go to the gentleman from
Georgia, to whom I apologize for having skipped over earlier.

Mr. DEAL. That is all right, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for recog-
nizing me.

I just simply wanted to say thank you to the witnesses, who have
taken time to be here. I think all of us recognize that no commu-
nity is going to be environmentally perfect at any point in time. I
am sure the area we are talking about here was not environ-
mentally perfect before this disaster, and certainly is not now, and
all of us want to simply know what is the best we can do to correct
the situation as soon as possible, and how can we best put our re-
sources to work?

I would be remiss if I did not express appreciation to all of you,
and to those who work with you, for the efforts you have made in
these very serious and drastic times that have just preceded this
hearing. Thank you for being here today.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield back.
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Mr. GILLMOR. Thank you. I want to once again welcome our wit-
nesses, and tell you how much, we very much appreciate you being
here, and giving us your knowledge and expertise.

We will go first to Marcus Peacock, who is the Deputy Adminis-
trator of EPA.

STATEMENTS OF HON. MARCUS C. PEACOCK, DEPUTY ADMIN-
ISTRATOR, ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY; HENRY
FALK, DIRECTOR, NATIONAL CENTER FOR ENVIRONMENTAL
HEALTH AND AGENCY FOR TOXIC SUBSTANCES AND DIS-
EASE REGISTRY, CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND
PREVENTION; AND JOHN PAUL WOODLEY, JR., ASSISTANT
SECRETARY OF THE ARMY CIVIL WORKS, DEPARTMENT OF
THE ARMY

Mr. PEAcOCK. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. There we
are. And good afternoon to you, and to members of the sub-
committee.

On September 6, 2005, I was appointed as the lead coordinator
at EPA for response activities related to Hurricane Katrina, and I
appreciate the opportunity to provide for today with an update of
EPA’s response. Mr. Chairman, I request, if it is all right, that my
full statement be included in the record.

Our hearts go out to the people of the Gulf region, and we share
with you a sense of duty and obligation to restore the communities
affected by Hurricane Katrina, and most recently, Hurricane Rita.
The response will require sustained long-term coordination across
all Federal agencies with the affected State governments. My testi-
mony today will provide you with a brief description of EPA’s im-
mediate response to Katrina, and I will then tick off our primary
environmental concerns at this point in time, including such issues
as debris management, the status of drinking water facilities,
wastewater facilities, and the like.

Just let me, first of all, talk about EPA’s early response to Hurri-
cane Katrina. We pre-deployed personnel to the National Response
Coordination Center, and sent on-scene coordinators to Florida,
Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi before Hurricane Katrina
made landfall. After the hurricane hit, EPA joined other organiza-
tions in urgent rescue needs, putting over 60 watercraft—these
were EPA watercraft that are otherwise used for environmental
monitoring to work as search-and-rescue vessels. But as soon as
possible after that, EPA turned its attention to its primary respon-
sibilities under the National Response Plan. These include pro-
viding guidance for debris issues, assisting with the restoration of
drinking water and wastewater infrastructure, addressing haz-
ardous releases and oil spills, and providing environmental moni-
toring and assessment support.

Just let me tick off the particular environmental concerns we are
dealing with today, and the first is debris. We are working very
closely with the Corps of Engineers to provide guidance on dis-
posing of debris that may contain, for instance, PCBs or asbestos,
and we will continue to provide site-specific technical assistance in
the disposal of hazardous and non-hazardous wastes.

Let us next talk about drinking water. Many drinking water sys-
tems were affected in the three States. The map showing the sys-
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tems is up there. All those dots are drinking water systems that
were in the swath of Hurricane Katrina. As of yesterday, the states
were reporting that approximately 80 percent of the drinking water
systems in the region are operational. Those are all mostly the
green dots. I know that may sound pretty good, but we believe that
an estimated 2.3 million people served by facilities before the hurri-
cane are not currently being served by operational drinking water
facilities.

Let us talk about wastewater. We have here similar map on
wastewater—these are wastewater facilities in the declared dis-
aster area. Based on what we know, as of yesterday, approximately
90 percent of wastewater facilities in the affected area are oper-
ational. Once again, while that sounds good, we think there is an
estimated population of 1.8 million people that were being served
by these facilities before the hurricane that currently are not being
served by operating wastewater facilities. They are red dots on the
map, which includes, for instance, New Orleans. And getting 100
percent of these dots, if you will, green, is a very high priority.

Let me talk about oil and chemical spills. EPA and the United
States Coast Guard are working together to address what, so far,
are about 400 oil and hazardous waste material releases that have
been reported to the National Response Center or otherwise ob-
served by emergency responders. Now, I know this subcommittee
in particular is interested in Superfund sites, so let me address
those. There are 24 Superfund sites, as shown on the chart here,
or NPL sites, located in the region affected by the hurricane. We
are working together with State health and environmental agen-
cies, and I just want to say here, the relationship between EPA and
the State agencies, including LDEQ, has just been spectacular. We
are really working side by side, literally side by side. And both
EPA and the states have conducted rudimentary inspections—well,
we conducted rudimentary inspections of all these sites as soon as
they were accessible. Now, we recognize this was only a first look
at the sites, and we are in the process of assessing each one of
these in greater detail. Initial visual inspections and the additional
inspections we have been able to do to date indicate a number of
downed fences and some damage to groundwater treatment piping.
Thus far, no sites have been identified as suffering significant dam-
age, however, monitoring and assessment are not over by any
means.

Let us talk about floodwaters. In the aftermath of Katrina, con-
tamination of floodwaters was one of our leading concerns, and of
particular concern to rescue workers and residents who might have
still been in the area. The results to date, as indicated before, show
that floodwater has high levels of E. coli and other bacteria. These
are markers that you might find in raw sewage. W ealso have
found some contaminants which exceeded drinking water assess-
ment standards. Fortunately, other than the bacterial elements we
found, the contaminants detected thus far have not been at levels
that would pose an immediate risk to human health. They could
pose a long-term risk, but the main issue here is, of course, the
bacterial contaminants, which could cause an infection.

Let me talk about sediments. As the floodwaters of New Orleans
have begun to recede, we are analyzing the sediment. This map
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shows all the sediment sites we have sampled thus far. Preliminary
results from sediment sampling collected by both EPA and once
again, Louisiana, indicate that some sediments are heavily con-
taminated with fuel oil, and once again, with bacteria, which is not
a surprise, since we found it in the floodwaters. Human health
risks may therefore exist from contact with sediment deposited
from receding floodwaters.

Let me just touch briefly on air monitoring. We have been doing
air monitoring. It will be of increasing importance to continue to
do that. This slide shows a number of the tools we are using, in-
cluding aircraft, as well as mobile monitors on the ground and sta-
tionary monitors. As people start coming back into the area, par-
ticularly rescue workers, we will continue to monitor for contami-
nants, as well as possible dangers from particulates.

Looking ahead, much remains to be done to help address the
public and health impacts of Hurricane Katrina, and some of you
may know I am fairly new to EPA, although on some days, it
doesn’t feel that way to me. But the dedication with which EPA
employees have responded to this crisis makes me very proud to be
counted among them. As Senator Jeffords recently noted after
hearing what EPA personnel had done in response to Katrina, he
said: “We have heard so much about what went wrong in Katrina’s
aftermath. This is one example of what went right. These EPA em-
ployees have my utmost respect and gratitude.”

Thank you very much for letting me appear today.

[The prepared statement of Marcus C. Peacock follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF MARCUS C. PEACOCK, DEPUTY ADMINISTRATOR, U.S.
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY

INTRODUCTION

Good afternoon, Mr. Chairman and members of the Sub-Committee. My name is
Marcus Peacock and I serve as the Deputy Administrator at the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). On September 6th, the Administrator formally appointed
me to lead the coordination of the Agency’s response activities for Hurricane Katrina
and I appreciate the opportunity to provide you today with an update on EPA’s re-
sponse.

Our hearts go out to the people of the Gulf region, and we share with you an ur-
gent sense of duty to help restore the communities affected by Hurricane Katrina—
and most recently by Hurricane Rita. Over the past few weeks, natural disasters
have left their mark on the Gulf region; the loss of life and destruction is staggering.
The magnitude of Hurricane Katrina will require sustained, long-term coordination
across all federal agencies and with the affected state and local governments. My
testimony today will provide you with an overview of EPA’s role and activities in
the affected Gulf region, our impressive coordination with federal, state and local
partners and a snapshot of our primary environmental concerns. Early Response for
Hurricane Katrina

First, I want to briefly touch on EPA’s early response to Hurricane Katrina. Be-
ginning on August 25th, EPA pre-deployed personnel to the FEMA National Re-
sponse Coordination Center and sent On-Scene Coordinators to the Florida, Lou-
isiana, Alabama and Mississippi Emergency Operations Centers before Hurricane
Katrina made landfall. The On-Scene Coordinator (OSC) is the federal official re-
sponsible for monitoring or directing responses to all oil spills and hazardous sub-
stance releases reported to the federal government. We sent additional personnel to
the affected areas as soon as travel into the region was possible. In anticipation of
Hurricane Rita, EPA also dSeptember 20th. he number of EPA staff and contractors
assisting with recovery efforts is more than 500 in the affected Gulf region, as indi-
cated on the deployment map.

When EPA personnel arrived in New Orleans, it was clear that saving lives was
the first priority, and EPA joined other federal, state, and local responders in urgent
rescue needs, putting over sixty EPA watercraft otherwise used for environmental
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monitoring to work as search and rescue vessels. Our field staff and contractors—
mostly environmental experts equipped to address oil and hazardous substances re-
leases—joined the fire fighters, police, and other first responders and rescued nearly
800 people in Louisiana.

EPA ROLE IN FEDERAL RESPONSE

After helping with urgent rescue needs, EPA turned its attention to its primary
responsibilities under FEMA’s National Response Plan. EPA is the lead federal
agency for Emergency Support Function (ESF) #10, which addresses oil and haz-
ardous materials, and works with other agencies to provide support for a number
of other Emergency Support Functions, including ESF #3, which addresses Public
Works and Engineering. Specifically, our responsibilities include preventing, mini-
mizing, or mitigating threats to public health, welfare, or the environment caused
by the actual or potential releases of hazardous materials; testing the quality of
flood waters, sediments, and air; and assisting with the restoration of the drinking
and waste water infrastructure. Also under ESF #3, the Agency anticipates a grow-
ing role working with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) to address final
disposition of the large volumes of debris from homes, buildings and other struc-
tures damaged by Hurricane Katrina. EPA, in coordination with the States, is pro-
viding information to both workers and the public about test results, as well as as-
sisting communities with debris disposal and hazardous waste issues.

DEBRIS MANAGEMENT AND DISPOSAL

The volume of debris left behind by Hurricane Katrina is huge. EPA is working
closely with other federal agencies (particularly the US Army Corps of Engineers),
state agencies, and local governments to facilitate the collection, segregation, and
management of household hazardous waste, containers, and the larger debris.

To date, we have provided guidance on: identifying electrical equipment that may
contain PCBs; marking and storage of electrical equipment that may contain PCBs;
disposal of electrical equipment that may contain PCBs; and handling and disposal
of debris containing asbestos. EPA has also provided the affected states with guid-
ance on burning debris. EPA personnel continue to provide site-specific technical as-
sistance in the disposal of hazardous waste and a wide array of waste management
debris left behind by the storm.

DRINKING WATER AND WASTE WATER INFRASTRUCTURE

EPA is working closely with state and local officials and private experts to assess
damage and provide technical assistance to water infrastructure systems in the
FEMA designated areas. Two maps are included which indicate the current status
of these facilities. EPA’s mobile laboratories and regional labs in Mississippi and
Louisiana are also available to provide on-going water testing capabilities.

Many drinking water systems were affected in the three states. According to local
officials, many were disabled or impaired by the loss of electrical power but the ma-
jority of systems are now operating, some with “boil water” notices. Nonetheless,
there are still some systems that remain inoperable or in unknown condition. As
of September 27th, the states reported that approximately 80% of the drinking
water systems in the region were operational. Prior to the hurricane, we believe
that an estimated population of 2.3 million people were served by facilities that are
not currently operational. Additionally, because there are many private well owners
in the affected region, EPA has begun to distribute water testing kits in affected
parishes in Louisiana. EPA has issued a local advisory to let home owners know
that these kits are available.

Many wastewater facilities were affected, mostly in Louisiana and Mississippi.
Based on what we know as of September 27th, approximately 90% of these facilities
in the affected area are operational. While the information on wastewater treatment
plants is not as readily available as for drinking water facilities, we believe that an
estimated population of 1.8 million people were served by facilities that are not cur-
rently operational.

Getting 100% of these facilities operational is a high priority. EPA plans to main-
tain a strong partnership with health and environmental agencies in Louisiana,
Mississippi and Alabama as we move forward.

OIL SPILLS AND HAZARDOUS RELEASES

There are hundreds of chemical and petrochemical facilities as well as other sites
of potential concern which are being inventoried and assessed. EPA and the United
States Coast Guard (USCG) are working together to address oil and hazardous ma-
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terial releases reported to the National Response Center or otherwise observed by
our emergency responders. As of September 21st, EPA and the USCG have re-
sponded to over 400 reported incidents. Of these, there were five major oil spills in
the New Orleans area resulting in releases of over 8 million gallons. These spills
are also being addressed by EPA and the USCG.

SUPERFUND SITES

There are twenty-four Superfund sites located in the region affected by Hurricane
Katrina. As indicated on the map of the Federally declared disaster areas as of Sep-
tember 26th, there are fifteen National Priority List (NPL) sites in Louisiana, three
in Mississippi, and six in Alabama. Working together with state health and environ-
mental agencies, EPA conducted initial visual inspections of each NPL site as soon
as they were accessible. Recognizing this was only a “first look” at these sites, we
are assessing the condition of all of the affected NPL sites in greater depth as recov-
ery continues. The initial visual inspections indicated a number of downed fences
and damage to some groundwater treatment piping, however, to date, no sites have
been identified as having suffered significant damage.

SEDIMENT IN NEW ORLEANS

As flood waters in New Orleans again recede, we are analyzing the sediment left
behind. We are conducting biological and chemical testing, specifically for volatile
organic compounds, semi-volatile organic compounds, total metals, pesticides, and
total petroleum hydrocarbons. Preliminary results from sediment sampling collected
by EPA and the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality (LDEQ) indicate
that some sediments are contaminated with bacteria and fuel oils. Human health
risks may therefore exist from unprotected contact with sediment deposited from re-
ceding flood waters and exposure to sediment should therefore be avoided if pos-
sible. E. coli was detected in sediment samples, which implies the presence of fecal
contamination. Some of the semi-volatile organic compounds, common to diesel and
fuel oils, were also detected at very elevated levels. The levels of metals detected
thus far have been below levels that would be expected to produce immediate ad-
verse health effects. Extensive sediment sampling continues in the flooded areas of
New Orleans.

FLOOD WATER

In the immediate aftermath of Katrina, the potential contamination of flood wa-
ters was among our leading concerns. EPA’s initial plans to collect water samples
in the New Orleans flood zone were set aside to assist in rescue operations, and
were further delayed by limited access due to security concerns. Nonetheless, EPA,
in close coordination with the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality,
began water sampling on September 3rd, and we continue to conduct biological and
chemical testing of the flood waters. Planned and actual sampling sites to date are
reflected on the map which shows the extent of the flood waters in New Orleans
as of August 30th.

The flood waters continue to be analyzed for over 100 chemical priority pollutants
as well as for bacteria. Results to date indicate that the flood water has high levels
of E. coli, and that some locations tested had lead and arsenic levels which exceeded
drinking water assessment levels. Although other contaminants were detected, none
have been at levels that would pose an immediate risk to human health. Through-
out this process, EPA has taken great steps to ensure scientific accuracy. EPA solic-
ited the assistance the Science Advisory Board to review the flood water sampling
plan, and EPA and CDC have routinely conducted a thorough data review, and in-
terpreted the data for potential human health affects.

WATER QUALITY

EPA is working closely with its federal and state partners to mitigate environ-
mental impacts to Lake Pontchartrain caused by the flood waters. As the Corps con-
tinues un-watering operations, skimming booms are deployed to remove oil and de-
bris from water prior to pumping. After pumping, additional booms are being de-
ployed in the canals leading to the Lake to further reduce oil, debris, and solids.
Aerators are also being used in the canals to raise dissolved oxygen levels in the
water, prior to outfall to the Mississippi River.

Contaminated flood waters and sediment may adversely impact coastal aquatic re-
sources. As such, EPA and USACE are actively evaluating options for directing the
floodwaters. In addition, EPA is coordinating water quality monitoring efforts with
USGS, NOAA and our state partners in the Mississippi Sound and the Gulf of Mex-
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ico. The poster behind me reflects the coordinated post-Hurricane plans to monitor
water quality in the Gulf of Mexico.

AIR MONITORING

Air monitoring networks normally in place for monitoring particulate matter,
ozone, sulfur dioxide, oxides of nitrogen, and carbon monoxide under the Clean Air
Act were mostly destroyed in New Orleans and damaged and disrupted in coastal
Mississippi. EPA is working to restore monitoring systems in those regions, as well
as to deploy new monitors designed specifically to address potential air quality im-
pacts during the recovery from Hurricane Katrina. For instance, as sediments from
the floodwaters dry, EPA has conducted air screening sampling with special mon-
itors to assess potential inhalation risks from particulates.

Specific to New Orleans, EPA, in coordination with our government partners in
Louisiana, makes daily tactical decisions regarding air monitoring needs and works
with an agency-wide team of air monitoring professionals to address both emerging
and source or location specific issues as well as longer term regional air quality
issues.

EPA has a number of tools to measure air quality. These include DataRam 400,
personal air monitoring devices, as well as use of a remote sensing aircraft known
as ASPECT to locate chemical spills that needed emergency response to protect both
water and air quality. EPA’s environmental surveillance aircraft were in operation
since the early days of the emergency, and the effort has now transitioned into de-
ployment of specific ground based preliminary screening over the larger New Orle-
ans area. We anticipate that ASPECT may also be used in the areas affected by
Hurricane Rita.

EPA’s real-time mobile laboratory—the Trace Atmospheric Gas Analyzer
(TAGA)—is sampling air quality in the New Orleans area. Initial screening results
from the TAGA represent the beginning of extensive sampling efforts. As this is a
dynamic situation, general conclusions should not be made regarding air safety
based on results from snapshots of data.

EPA and the affected states will continue to monitor for potential inhalation risks
and have plans to enhance their temporary monitoring networks in the coming
weeks to monitor and evaluate the air impacts of recovery activities including the
burning of debris.

REOCCUPATION OF NEW ORLEANS

EPA and CDC formed a joint task force to advise local and state officials of the
potential health and environmental risks associated with returning to the City of
New Orleans. Their report, titled Environmental Health Needs and Habitability As-
sessment, was issued on September 17th and identifies a number of challenges and
critical issues for consideration prior to the reoccupation of New Orleans. The task
force is now incorporated into the Federal New Orleans Reoccupation Zip Code As-
sessment Group (Zip Code Assessment Group), which will provide information on a
broad range of issues, ranging from infrastructure to health issues. Their rec-
ommendations will assist State and Local officials in their decisions regarding when
to allow residents to reoccupy the city. As part of this larger group, EPA will con-
tinue to work to identify potential health and environmental risks associated with
returning to the city based on the Agency’s ongoing efforts to assess the quality of
the air, water and sediment.

FUEL WAIVERS

EPA, in conjunction with the Department of Energy, responded quickly to address
disruptions to the fuel supply that have occurred due to the damage to refinery and
pipeline infrastructure in the Gulf Region. To increase the supply of fuel and mini-
mize potential supply disruptions, the Agency has issued emergency waivers of cer-
tain federal and state fuel standards. On August 30th, EPA granted waivers apply-
ing to low sulfur diesel fuel requirements, Reid Vapor Pressure (RVP) standards
that control the volatility of gasoline during the summer months, state gasoline sul-
fur limits, or reformulated gas (RFG) requirements. On September 21st, EPA ex-
panded this effort in order to minimize potential fuel supply disruptions caused by
Hurricane Rita. To address each fuel supply situation, waivers have been granted
for various periods of time and have been applicable at the national, state or local
level, to the extent necessary to alleviate the fuel supply disruption.

In taking these actions, EPA used a Clean Air Act waiver provision recently
signed into law as part of the Energy Policy Act of 2005 signed into law this year.
This provision authorizes the Administrator of EPA to temporarily waive fuel stand-
ards due to “extreme and unusual” circumstances “that are the result of a natural
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disaster, an Act of God, pipeline or refinery equipment failure, or another event that
could not reasonably have been foreseen or prevented and not the lack of prudent
planning” on the part of fuel suppliers.

INFORMING THE PUBLIC

We view communication to the public, workers, and other agencies to be a critical
component of our response effort. The Occupational Health and Safety Administra-
tion (OSHA) was on-scene early in the response effort, distributing over 3,500 fact
sheets by hand in the first two weeks and conducting interventions that removed
more than 850 workers from serious or life threatening hazards. OSHA continues
these activities and on a daily basis, EPA response personnel and contractors re-
ceive health and safety instructions regarding field conditions and safe work prac-
tices. EPA’s preliminary sampling results are also provided to On-Scene Coordina-
tors to facilitate field decisions and ensure health and safety of workers.

EPA posts advisories on our website and also distributes them through the Inci-
dent Command Post in Baton Rouge. We also have been alerting communities
through AM and FM radio broadcasts, particularly on aerial mosquito spraying and
how to avoid vector borne illnesses such as the West Nile Virus.

FUTURE CHALLENGES

Looking ahead, much remains to be done to help address the public health and
environmental impacts of Hurricane Katrina. The safe management of debris re-
mains a high immediate priority, and the Agency will assist our federal, state and
local partners as they move forward on debris removal. For its part, the Agency will
strive to provide sound and practical advice, participate in hazardous waste removal
where appropriate, and monitor air quality where open burning is occurring. EPA
will also continue to work with the USACE and others to support the States and
local governments in their efforts to repair and restore public facilities including
drinking water, waste water, and waste treatment facilities. We will also continue
to monitor air, water, and sediment quality in the region and make sure that this
information is readily available to federal, state and local officials, other responders,
and the public.

CONCLUSION

The nation faces an enormous task in restoring and rebuilding the affected areas.
Simply meeting many basic needs of people in the region—including shelter, safe
drinking water, sanitation, and protection from disease and hazards—will require
a broad partnership across government agencies, the private sector and nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs). We expect that citizens and government agencies will
look to EPA and our Federal partners for technical expertise, scientifically sound
data, and practical advice on environmental and public health conditions in the re-
gion for some time to come. We are focused on meeting that challenge.

Finally, as local communities undertake the task of reviving their economies and
helping businesses restart their operations, EPA, in partnership with other federal,
state, and local agencies, will provide technical expertise and guidance to assist in
the recovery. Some of you may know that I'm quite new to the EPA, but what I've
seen in the past few weeks makes me proud to be counted among them. I'd like to
end by reiterating a statement made by Senator Jim Jeffords after our briefing of
the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee: “We’ve heard so much about
what went wrong in Katrina’s aftermath, and this is one example of what went
right. These EPA employees have my utmost respect and gratitude.”

At this time I welcome any questions you may have.

Mr. GILLMOR. Thank you very much. We will go to Dr. Henry
Falk, who is the Director of the National Center for Environmental

Health and Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. Dr.
Falk.

STATEMENT OF HENRY FALK

Mr. FALK. Thank you very much. Good afternoon, Mr. Chairman,
and Congresswoman Solis, and members of the subcommittee. My
name is Dr. Henry Falk, and I am the Director of the Coordinating
Center for Environmental Health and Injury Prevention at the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Agency for Toxic Sub-
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stances and Disease Registry, ATSDR. ATSDR is a sister agency to
the CDC, and is part of the Department of Health and Human
Services. Because of our responsibilities under the Superfund pro-
gram, we work very closely with EPA, as well as State and local
governments, and with communities across the country.

Hurricane Katrina is a huge public health emergency. It is an
unparalleled challenge to the public health community and particu-
larly to those of us in environmental health as we grapple with so
many complex and interwoven environmental health issues. In
New Orleans, the environmental health system needed to support
a major metropolitan area was severely disrupted. This has also
been true for many other cities and communities in the storm’s
path. In addition, a substantial proportion of residential structures,
the homes for so many people in New Orleans and elsewhere, have
sustained severe structural damage from flooding. On a personal
level, we all keep in mind the heart-wrenching nature of this trag-
edy and its broad impact.

Shortly after Hurricane Katrina hit, Health and Human Services
Secretary Michael Leavitt and EPA Administrator Steve Johnson
asked me to go to New Orleans, Louisiana, to lead a CDC/ATSDR
and EPA taskforce to identify the overarching environmental
health and infrastructure issues facing New Orleans. My first ac-
tual view of New Orleans was in a flyover by helicopter. It was es-
sentially an empty city still very much underwater, and with great
evidence of storm damage. For many of us at ATSDR, CDC, HHS,
and elsewhere, these scenes have served as an overwhelming stim-
ulus to respond to the best of our abilities.

The 13 environmental health issues we initially identified in-
clude drinking water, wastewater, solid waste and debris, sedi-
ments, soil contamination, toxic chemicals, power and natural gas,
housing, the unwatering and flood waters, occupational safety and
health, vector rodent animal control, road conditions, underground
storage tanks such as gasoline, and food safety.

The most striking feature of this disaster is the vast array of key
environmental needs and infrastructure services that have been af-
fected. These are complex and interrelated, and they will need to
be assessed by local elected officials when making decisions about
re-inhabiting New Orleans.

ATSDR staff have been valiant and dedicated in their efforts,
and worked tirelessly to assist the people affected by Hurricane
Katrina. At least 15 percent of our staff have been deployed di-
rectly to Hurricane Katrina activities through the CDC Emergency
Operations Center or through HHS and the U.S. Public Health
Service auspices. Probably an equivalent number have been back-
ing them up at headquarters in Atlanta, and those numbers con-
tinue to grow.

ATSDR staff works closely with EPA. We have staff stationed in
EPA regional offices, and we are assisting EPA in the field and
around the clock to mitigate environmental health issues, including
possible chemical exposures. CDC/ATSDR staff in the field and at
HHS and CDC headquarters are collaborating with Federal, state,
and local health officials to evaluate and analyze the environ-
mental data.
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ATSDR is also actively participating on the Environmental Im-
pacts and Clean-Up Working Group, as part of a White House
taskforce on Hurricane Katrina. That working group is co-chaired
by the Deputy Secretary of Health and Human Services, and by my
colleague to the right, Marcus Peacock, Deputy Administrator of
the EPA. The working group is particularly focused on policy, has
served as an important locus for interagency discussions. ATSDR
is particularly engaged with the group, providing technical input by
neighborhood and zip code, on environmental issues related to the
return of residents to New Orleans.

In the future, ATSDR will continue to provide technical assist-
ance on issues related to potential exposure of the public and of re-
sponse workers to hazardous substances. We will continue to pro-
vide toxicological expertise, and make recommendations about
ways to eliminate or control exposures to hazardous substances in
the environment. We will continue to work closely with Federal,
state, and local partners in working through these difficult issues,
and as the recovery progresses, we hope to effectively serve the
needs of the many people and communities affected by the hurri-
canes.

Thank you for this opportunity to speak with you, and I look for-
ward to your questions.

[The prepared statement of Henry Falk follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HENRY FALK, DIRECTOR, COORDINATING CENTER FOR EN-
VIRONMENTAL HEALTH AND INJURY PREVENTION, CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL
AND PREVENTION/AGENCY FOR TOXIC SUBSTANCES AND DISEASE REGISTRY, U.S.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

INTRODUCTION

Good afternoon Mr. Chairman and members of the Subcommittee. My name is Dr.
Henry Falk and I am the Director of the Coordinating Center for Environmental
Health and Injury Prevention at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC)/Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR). ATSDR is an
independent agency within the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS),
and a sister agency to the CDC. Its relationship with the CDC’s National Center
for Environmental Health (NCEH) is especially strong, because the Director of
ATSDR, Dr. Howard Frumkin, also directs NCEH. ATSDR also partners extensively
with the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

This afternoon I will describe ATSDR’s ongoing contribution to the Hurricane
Katrina response, based on its unique expertise and experience in responding to
emergency releases of hazardous substances under Superfund.

ATSDR was established under the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Com-
pensation, and Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA), to assess and prevent or limit po-
tential exposures to hazardous substances and associated adverse health effects.
Each year ATSDR conducts assessments of potential exposures to hazardous sub-
sctances, and potential associated health impacts, at hundreds of sites around the

ountry.

Frequently these assessments are conducted in connection with an emergency re-
sponse, where ATSDR is called on to support response work in communities im-
pacted by acute releases of toxic chemicals. Through 25 years of experience in emer-
gency response under Superfund the Agency has developed a workforce with experi-
ence and expertise that is directly applicable to assessing potential exposures and
human health threats from exposure to contaminated floodwater, soil and sediment
in the wake of a natural disaster.

The wealth of skills in our multidisciplinary workforce—from physicians to toxi-
cologists to epidemiologists to environmental engineers to health education special-
ists and risk communicators—coupled with the location of ATSDR field staff in EPA
regional offices around the country, allow ATSDR to mobilize quickly and coordinate
effectively with HHS and CDC and other agencies within the Department, and with
EPA and other government agencies, in a strategic response to emergency situa-
tions. ATSDR staff in the EPA regional offices work collaboratively with EPA and
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state partners to prepare for and respond to chemical and other public health emer-
gencies.

ATSDR performs emergency response activities under the National Response
Plan. ATSDR collaborates extensively with other federal partners as part of the
Emergency Support Functions (ESF) dedicated to public health and medical services
as well as oil and hazardous materials responses. These correspond to ESF 8 and
10, respectively.

ATSDR RESPONSE TO HURRICANE KATRINA

Working in close coordination with HHS and CDC, as well as with EPA;, ATSDR
is providing critical expertise, resources and assistance to the multi-level public
health response to Hurricane Katrina. The discussion below describes three primary
components of ATSDR’s ongoing contribution to the response: (1) Participation in
task forces and work groups established by the Administration to assess environ-
mental health needs and related policy issues; (2) Playing an integral role in the
CDC Emergency Operations Center, and deploying staff to emergency operations
centers in HHS, FEMA and EPA; and (3) Working in the field to assess the poten-
tial for exposure to hazardous substances that may adversely impact human health.

(1) Environmental Health Needs & Habitability Assessment Joint Task Force of
CDC/ATSDR and EPA, and the Environmental Impacts and Cleanups Working
Group of the White House Hurricane Katrina Task Force

One unique contribution by CDC/ATSDR to the Hurricane Katrina response was
leading a joint CDC/ATSDR and EPA task force that developed an initial assess-
ment report identifying the overarching environmental health and infrastructure
issues related to reinhabiting New Orleans.

At the request of Secretary Michael Leavitt of HHS and Administrator Steve
Johnson of EPA, CDC/ATSDR and EPA established the joint taskforce to conduct
the assessment. I had the privilege of serving as Chair of that joint taskforce, which
was made of a multidisciplinary and multiagency team with expertise in environ-
mental health science, environmental engineering, medicine, health and risk com-
munication, and administration/logistics. The initial eight-member team consisted of
personnel from CDC/ATSDR and EPA.

The team began its work on September 6, 2005, and completed it on September
12, 2005. Our work was guided by six key questions:

. What are the core environmental health issues to be addressed?

. Which agencies and organizations at the federal, state, or local level are respon-
sible for, or involved in, the various environmental health issues?

. What progress has been made and what challenges exist?

. What is the timetable to address these environmental health issues?

. What resources exist or need to be brought to bear to address these environ-
mental health issues?

. What are the key milestones and endpoints that define success?

Initially we made contacts with CDC leadership on the ground in New Orleans,

and with other key federal, state and local public health and environment leader-

ship. In addition, we completed air and surface level tours of New Orleans to see

firsthand the impact of Hurricane Katrina. In conducting the assessment, CDC/

ATSDR and EPA collaborated extensively with a diverse group of federal, state and

local officials with expertise in public health and the environment, including the

New Orleans City Public Health Department, the Louisiana Department of Health

and Hospitals, and the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality.

The taskforce identified 13 environmental health and public health infrastructure
issues to address. This initial assessment includes drinking water, wastewater, solid
waste/debris, sediments/soil contamination (toxic chemicals), power, natural gas,
housing, removal of flood water, occupational safety and health/public security, vec-
tor/rodent/animal control, road conditions, underground storage tanks (e.g., gaso-
line), and food safety. The report also identifies a number of barriers to overcome
and critical decisions to make prior to reinhabiting New Orleans. The mayor and
city officials who will make these decisions will be able to draw on the expertise
of the participants in the Joint Task Force and other partners. Dr. Howard
Frumkin, the new Director of ATSDR, was recently deployed to Louisiana to con-
tinue the Agency’s work.

ATSDR also is participating actively in the Working Group on Environmental Im-
pacts and Cleanup, which is part of the White House Task Force on Hurricane
Katrina. The Deputy Secretary of HHS and the Deputy Administrator of EPA co-
chair this working group. I have served as co-chair of the New Orleans Sub-
committee of this group, and other ATSDR and CDC staff are members of the
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Guidelines, Sampling, and Communications Subcommittees. The Working Group is
particularly focused on policy issues related to Environmental Impacts and Cleanup,
and has served as an important locus for inter-Agency discussions. The Environ-
mental Health Needs & Habitability Assessment Joint Taskforce that I headed in
Baton Rouge has now been consolidated within the New Orleans Zip Code Assess-
ment Group; this interagency group is providing technical input by neighborhood or
zip code on environmental issues related to the return of residents to New Orleans.

(2) Emergency Operations Center

ATSDR leadership and staff serve as incident managers; provide GIS mapping
and services, tools we regularly use to identify areas of potential or actual chemical
exposure; and subject matter expertise for public health and risk communication.
For example, Dr. Tom Sinks, Acting Deputy Director of ATSDR, served as CDC’s
public health lead in the CDC Emergency Operations Center in Atlanta during the
initial phases of the hurricane response. Captain Scott Deitchman, USPHS, M.D.,
ATSDR’s Associate Director for Terrorism Preparedness and Emergency Response,
has taken over in this capacity in the on-going CDC/ATSDR response.

As of September 23, 2005, at least 55 ATSDR staff have been deployed to Hurri-
cane Katrina response activities in the CDC Emergency Operations Center or into
field operations including the FEMA Regional Resource Command Centers and the
HHS Secretary’s Emergency Response Team. As an HHS agency, ATSDR has de-
ployed many Commissioned Officers through the Office of Force Readiness and De-
ployment/Commissioned Corps Readiness Force.

Also, currently ATSDR regional representatives are located within the EPA Head-
quarters Emergency Operations Center (EOC), Washington, D.C., EPA Region IV
EOC in Gulfport, Mississippi, EPA Region IV EOC in Atlanta, Georgia, Region VI
Joint Field Office (JFO), Baton Rouge, Louisiana and in the EPA Region VI EOC,
Dallas, Texas.

In addition, a significant number of staff at ATSDR headquarters in Atlanta have
been supporting a variety of Hurricane Katrina response activities and back up
those deployed into the field.

(3) Deployments to the field to assess potential for exposure to hazardous substances
with adverse health impacts

A significant number of CDC/ATSDR staff members have been deployed into the
field or serve as subject matter experts in the areas of toxicology, sanitation, food
and water safety, vector control issues pertaining to aerial spraying of pesticides for
mosquito abatement, evacuation center operations, emergency response, epidemi-
ology, environmental engineering and public health infrastructure, community rela-
tions, public affairs, and health education.

In addition, ATSDR regional representatives in Mississippi and Louisiana are in
the field with the EPA on scene coordinators investigating chemical spills and pro-
viding technical assistance as needed to resolve questions about the potential for ex-
posure to hazardous chemicals, and to assist the CDC senior management official.
ATSDR has been working with EPA to assess the condition of Superfund sites and
other industrial sites in the affected areas, and will continue to participate in more
detailed assessments in the future.

In the Joint Field Office in Baton Rouge, ATSDR staff is providing support to
EPA field deployed staff, serving on the debris removal and health and safety com-
mittees formed by FEMA, and assisting the environmental unit of the Louisiana De-
partment of Health and Hospitals. In Texas, ATSDR regional representatives are
coordinating with EPA at the Dallas EOC on sampling and chemical release issues.

ATSDR also is working closely with CDC and the New Orleans Public Health De-
partment to re-establish basic public health services to the residents of New Orleans
at temporary facilities.

ATSDR will remain in close contact with federal, state, and local partners to en-
sure that the public health expertise of this Agency most effectively serves the needs
of the people and the communities in the affected areas. ATSDR will continue to
provide technical assistance on issues related to potential exposure to hazardous
substances by the public and response workers. We anticipate this need will con-
tinue for at least several months. Additionally, ATSDR will continue to address
issues related to the assessment of potential health effects resulting from exposure
to hazardous substances in the environment.

Amidst the hurricane response work, ATSDR continues to focus resources on pri-
ority Superfund activities. ATSDR is continuing to pursue these activities, but rec-
ognizes that there may be some delays as a result of on-going deployments and hur-
ricane-related support. ATSDR is taking steps to minimize disruption to other parts
of its program.
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Thank you for the opportunity to talk to you today about ATSDR’s participation
in the response to Hurricane Katrina.
At this time, I welcome your questions.

http://www.bt.cdc.gov/disasters/hurricanes/katrina/pdf/envassessment.pdf
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH NEEDS AND HABITABILITY ASSESSMENT

Joint Taskforce, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention & U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency, September 17, 2005

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Hurricane Katrina made landfall on Monday, August 29, 2005, as a category 4
hurricane and passed within 10 to 15 miles of New Orleans, Louisiana. The storm
brought heavy winds and rain to the city, and the damage breached several levees
protecting New Orleans from the water of Lake Pontchartrain. The levee breaches
flooded up to 80% of the city with water reaching a depth of 25 feet in some places.

Among the wide-scale impacts of Hurricane Katrina, the storm caused significant
loss of life and disrupted power, natural gas, water, and sewage treatment, road
safety, and other essential services to the city.

Early in the disaster response and recovery, federal, state, and local elected offi-
cials and public health and environmental leaders recognized the significant role of
environmental health in the post-hurricane rebuilding of New Orleans.

At the request of the Secretary Michael Leavitt of the Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS) and Administrator Steve Johnson of the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA), the Director of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), Dr. Julie Louise Gerberding, created the Environmental Health
Needs Assessment and Habitability Taskforce (EH-NAHT). The taskforce was
charged with identifying the overarching environmental health issues faced by New
Orleans to reinhabit the city.

The EH-NAHT collaborated extensively with a diverse group of federal, state, and
local partners, including the New Orleans City Public Health Department, the Lou-
isiana Department of Health and Hospitals (LADHH), and Louisiana Department
of Environmental Quality (LDEQ), Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA), and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE).

The team was guided by the following questions:

1. What are the core or fundamental environmental health issues to be addressed;

2. Which agencies and organizations at the federal, state, or local level are respon-
sible for, or involved in, the various environmental health issues;

3. What progress has been made and what challenges exist;

4. What 1s the timetable to address these environmental health issues;

5. What resources exist or need to be brought to bear to address these environ-
mental health issues; andWhat are the key milestones and endpoints that de-
fine success.

The team identified 13 environmental health issues and supporting infrastructure
to address. This initial assessment included drinking water, wastewater, solid
waste/debris, sediments/soil contamination (toxic chemicals), power, natural gas,
housing, unwatering/flood water, occupational safety and health/public security, vec-
tor/rodent/animal control, road conditions, underground storage tanks (e.g., gaso-
line), and food safety.

After the initial assessment, the EH-NAHT categorized these issues by increasing
time and complexity to full restoration of services (Level 4, most complex and re-
quiring the most time to restoration). Part of the complexity relates to how specific
and explicit the criteria for the end points are for each function.

Level 1

Unwatering

Power

Natural Gas

Vector/Rodent/Animal Control
Underground storage tanks (e.g., gasoline)
Food Safety

Level 2
e Drinking Water

o Wastewater
¢ Road Conditions
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Level 3

e Solid Waste/Debris
e Sediments/Soil Contamination (Toxic Chemicals)

Level 4

e Housing

Occupational safety and health as well as public security was identified as cross-
cutting all the other areas.

Long-term solutions to these many issues are critical to allow resumption of nor-
mal life in New Orleans and to prevent reoccurrence of such an event in this area.

The EH-NAHT has the following conclusions based upon our initial assessment:
e A complex array of environmental health problems exists in New Orle-

ans.

The most striking feature of the disaster is the array of key environmental
health and infrastructure factors affected all at once. All key environmental
health and related services are being reestablished, and this work needs to be
done in a very coordinated and well-planned way.

e The unwatering of New Orleans is a critical first step.

The unwatering is an essential first step to allow access for assessment and
repair of all basic services and habitability barriers. Some significant assess-
ments are not yet started because of the continued unwatering, which could
take an additional 4 weeks to complete. These assessments may impact the tim-
ing, resources and scope of the needed repairs/replacements.

Itlis important to bring infrastructure systems in New Orleans back on
ine.

Different timeframes are necessary to bring the various infrastructure sys-
tems (e.g., drinking water, wastewater, power, and natural gas) on line with
varying degrees of capabilities. Restoring drinking water systems and waste-
water treatment systems needs a planned approach, but full restoration will be
delayed by the many breaks in the distribution and collection systems and by
the need for upgrade and repairs in older systems. Unanticipated delays must
be kept in mind in the process of unwatering and the scope and complexity of
the interdependent systems.

e The cleanup of debris (including housing debris) and potentially con-
taminated soil/sediment in New Orleans are rate-limiting factors.

The timeline for debris treatment, disposal, containment, and transport, as
well as for the testing of potentially contaminated soils/sediment, will slow or
accelerate the rate at which the city can be reinhabited. The potential contami-
nation of soils/sediments has great uncertainty attached to it. A comprehensive
sampling and testing of a broad array of toxic chemicals will be required to
identify any widespread contamination or selected hot spots and to ensure the
safety of returning inhabitants or for redevelopment.

¢ Intense interest will exist to reinhabit New Orleans.

Significant pressure will occur to allow rehabitation. A single decision will not
be made to reinhabit the whole city at one time. Rehabitation is expected to be
done neighborhood by neighborhood IF it is possible to prevent access to the
closed areas of the city. Worker safety and health as well as public safety and
security are mandatory enablers for all of the activities.

It is critical to address the housing issues in New Orleans.
hHousing is likely the most critical issue in reinhabiting the city because of
the
. kI;lalrge percentage of city housing that was flooded and is not likely to be via-
e;
Intense personal connection an individual has to their home;
Legal, jurisdictional, and procedural issues involved in the decision-making
process;
e Large proportion of the city population that is displaced. Some residents are
a significant distance away from New Orleans or may not intend to return;
Difficulty in establishing and maintaining communications with the widely
dispersed population;

e Challenge of identifying acceptable methods and resources for assessing such

a large number of homes; and the
e Scope of the demolition process and safe and efficient removal of debris.

e An immediate need exists to allow temporary or transient entry of
recoveryworkers, residents, and business owners.

In the immediate period, explicit guidelines are being developed for safe entry
of recovery workers to New Orleans, for brief entry by residential and business
owners to retrieve key household or business items in neighborhoods of the city
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where it is safe to do so, and for reinhabiting the least impacted areas of the
city where key environmental health and infrastructure conditions are met.

. Ensurinlg worker safety and health and public safety and security are es-
sential.

Public security and intensive efforts to achieve worker safety and health for
the very large recovery workforce, working often in extraordinarily difficult and
challenging conditions, is essential to rebuilding New Orleans.

e The criteria for short-term and long-term return to New Orleans should
be tailored to the timeframe and population.

Different criteria will be necessary for the short-term and long-term return
to the city e.g., use of bottled water in the absence of potable water will be ac-
ceptable for recovery workers and select others on a limited short-term basis
versus the general population, which includes children and the elderly over the
long-term).

The EH-NAHT