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Helping in the aftermath of Katrina
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This was my first deployment so | really had nothing to
compare it to. My 10-day deployment was to Baton Rouge.
My assignment was a relatively clean one. | knew ahead of
time that | would be in the Family Assistance Center (FAC). |
would not be in the Morgue and | would not be collecting
bodies. As a forensic dentist | would be helping to identify
victims of Katrina.

The Family Assistance Center (FAC) was set up in a former
sporting goods store in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. There were
miles of telephone and computer wires connecting some 200
phones and laptops. There were mobile partitions separating
sections and making smaller booths where DNA and family
interviews were done. The other sections included a call
center, a data entry center, an administration and logistics
center, a web search center, a dental and a medical section,
as well as a section for chaplains and information technology
(IT).

You do need to have a somewhat laid back personality to
survive this kind of work. | was fascinated as | looked around
at the various people involved with this mission. Most of them
are funeral directors or connected with the mortuary field.
After all DMORT by definition was originally made up with
mortuary people. There is no question but that it takes a
different breed of cat to want to be involved with the DMORT
mission. It's not for everyone.

You have to be willing to put in 12 hour days, go home,
perhaps unwind over dinner and a few drinks and still find
your self compelled to talk about your successes or failures of
the day. You have to be willing to work in very unpleasant
conditions in the morgue or retrieving bodies or as | did, go
into dental offices that until recently had been under 6 to 8
feet of water.

My job was to try to locate dentists in order to get records of
potential victims. Our information was gleaned from
informants who had called in search of friends or loved ones.
Most of the times they did not know the dentist. Sometimes
the name was wrong. Keep in mind that some 120-140
dentists were displaced and it was common to search all over
the country for them and following up leads all over the
country, just as any good detective might do.

You could spend an hour and end up at a dead end. After a
couple of days | had gotten to the point that | became
absolutely ecstatic when | made a hit and incredibly frustrated
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when | didn't. There was a lot of frustration and
disappointment, phone lines that are dead or overcrowded,
finally locating a dentist who says he does not recognize that
victim’'s name, or getting into an office and spending a half to
three quarters of an hour using crowbars and cement trowels
to try to pry swollen records loose from file cabinets, only to
discover that the record you are looking for is not there.

We went into New Orleans one day to retrieve dental records.
| had a chance to see first hand some of the devastation in
St. Bernard and Orleans parishes. A virtual war zone, more
than 2 months after Katrina, it looks like a neutron bomb hit,
no people but many of the buildings still standing.

There is one street that comes to mind. At first glance, except
for a lot of trash on the sidewalk, some very nice houses
looked pretty good. But as we drove slowly down the street
and looked in the doorways or windows you saw that the
inside was totally gutted. All you see is the studs covered with
mold. Clean up crews work at removing the drywall so that
drying can take place. You see water lines that are 6-9 feet
high. There is no electricity but current can’'t be turned on
until homes and buildings pass inspection.

We wore Tybec suits with masks and booties because of
mold and debris and we went into offices with crowbars,
cement trowels, and flashlights to help us get in between
records without destroying them. Our lead dentist was not a
member of FEMA but a local New Orleans dentist who lost
everything, house, office, cars, even boats. He was
invaluable because he knew many of the dentists and he
knew where the offices were located.

As | said, these people (volunteers) are unique. They are
willing to leave their jobs, put in 12-hour days under
sometimes-harsh conditions, doing work that is certainly not
pleasant.

You have to be a psychiatrist when family members call and
sometimes simply want to talk. | worked with and met some
very interesting people. All were committed to do the very
best they can. Some were military, some self employed,
some retired, some worked for international companies and |
heard only favorable comments about our group. | could see
that there is a special bonding that develops among those
who are deployed (or who volunteer) on disaster missions.

At the end of the day you are drained physically and mentally,
but | found it to be a very rewarding experience and | am glad
to have been part of it.

Dr. Robert Singer, Dentist, Jenkintown, Pennsylvania USA,
DMORT 111

What maximizes the success of a local solution. Nobody
knows how anybody locally has decided to solve their
problem just that whatever solution they have chosen will be
well supported and carefully measured
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Residents of Waveland doubt whether the town, which lies far from the media spotlight
in New Orleans, will ever fully be restored. On 18 September, three weeks after the

hurricane struck, only about five percent of the damage has been cleaned up.
Waveland, Mississippi was one of the areas hardest hit by Hurricane Katrina. Alyce
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