
A capsule examination of Biloxi’s encounter with Hurricane Katrina

Preparation is the key
   When Hurricane Katrina came ashore on
Aug. 29, 2005, Biloxi was better prepared than
at any other time in the city’s 300-year history.
   In April of that year, just as we do two
months before hurricane season each year, we
initiated a series of internal and external
meetings to discuss hurricane preparedness for
the upcoming hurricane season. Included in
the planning are a review of the previous
year’s storm activity and an evaluation of the
local response. 
   We updated internal and external emergency
contact lists, procedures, and contingencies.
   In fact, in 2005, our preparations included
public outreach notices that the 2005 storm
season was shaping up to be a record-breaking
year in numbers of storms and their severity.
We advised residents and business owners to
take the same action as the city – to prepare, to
have a storm plan and to follow that plan.
   The city was one of the first local
governments in the Southeast to have a
FEMA-approved pre-storm plan in place,
which included a so-called 70-hour “push
contract,” where a contractor was on standby
to clear major public thoroughfares of debris to
allow access for emergency vehicles and first
responders. The plan also included a

permanent debris removal contract, and a
contract for debris-removal monitoring.
   Additionally, the city had purchased a $10
million business interruption insurance policy,
another first of its kind in Mississippi, that
would replace up to six months of gaming
revenue lost because of a storm.
   The city’s storm plan was overwhelmed by
the catastrophic storm.

What we saw
   Twelve hours of driving wind and rain.
Pounding waves from a 28-foot-plus storm
surge that inundated three-quarters of the
Biloxi peninsula.
   More than 5,000 of the city’s 25,500 homes
and businesses were destroyed. Debris covered
nearly every stretch of the Biloxi peninsula.
   Fifty-two people were killed in Biloxi.
   Electrical service was out for most areas of
the city. A handful of city facilities that had
generators – the Lopez-Quave Public Safety
Center and all but two of the city's eight fire
stations – were operating from generator-
supplied power.
   Phone service – landlines and cellular
service – was sporadic at best. Police and fire
radios and the city’s 911 dispatch centers at the
communications center and the backup at our

EOC kept our own public safety personnel in
contact with each other, but the radio
frequencies were not networked with other
law-enforcement agencies. This was a handicap
when out-of-state agencies arrived in town.
   On the day after Katrina, every one of the
city’s 114 wastewater pump stations, devices
that pump sewage from neighborhoods to the
city's three wastewater treatment facilities,
were out of service. 
   Two of the three wastewater treatment
plants sustained major damage.
   In the sweltering days after Hurricane
Katrina, amid the fields of debris where
neighborhoods once stood, hundreds of water
pipes once connected to homes were spewing
water. Since the city's two-dozen water wells
were down or destroyed in the wake of the
storm, this meant the water was draining from
the city’s water towers and not being replaced.
   Members of the Biloxi Fire and Public Works
departments, many of whom saw their homes
destroyed or severely damaged, faced the
staggering task of capping each of these leaking
pipes, which were crippling the city’s water
pressure, and, thus, diminishing the city’s
firefighting capability. Additionally, broken gas
lines increased the danger of explosions.
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About this report – David Staehling, Biloxi’s Director of Administration, presented this report to the annual conference of the Southern Consortium of
University Public Service Organizations, a gathering held in Biloxi on April 3, 2012. This particular report was drafted by Biloxi Public Affairs Manager
Vincent Creel, who reviewed testimony Staehling provided to the U.S. Senate Committee on Homeland Security & Governmental Affairs in January
2006, a mere five months after Katrina. For detailed information about Biloxi and Katrina, and the city’s continuing progress visit online at biloxi.ms.us



The view from City Hall on the
afternoon of Aug. 29, 2005.

What we did
   Public Works personnel and the city's stand-
by contractor used heavy equipment to clear
major thoroughfares for emergency vehicles
and those helping to coordinate utility repairs.
   Police and fire personnel, aided by Florida
Urban Search and Rescue teams, performed
search and rescue and recovery operations.
During these operations, Fire and Public
Works personnel capped broken water lines
amid debris.
   Public Works personnel assessed damage to
city water wells and lift stations. In many cases,
bypass pumps were used for lift stations and
portable generators were used to operate
municipal water wells. Purchase or lease of
temporary emergency equipment, as well as
temporary stabilization measures such as fencing
or securing, were coordinated with FEMA.
   Community Development personnel
performed windshield damage assessments for
four-, 12-  and 48-hour reporting thresholds.
This information is vital to disaster
declarations.
   City administration reported damage levels
to the public and to minimize the threat to
public safety and public health, access was
initially limited to areas of the city, primarily
east Biloxi and along the front beach.

   The next priority was infrastructure repair
and maintenance to public utilities, (i.e., water,
electrical, communication and sewer systems).
The city immediately implemented Incident
Plan activities with Harrison County, FEMA,
MEMA, Salvation Army, and Red Cross to
assist our response to the civilian population by
providing food, shelter, water and ice. 
   This multi-disciplined effort was coordinated
through a joint field office at the Harrison
County Emergency Operations Center.  This
initial response brought stability to public
health and safety issues, as well as a level of
coordination needed to assist the civilian
population.
   The city, which had set up its own temporary
feeding station for public safety workers, also
assisted the Red Cross and Salvation Army in
site location and coordination of the necessary
utility hookups for their relief operations.  The
city communicated with MEMA, FEMA and
SBA to stand up two disaster relief centers for
Biloxi. These Disaster Relief Center operations
provided grant funds, temporary housing
assistance, unemployment compensation,
social security assistance and technical advice
on assessing other emergency entitlements.
   Information about emergency services and
the status of vital functions, such as water

service, was communicated to residents
through newsletters distributed by relief
workers and emergency personnel.

The big-ticket items
   Because of the catastrophic impact to the
city’s tax base – resulting in a 60 percent loss of
revenue – Biloxi notified FEMA of the city’s
intent to apply for Public Assistance and began
immediate dialogue with FEMA’s assigned
Public Assistance Coordinator. 
   The city then began a massive damage
assessment initiative that consisted of the
identification of damaged assets, full
descriptions of damages incurred, scope of work
necessary to repair damaged assets, and cost
estimates.
   Where appropriate, and under the guidance
of FEMA, the city applied for the use of 404
and 406 Hazard Mitigation Grant Funding to
promote measures that would reduce future loss
to life and property, protect federal investment
in public infrastructure, and help rebuild
disaster-resistant communities.  The damage
assessment was segregated into four categories:
1. Water/Sewer, Drainage
2. Streets/Roads/Traffic Signals
3. Marinas/Piers/Harbors
4. Public Buildings/Facilities/Parks/Recreation Fields

A block south of City Hall, on Water Street
of all places, the impact of the wind and
water was evident.



   The City experienced a major transportation
challenge immediately after the storm.  U.S.
90, the city’s major east-west corridor, was
virtually destroyed and two of the three major
bridges to the Biloxi peninsula were either
destroyed or sustained significant damage.  For
the Popp's Ferry bridge, which was maintained
by the city, city leaders immediately contacted
the Federal Highway Administration, the
Mississippi Department of Transportation and
FEMA for public assistance and technical
advice. The result was procurement of
engineering services to provide design and
construction repairs through a competitive
request for proposals.  These projects were fast-
tracked under the oversight of FHA and
MDOT, and bids were received and contracts
executed to allow reconstruction of those
direly-needed transportation roadways.

Among the lessons learned:
• Enhanced elevation of new construction;

hardened existing structures.
• Continue to have FEMA-approved push and

debris removal contracts in place before each
storm season.

• Continue to have FEMA-approved debris-
monitoring contract in place before each
storm season.

• Continue business interruption insurance to
protect largest revenue stream.

• Disperse heavy equipment and other
vehicles to higher elevations at strategic
areas of the city, considering the possibility
of bridge outages.

• Upgraded generators at city locations and
added generators at more locations.

• Key public safety employees must submit
annually updated storm plans for their
families, listing evacuation plans, contact
numbers, etc.

• Continue arranging for post-storm fuel and
other supplies, including emergency contact
information for key vendors.

Know the rules
   Biloxi was careful to submit proper
documentation and accounting on all damage
evaluations and procurement of services to
ensure reimbursement from FEMA. The City
could not possibly survive on a long-term basis
without federal reimbursement of all categories.
Biloxi went to great lengths to ensure complete
compliance with all policies, procedures and
regulations required for federal assistance.
   In short: know what FEMA wants and how
it wants it. 

Running water,
but not for
flushing commodes

Residents dealing with the immediate
aftermath of Katrina could tell their electricity
was off because when they flipped the light
switch, nothing happened. The room
remained dark.

Knowing that there was a problem with
the public water and wastewater systems
was not as evident to John Doe Homeowner.
Many still had faint water pressure, and if
they flushed the toilet it might actually flush.
Or, to their horror, it might back up or create
more problems for their neighbors.

One of the city's immediate challenges
was to educate residents on the basics.
They would have to be told not to drink the
water until the city had given the OK, which
would come after samples were tested. They
also would have to be told how to go to the
restroom.

Said the city in newsletters and media
interviews:

“Although water service is being restored
to parts of the city, residents must refrain
from flushing commodes because of heavy
damage to the city’s wastewater system.

“Tip for using the restroom: Place a plastic
supermarket bag in the bowl of your
commode, with the handles of the bag
overhanging the rim of the bowl. After use,
tie the handles of the bag and drop it into
your blue BFI trash receptacle.”

Once streets were cleared, utility
crews could begin to replace power
poles and restore electricity to those
who could receive it.

Once roads were cleared, emergency workers could respond quicker.

Bypass pumps were put into
service where Katrina’s storm
surge destroyed the electrical
panels and pumps that drove the
pump stations. Note the elevated
platform in the background of
the photo. Obvious question: So
why are these pump stations
placed in harm’s way, so near
the Biloxi beach? In order to be
effective, they must be situated
at or near the lowest point. The
city is reducing the number of
pumping stations and hardening
those that must remain in
harm’s way.



One of the most important steps in getting the city up and running was a
constant flow of information to residents. We told them what we knew, what
we didn’t know, and what we were working on. When we couldn’t offer help,
we offered hope. In the beginning, we printed one-page newsletters, “A New
Day,” on copy machines, and had them distributed by Red Cross and
Salvation Army staffers, and by police officers. Thirteen days after the storm,
we published “Storm Recovery News,” a four-page newsletter that the
Postal Service delivered to temporary postal boxes it had set up. It contained
a Q&A on recovery issues, an explanation of the search and recovery
operations, and a general update on the progress in restoring day-to-day
services. The constant flow of information through the local media and
newsletters helped Biloxi residents realize that city government was
continuing to operate, and work was being done to restore services.

Communication
is essential

biloxi.ms.us
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