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Equal Opportunity Contamination?

Soil Toxicity in post-Katrina New Orleans

Abstract

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast with devastating force. The storm surge from the hurricane caused breaches and flooding among the intricate system of levees and canals that were in place to protect the city of New Orleans. Although the storm struck New Orleans indiscriminately, the flooding that ensued was anything but indiscriminant. A report by Brown University’s Katrina Study Group found that “the storm’s impact was disproportionately borne by the region’s African American community, by people who rented their homes, and by the poor and unemployed” (Logan, January 2006
). The following study uses the above finding by Brown researchers to explore post-Katrina soil toxicity within an environmental justice framework. If certain peoples were disparately impacted by the original flooding, then it is possible that these same peoples were also disparately impacted by longer term impacts of the storm such as the contaminants left by the floodwaters. 
Our study focused on arsenic, lead, and chromium concentrations in 53 public schools and 72 neighborhoods in New Orleans. We collected 1 sample per neighborhood (composited from 6 grab samples) and 1 sample per school site (composited from 2 to 8 grab samples). 31% of schools (15 of 49) and 29% of neighborhoods (21 of 72) exceeded the lead screening standard set by the Louisiana Department of Environment Quality (LDEQ). 39% of schools (19 of 49) and 25% neighborhoods (18 of 72) exceeded the LDEQ arsenic screening standard. Lead results suggest that floodwaters had little impact on redistributing lead contamination in the city, with the oldest neighborhoods still the most contaminated. Arsenic results do not confirm or rule out floodwater effects on distribution, but do indicate that further sampling should be conducted at certain schools. The people traditionally burdened with environmental contamination do not seem disproportionately affected by floodwater deposition, but soil remediation processes should be monitored to maintain racial and socioeconomic equality.
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