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This research serves as a case study that captures a particular point in time (August

2006 — March 2007) when New Orleans’ Jewish community faced tremendous hardships

associated with the trauma of Hurricane Katrina. These challenges are the direct result of
the population decrease, turnover in professional staff and lay leaders and a decline in local
funding sources. Such tests of leadership have created positive change, including more
collaboration between Jewish institutions, an increase in the number of young people
engaged in leadership positions and new partnerships with the national Jewish

community. Despite these positive outcomes, Hurricane Katrina has also unearthed several
long-term issues, including concerns over the community’s ability to attract and retain
qualified Jewish professionals as well as a newfound reliance on the stability of certain
non-Jewish institutions.

As an outcome of this research, I offer recommendations for how the Jewish
community can re-imagine itself in a leaner and more unified state. Current leaders can
leverage New Orleans’ rich cultural heritage and build upon the strengths of the Jewish
community to develop a new communal structure that responds to the realities that now
exist in the city.

The New Orleans Jewish community has undergone tremendous change in the past
18 months. Despite the challenges of the new paradigm, leaders are passionate about
working with local and national partners to re-imagine the Jewish community, to support its
existing synagogues and agencies, and to attract new families to be part of the foundation

of this exciting endeavor.




At 7:00 a.m. on Monday, August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in

Southeast Louisiana and the Mississippi Gulf Coast as a Category three hurricane.
Katrina’s massive size and its original ranking as a category-five storm “caused a near
twenty-seven foot storm surge on the Mississippi coast, causing a high surge into Lake

ol

Pontchatrain.”" Two of the levees protecting the city’s neighborhoods and residents were
breached, and within days, over “80% of New Orleans (had) flooded™?. Overnight, a
place that was famous for its Cajun cuisine, upbeat jazz, and Mardi Gras celebrations
became known for its extreme poverty, overcrowded Superdome and inept government.

Although New Orleans has long been known for its food, music and lively
culture, it has been over a century since the city was known as a center of the North
American Jewish world. New Orleans has never boasted one of the largest Jewish
populations in the United States; however, local Jewish history is quite rich. Dating back
250 years to 1757, the city’s first “permanent Jewish settler, Isaac Monsanto, a Dutch
Sephardic Jew from Amsterdam, came to New Orleans from Curacao.™ Jews formed the
city’s first synagogue in 1828. Throughout the 19" and early 20™ Centuries, Jewish
immigrants from Eastern and Western Europe made their home in New Orleans, and in
more modern times, Jews from the former Soviet Union began to immigrate to the
community.

The city’s Jewish population became a blend of various ethnic groups and

religious attitudes. Congregations sprung up around the city to address the spiritual needs

; http://www.hurricanecity.com/city/neworleans.htm, 1998-2007.

1bid.
3 Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 2003.




of the diverse sub-groups within the Jewish community. Over time, the New Orleans
Jewish community developed a unique identity that merged elements of the Southern
aristocratic lifestyle with features of the French-Louisiana laissez faire attitude and also
with those of Jewish culture and tradition. Examples of this blend are alive today through
communal celebrations such as the annual Chabad Chanukah candle lighting on the

Mississippi River and Mardi Gras Shabbat at Touro Synagogue. Throughout the city’s

history, the New Orleans Jewish community has blossomed and shrunk, but its members
have remained close-knit and actively involved in both Jewish and secular community
endeavors. According to the city’s last population study, released in 1988, congregation
affiliation rates hover around 66%°, well above the national average of 18.9%°. Although
it is fair to deduce that local affiliation rates have shifted somewhat in the last nineteen
years, one can assume that they are still far above the national average.

Hurricane Katrina wreaked havoc on the entire city of New Orleans. Although
most members of the Jewish community safely evacuated either before Katrina hit or
shortly after the levees were breached, Hurricane Katrina did not discriminate. Members
of the Jewish community and Jewish communal institutions were greatly impacted by the
storm. Prior to Katrina, the New Orleans Jewish community was estimated at 10,000
people - current estimates now put the Jewish community at 70% of its pre-storm size.®

With a communal system that still includes nine congregations, two day schools,

and eleven communal institutions (See Appendix A for a chart with information on each

* Gary A. Tobin and Sharon Sassler. 4 Papulation Study of the Greater New Orleans Jewish Community:
A Summary Report.” Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies. Waltham: Brandeis University, 1988, p. 73.
5 Julie Wiener. “Study: Shul Affiliation Rising, but Jewish Population Declining,” Jewish Telegraphic
Agency (February 27, 2003), p.2.

¢ Bruce Nolan. “The Locat Jewish Federation is Launching a Recruiting Effort to Aid New Orleans’
Recovery,” The Times Picayune, March 25, 2007.




institution), New Orleans has a vast infrastructure for a Jewish community of its size.
Even rapidly growing Jewish communities such as Las Vegas do not have as extensive a
Jewish communal system as does New Orleans. Today, multiple factors place this
system in jeopardy. Many of the city’s most prominent Jewish leaders have not returned.
The city’s Jewish donor base has considerably shrunk. Organizations that were running
near break-even levels before the hurricane are now in even more difficult financial
shape. The hurricane is still too recent for us to predict its long-term impact and the city
is only just beginning what will inevitably be more than a decade-long rebuilding
process. What we do know for certain is that rebuilding efforts will require a tremendous
degree of leadership, financial resources and volunteered time. The process becomes
increasingly complicated with the added challenge of a population that is still in flux.

A significant percentage of the city’s Jewish elderly have relocated to other cities
to be with their adult children. According to an interview with Micki Katz from Reform
Judaism magazine, “The storm hit the elderly the hardest...(My) pre-Katrina network of
friends, who were like family...are now scattered throughout the South.”” These elderly
have been long time supporters of the community and in the past have held significant
leadership positions at communal agencies and synagogues, often volunteering their time
to assist with administrative or programmatic efforts. Their absence has left a
tremendous void in the city’s Jewish leadership. Other Jewish families, many of whom
are more religiously observant, evacuated to cities such as Memphis, Houston or Atlanta,
all of which have larger Orthodox populations and offer more religious and educational
opportunities that support an observant Jewish lifestyle. This segment of the Jewish

community was vital to supporting the city’s two Jewish day schools, kosher restaurants,

7 Julie Schwartz. “Faith After the Flood,” Reform Judaism. Fall 2006, Vol. 35, No.1, p. 61.




and Orthodox congregations. The Jewish community also lost a significant portion of its
young leadership, consisting of professionals and families with young children. Many of
these people had just begun to accept positions on boards, and many were heavily
involved in their children’s religious education.

There is still tremendous uncertainty surrounding the future of New Orleans’
Jewish community. No one knows how long rebuilding efforts will take. People are
even less certain whether new Jewish individuals and families, filled with a pioneering
spirit, will consider making New Orleans their new home. The trauma of Hurricane
Katrina has created leadership challenges associated with the population decrease,
turnover in staff and lay leadership, and decline in funding sources. Such leadership
challenges have led to positive outcomes, including increased collaborations between
Jewish institutions, an increase in the number of young people engaged in leadership
positions and new partnerships with the national Jewish community. Despite these
positive outcomes, the leadership challenges have also brought forth long-term concerns
of staff and volunteer recruitment and retention, and the impact of outside institutions on
the Jewish community. Now is an opportune time for the community to unite, assess

what is needed to rebuild the city’s Jewish community, and bring the New Orleans

Jewish community back to its thriving, pre-Katrina level.




Researchers are just beginning to investigate the factors that influenced New
Orleanians’ decisions to stay or relocate. Attention is also being given to the financial,
psychological and spiritual needs of the families and individuals who chose to stay.

What remains unknown is the impact that the exodus of so many people will have on
rebuilding the Jewish community. The loss of 3,000 — 3,500 people, many of whom were
active leaders, donors and volunteers, presents significant challenges to the city’s
congregations and Jewish agencies. Only time will tell how the face of New Orleans’
Jewish community will look in 10, 20 or even 100 years; however, this research aims to
assess the immediate and long term impact of this exodus. Through this case study, I
examine how the trauma of Hurricane Katrina created leadership challenges associated
with the population decrease, turnover in staff and lay leadership, and decline in funding
sources. These issues are specific to the period of time when the research was gathered,
August 2006-March 2007, a time when the Jewish community of New Orleans, and the
city as a whole, were in great transition. I discuss how the above-mentioned challenges
have created positive outcomes, including increased collaborations between Jewish
institutions, an increase in the number of young people engaged in leadership positions
and new partnerships with the national Jewish community. At the same time, I discuss
how the difficulties have brought forth long-term concerns of staff and volunteer
recruitment and retention, and the impact of outside institutions on the Jewish
community. Based on these challenges, I recommend several ways that organizations can

develop plans for the future.

This case study focuses on the role of leadership from both an immediate and

long-term perspective. It evaluates how leaders responded to the storm and how the




Jewish community can rebuild its leadership in the midst of the new post-Katrina
realities. To answer these questions, I explored how local and national leaders on both an
individual and institutional level responded to the storm. What has the attitude of these
leaders been towards those who provided financial, emotional, and religious support?
How are local organizations and their leaders handling the stress caused by the disaster?
Which organizations suffered the greatest loss of leadership?

I hope that this case study offers insights to local and national leaders that will
allow them to make more educated decisions about the future of New Orleans’ Jewish
community. No one knows what will become of New Orleans. The fate of the Jewish
community ultimately rests on the fate of the city as a whole. If nothing else, this
research will provide an historical account of the major issues that were on the minds of
Jewish leaders in the months following Hurricane Katrina. My greatest hope is that the
body of work will help synagogues and agencies decide important issues that will impact

the future of New Orleans Jewish community.

. Rationale of Topic Seléction

My interest in this topic is both educational and personal. Hurricane Katrina is

still a fresh, newsworthy topic. The fate of the city is still uncertain, presenting ample
opportunities for academic research, some of which will contribute to the rebuilding
efforts. Although this case study fulfills academic requirement for the Master in Arts of
Jewish Communal Service program at Hebrew Union College, | have a genuine desire to
produce research that benefits the field of Jewish Communal Service. The New Orleans

Jewish community has received tremendous support from national agencies such as
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United Jewish Communities (UJC), The Union for Reform Judaism (URJ), Chabad-
Lubuvitch, the Jewish Community Center Association (JCCA), the Association of Jewish
Family and Children’s Agencies (AJFCA), and many others. This support is predicted to
dissipate in the coming years, and in some cases, it will dissolve in just a few months. It
is important to understand the role that this national network played in the years
following the storm and what role, if any, it will play in the future. Furthermore, this
type of academic research will allow the New Orleans Jewish community to better plan
for its future financial and institutional needs.

My other motivation is quite personal. My family moved to New Orleans in the
summer of 1989. Our reasons for relocating there were driven by two factors: much of
our extended family lived in New Orleans, and the city afforded Jewish opportunities that
were not available in the small Southern town where we lived. [ spent the second half of
my childhood as an active youth in the New Orleans Jewish community. [ swam at the
JCC, was active in my synagogue’s youth group, traveled to Israel under a local
scholarship program and had many other communal involvements. New Orleans became
my home, and although there were aspects of the Jewish and general community that
frustrated me, it was home, nonetheless. As [ sat in my apartment in Los Angeles and
watched helplessly as my city was literally drowning ~ all I could do was cry. I cried for
the memories that I had of life in New Orleans. [ cried for the uncertainty that existed.
And [ cried for the disconnect that was created after I left the city in the Fall of 1998 to
start college. I have a deep appreciation and love for New Orleans and its Jewish
community. [ only wish the best for the city, its Jewish organizations and its Jewish

leadership. 1 have extreme confidence in their abilities to rise above the mire that exists
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with the current local government. Both time and financial assistance will be necessary,
but with these two resources, the New Orleans Jewish community is sure to prevail.
Despite these personal connections, I tried to step away from personal connections to the

|
|
, situation and analyze it from an objective perspective.




Living in Los Angeles while conducting my research, it was necessary for me to
have a partner in the local Jewish community. Following Hurricane Katrina, the Jewish
Federation of Greater New Orleans (The Federation) played an instrumental role in
locating members of the Jewish community who were scattered around the country. The
Federation also became a clearinghouse for national funds that its parent agency, UJC,
and other national organizations raised. The Federation has emerged as a voice of the
Jewish community that people often turn to when seeking information on the Jewish
community. Because of its position within the community and the role the organization
played after Katrina, The Federation was the natural choice for a local partner.

Through initial conversations with Federation staff, I learned that Dr. Frederick
Weil of Louisiana State University is conducting research about Hurricane Katrina’s
impact on various religious groups (Jewish, Christian, Catholic, etc.), identifying the
factors that influenced individuals to stay in New Orleans or relocate elsewhere. As part
of this research, he had created a comprehensive survey that was distributed to the Jewish
community through local synagogues and the Federation website. Because Dr. Weil had
already distributed his survey and because he had more direct access due to proximity
and professional expertise, it did not made sense for me to create a second survey.
Additionally, community leaders raised concerns over bombarding residents with too
much paperwork. It would have also been challenging to collect a credible sample since
the survey would have either been distributed during a single visit to New Orleans or

over the internet, both of which are less than ideal frameworks for this type of research.
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I ultimately chose a combination of primary and secondary research techniques,
including focus groups, interviews, and secondary sources such as news articles, existing
surveys, population studies, and historical books. During the week of October 24-29,
2006, I traveled to New Orleans to conduct three focus groups and 14 interviews. The
interviews and focus groups allowed me to meet with 30 lay and professional leaders
from an array of communal organizations and congregations. Eight additional telephone
interviews took place upon my return to Los Angeles. All research subjects were asked
to sign a statement of confidentiality (See Appendix B), confirming that their name
would not be associated with any material shared in focus groups or interviews. I had
originally planned to conduct six focus groups but eliminated the groups for Rabbis,
Young Leaders, and board members of Jewish Agencies (not including the Jewish
Federation). Due to the confidential nature of their jobs, I was concerned that the Rabbis
would be unable to share honest answers in a group environment. With regard to the

Young Leaders focus group, two of the community’s active young leaders were getting

married during my trip and another couple was expecting their first child the following

week. I decided to cancel the focus group with board members of other Jewish agencies
because I was unable to obtain contact information for enough participants. With so
many people having changed addresses since Katrina, it was difficult to find the home
and email addresses of many people. In order to compensate for canceling these three
focus groups, I interviewed representatives from each group individually. Details of the

focus groups and interviews are discussed in the following section,




Three focus groups were conducted with the following participants:

1. Federation lay leaders: three attendees (15 invitees)

. Jewish professionals: six attendees from four agencies (14 invitees)
3. Congregation board members: seven attendees from four congregations (27
invitees)

Letters were mailed to invitees whose addresses were available, and follow-up email
copies were sent (See Appendix C). Email was the primary form of contact for invitees
whose mailing addresses could not be located, though a few individuals were invited via
telephone. The specific method of contact depended on how much information the key
contact person provided. For Federation board members, a staff member graciously
provided mailing and email addresses under the agreement that contact information
remain confidential, which it did. One Federation board member who was unable to
attend the focus group agreed to be interviewed individually. A second board member
who also served on the board of a synagogue attended the synagogue leaders focus group.

I collected contact information for most Jewish professionals from their agencies’
websites. There was only one individual whose email address [ could not locate, and it is
still uncertain whether this person received the mailed copy of the invitation. Three of
the Jewish professionals who were unable to attend the focus group participated by being
interviewed individually.

It was markedly more difficult to acquire the contact information for congregation

board members. My process began with contacting the rabbis to find out the name of the

congregation presidents. I then asked the presidents for the names of three to five people

that should be invited, with the hope that one to two would attend from each




congregation, however, most presidents were uncomfortable providing mailing address.
Several also mentioned that board members were still in temporary housing, so email
addresses or phone numbers were provided. In light of these circumstances, I decided
against mailing letters to these board members.

Focus groups were held in private rooms and included the participants, myself
and a note-taker. The groups of Federation board members and congregation board
members were held at the Uptown JCC, and the Jewish professionals’ focus group was
held at the office of the Jewish Federation. Each focus group was roughly one hour and
was designed to allow people to openly express their ideas, opinions and experiences in a
non-judgmental atmosphere. The format proved to be an effective way for participants to
feed off each other’s comments and experiences.

The Jewish professionals’ focus group was an incredibly enlightening experience.
The mood in the room became quite emotional. Many of the professionals recognized
that it was the first time the group had gathered to discuss the issues of leadership and
professional support. The six attendees had over 100 combined years of experience
working in the New Orleans Jewish community. They were extremely committed to the
Jewish community and had invested much of their life and professional career to serving
it. During the past year, these professionals had spent nearly all of their time serving the
needs of the community and were just beginning to attend to their own needs.

Despite this sobering realization, the mood during this and the other focus groups
was lively. As the moderator, [ tried to ensure that no single person or perspective
dominated the conversation. We explored questions about organizations’ or individuals’

responses to the hurricane, whether the organization had lost significant leaders, what
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they were doing to find new leaders (if necessary) and how the organizations were

managing the rebuilding process. (For a list of focus group questions, see Appendix D.)

In total, I interviewed 23 Jewish professionals, lay leaders, and researchers. Each
interview lasted between 30 minutes and one hour. Interview topics mirrored those of the
focus groups, though questions were tailored to the specific individual who was being
interviewed. (For a list of interview questions, see Appendix E.) Interviews were
recorded, and I took notes when possible. The trip to New Orleans was incredibly
productive but I was unable to speak with young leaders, Jewish medical professionals,

and board members of Jewish agencies (not including the Federation). As such I

conducted seven telephone interviews following the trip. Below is a full list of the types

of individuals who were interviewed:

Local Rabbis and Cantor

Lay leaders from the Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans

Young Leaders (identified as ages 25-40)

Jewish Medical Professionals

Jewish communal professionals (from New Orleans and other cities that
played a significant role in assisting the community after Katrina)
Congregation Executive Directors

LSU Sociologist researching Katrina's impact on the N.O. Jewish community
Oral Historian for the project, Katrina’s Jewish Voices®

To get a broader perspective of the disaster, | also spoke with representatives from UJC

and a Federation staff person from Houston, where a large percentage of New Orleans’

¥ According to http://katrina,jwa.org, “Katrina's Jewish Voices is an online collection project to collect,
preserve, and present the American Jewish community’s experiences of Hurricane Katrina and their
recollections of the Jewish communities of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast.” The project is organized by
the Jewish Women's Archive, in collaboration with the Center for History and New Media.




Jewish population evacuated. Both of these organizations were identified as playing an
instrumental role in assisting the New Orleans Jewish community.

Interviews proved to be more effective than focus groups for speaking with
clergy. Understanding the relationship that exists between local congregations, |
imagined that many Rabbis and Cantors would be uncomfortable sharing congregation
specific information with other Rabbis. I also didn’t want their answers to be inhibited
by the fear of appearing weak in front of other congregations. With these issues in mind,
I decided that individual interviews were more appropriate in gathering information from
the local Rabbis.

My goal in interviewing Executive Directors was to collect information on
financial, staffing and strategic issues that the Rabbis may not be best suited to address.
Unfortunately, the Executive Director of one congregation was leaving New Orleans the

week after my visit, so we were unable to speak.

Much research is being conducted to assess Hurricane Katrina’s impact on New

Orleans, the government’s responsibility in responding to the disaster, the long-term
economic impact on the region and countless other subjects. It is difficult to access this
research because the disaster is still in the recent past. Even if it were accessible, little of
this research is directly related to the issue of rebuilding the leadership of the Jewish
community. Despite these challenges, the Jewish press has written numerous articles on
New Orleans’ Jewish community after Katrina, which I was able to review. I also read

information about the Jewish community prior to Katrina. Much of this research focuses
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on the history of the Jewish community, its relationship with the broad community, and
demographic trends and issues relevant to the Jewish community. This research does not,
however, focus on broader issues of crisis management, leadership behaviors, etc.

I also examined other Jewish communities that have dealt with disasters. |
focused on the role that local and national Jewish institutions played in rebuilding these
communities and how the community responded to the disaster. Such research provided
several case studies that are relevant to the scenario that New Orleans currently faces.

The combination of focus groups, interviews and existing research provided a
holistic view of the Jewish community. The focus groups allowed participants to hear
what fellow leaders had experienced and what challenges they were confronting. The
interaction between the participants also brought forth issues that may not have been
addressed in a one-on-one interview. That being said, I still believe that interviews were
the most appropriate method for speaking with clergy, individuals who were unable to

attend the focus groups and national leaders living outside the New Orleans area.

- Limitations and Biases ™~ %

As is the case with any research endeavor, there are innate biases that will be
reflected in the way | approached the research and the way the data was analyzed. 1
certainly recognize that some of the content may be influenced by my experiences as a
member of New Orleans’ Jewish community; however, [ tried to approach all interviews,
focus groups and secondary research with an unbiased eye. I can inform the reader that
methodological decisions and research conclusions were made with as objective an eye as

possible. There were no individuals or organizations that instructed me to interpret the




data from a particular perspective, thus, [ can confidently say that no ulterior motives are
behind this paper. My aim is not to promote a specific agenda but rather to offer analyses
that will help the broader Jewish community with rebuilding efforts. Any appearances of

organizational biases are coincidental and are, in my opinion, indicative of the significant

role that the particular individual or organization played in communal rebuilding efforts.

As my research unfolded, time and geographic distance became limiting factors.
Being in Los Angeles made it challenging to schedule telephone interviews and focus
groups with people in New Orleans. I was fortunate in that most of the scheduled
appointments were kept; however, I did ultimately have to cancel a focus group with
young leaders because | was unable to find a time that worked for a large enough number
of the invitees. It should also be noted that the first focus group with Federation lay
leaders had less attendees than [ would have liked. This was likely due to the fact that
invitations were mailed and emailed the week prior, at which point several invitees had
previous commitments. The low turnout may have also been related to leaders’ over-
saturation with interviews, strategic planning meetings and other Katrina related events.
It became apparent to me during my trip that although people speak of Katrina on a daily
basis, many are tired of reliving the nightmare.

It should also be noted that my trip to New Orleans was only one week long,
therefore, with such limited time, it was impossible to interview every important
community leader. I had to choose interviewees based on my having access to
individuals and our mutual availability. The rabbinic interviews did not include anyone
from Congregation Beth Israel, the city’s only Modern Orthodox shul and the

congregation that suffered the greatest physical damage from Katrina. Beth Israel lost its




rabbi after Katrina and is in the process of hiring a new rabbi. In addition, the focus
group of congregation leaders did not include a representative from Shir Chadash’, Beth
Israel or Anshe Sfard. (I did not invite Chabad participants since the organization does
not have a formal membership or board structure.) The lack of a Conservative and
Orthodox presence in the focus groups may have impacted the outcome of the discussion;
however, there is no way to know whether the focus group would have taken a different
turn had board members from these congregations been present. This is important when
one considers that nearly 63% of local Jewish identify as Reform.'® T would also like to

mention that the Jewish Communal professionals’ focus group lacked representation from

five communal agencies''. Although I conducted a one-on-one interview with the

Executive Director of Hillel, the organization’s perspective was not included in the focus
group with Jewish professionals. Time constraints also led me to exclude Jewish leaders
who have left New Orleans since Hurricane Katrina. These former local leaders could
have offered an invaluable perspective; however, there simply was not time to include
them in the research sample.

My relationship with the Jewish Federation became challenging when, twice over
the course of the research, my staff contact left the organization. The issue of staff
turnover is addressed in the “Research Findings™ section; however, it was time
consuming (and probably a slight detriment to my research) to repeatedly have to develop

a relationship with a local partner only for that partner to leave the organization shortly

’ A Board member of Shir Chadash emailed a few comments prior to the focus group, but there was no
official congregational representation during the actual focus group.

' Gary A.Tobin and Sharon Sassler. 4 Population Study of the Greater New Orleans Jewish Community: A
Summary Report. " Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies. Waltham: Brandeis University, 1988, p. 70.
' Representatives from Jewish Children’s Regional Service, National Council of Jewish Women, Anti-
Defamation League, Woldenberg Village (the Jewish retirement home) and New Orleans Hillel did not
attend the Jewish Professionals focus group.




thereafter. [ do not place any blame on the Federation. Both individuals left for personal

reasons, but I do feel that it is important to mention the impact of this turnover on my
research.

The last limitation that I want to address is the availability of accurate
demographic data about the New Orleans Jewish community. The most recent study of
New Orleans’ Jewish population was conducted in 1986 and published in 1988. I used

the data in this study to provide a general idea of trends that existed in the Jewish

community; however, the numbers are no longer relevant and it is unclear if the trends
highlighted in the study even exist today. There are a few occasions where I needed a
demographic figure, and thus, chose to cite a percentage in the study; however, it is
potentially problematic to reference data that is almost 20 years old.

Despite these biases and limitations, I can affirm the quality and scope of this
research. The findings will ultimately become a piece of a large puzzle that examines
Jewish life in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. It would be impossible for me to
address every question in research that is of such limited scope; however, | will attempt
to address a substantial number of factors relevant to rebuilding Jewish leadership in the

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.
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To develop a plan for rebuilding a community, one must tirst understand the
history of that community. Only by digging into the past to analyze institutions’
histories, the leading players who have guided communal policies and decision making,
as well as the identities of the people who comprise this community, can one begin to
plan for the community’s future. The New Orleans Jewish community is no exception.

It should be noted that since this research serves as a case study about New
Orleans at a particular point in time, the literary resources focus specifically on New

Orleans and information that is relevant to the Jewish community’s rebuilding efforts.

Dating back 250 years to 1757, the first Jewish family to settle New Orleans was

led by Isaac Monsanto, a Sephardic Jew from Amsterdam. Although Monsanto was part
of an early movement of Sephardic Jews to inhabit the city, the Jewish population was
soon dominated by Ashkenazi Jews from German and Alsatian descent. According to
two local historians:

“Jewish pioneering to New Orleans did not begin in earnest until the purchase of
Louisiana by the United Sates from France in 1803. These men came seeking
fortunes, with no interest in practicing their religion. The two Judah’s, Touro and
Benjamin, Samuel Hermann; and Samuel and Carl Kohn all found tremendous
success in their varying endeavors and all, save one, had no connection to the
local Jewish community as it began to create religious institutions.”'

12 Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 2005.
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The lone man referred to above who sought involvement in Jewish life was Judah Touro,

the son of Isaac Touro, who served as chazzan of the first synagogue in the United States,
Yshuat Ysroal, of Newport, Rhode Island. Touro was incredibly generous with his
wealth and left almost his entire fortune to Jewish institutions around the country, “‘as
well as to his almshouse in Jerusalem.”"® In 1852, Touro founded Touro Infirmary, the
city’s first *“Hebrew Hospital.” The hospital was established as a “‘charitable institution
for the relief of the indigent sick.” Judah Touro also served as a major funder for
Nefutzoh Yehudah, or Dispersed of Judah, which eventually became Touro Synagogue.

The unique nature of Touro’s generosity serves as an interesting comparison to
the community’s current state of Jewish philanthropic giving. Possibly the result of
historical precedent, the New Orleans Jewish community has never had an
overabundance of Jewish philanthropists. Although the city’s Jews are among the most
educated and economically successful citizens of the city, they don’t overwhelmingly
support Jewish causes.

Several notable exceptions do exist, including the Goldring and Woldenberg
families whose modern day fortunes were made through the Magnolia Marketing
Company, a regional distributor of alcohol, wine and beer. Both families established
foundations whose names are featured prominently on both Jewish and secular buildings
around the city, including the Goldring-Woldenberg Jewish Community Campus, which
houses the Metairie JCC, the Jewish Federation and the New Orleans Jewish Day School.

Despite the generosity of these families towards Jewish organizations, there are

pages and pages of laurels that have been written about prominent Jewish individuals

¥ Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 2005.
" 1bid.




who have supported the city’s numerous secular organizations; however, many of these
individuals were not major donors to Jewish causes. Some speculate that this was a
conscious attempt to gain acceptance by the city’s societal elite. Although conducted
almost 50 years ago, a study on Jews in the South provides an interesting explanation for
the phenomenon that still exists today, to a large degree, in the city’s Jewish community.
The tradition of a Southern aristocracy dies hard. It...continues to play a
significant role in the social structure of the city. Jews have encountered a status
ceiling preventing them from full public acceptance into the social elite because
they cannot share in the aristocratic tradition. On all other grounds they possess
the necessary qualifications...Some Jews are active in both local and national
politics and no doubt they exert a significant political influence in the city...In
spite of these economic, political and genealogical qualifications, however, full
membership in the status and ruling elite is not open to them."®
The lack of acceptance into the New Orleans societal elite, including exclusive social
clubs and Mardi Gras Krewes'®, may have been one reason why so many wealthy Jewish
families have not been large supporters of the city’s Jewish organizations. In an effort to
be part of the city’s elite, these individuals have sought involvement in secular
philanthropic causes. It is unclear whether these Jewish families have historically been
successful in penetrating the inner circles of elite New Orleans society, however, it
cannot be denied that if the Jewish community wants to rebuild its leadership in the years
following Katrina, then these previously uninvolved families need to be engaged in
Jewish communal work. Their ideas, perspectives, and financial support are extremely
valuable, and a necessary component to local rebuilding efforts.

New Orleans’ most recent Jewish Population Study, which was conducted in

1988, indicated that while “the largest proportion of gifts to (the Jewish Welfare Fund)

** Dinnerstein, Leonard and Palsson, Mary Dale. Jews in the South.. Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1973,
' Krewe is the general term used for Mardi Gras social clubs.
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are under $100, given income levels, the potential for larger gifts is great.”'’ This

speculation is further supported by evidence that

Larger proportions of New Orleans Jews give gifts of $500 to $5,000 to other

Jewish philanthropies than to the Federation, and substantial proportions of the

population are also giving gifts of (similar amounts) to non-Jewish

philanthropies.'®
Although these figures are almost twenty years old, it is not improbable that similar
patterns still existed immediately prior to Katrina. The lack of local Jewish philanthropic
giving is particularly relevant because in order for the Jewish community to rebuild, it is
essential that these institutions have adequate funding, and it is highly unlikely that this
funding will come from non-Jewish sources. Sadly, many of the community’s leaders
who had generously supported local Jewish organizations prior to Katrina suffered
tremendous financial losses as a result of the storm. Some of the families and individuals
who once provided from their own pockets are among the very people who now seek
financial assistance from the organizations they once supported. This role reversal places
the city’s Jewish leaders and its institutions under great financial strain. As discussed
earlier, although much of the Jewish population’s incomes are far greater than the city’s
median income, there is not a deep spring of local Jewish funds from which to draw.

By examining the local Jewish community history, we also find a tremendous
source for explaining organizational politics that exist today. As with many Jewish
communities in the United States, New Orleans has a history of both inter-

denominational conflict and intra-denominational competition. The city’s first

congregation, Shangarai Chasset (Gates of Mercy), was founded in 1827 as a Sephardic

' Gary A.Tobin and Sharon Sassler, 4 Population Study of the Greater New Orleans Jewish Community: A
{;;ummary Report.” Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies. Waltham: Brandeis University, 1988, p.166
Ibid.




house of worship. Gates of Mercy was the product of a local leader’s outrage with the
lack of Jewish communal life. Over time, the congregation’s worship style switched to
Ashkenazi ritual, a natural response to the fact that nearly two-thirds of its membership

was of Ashkenazi descent. Interestingly, of the 33 founding male members, only three

were married to Jewish women.'® The congregation’s,

Constitution made concessions to the reality of early New Orleans Judaism,
allowing the ‘strange,” or Gentile, wives of the members to be buried in the
congregational cemetery, and also allowing the children of these ‘strange’ women
to be considered members of the congregation, and therefore, Jewish.?
Such inter-faith marriages were not uncommon for the colonial era; however, they
became rare by the 1840°s as Jewish immigrants came from Europe in large numbers.

As the city’s first religiously observant Jews began to immigrate, a new Sephardic
congregation was established under Judah Touro’s namesake, Nefutshoh Yehudah or
Dispersed of Judah. In 1850, Shaare Tefillah, or Gates of Prayer, was founded, largely
because its members, many of whom were small business owners and “river workers,”
were turned away from the more socially prominent Gates of Mercy. Despite the large
number of intermarriages that took place within the Jewish community, the city’s first
officially chartered Reform synagogue, Temple Sinai, wasn’t established until 1870,
which coincided with the newly established Reform movement that was gaining

acceptance in the United States. Soon after its establishment, Temple Sinai “became the

largest, wealthiest, and most socially prominent congregation in the city.”*' Over time,

% Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 20035.

* 1bid.

2 Ibid.




members from Gates of Mercy left the then fledgling congregation to join Temple Sinai,
thereby further elevating the congregation’s social prominence.
The yellow fever epidemic of the late 1800°s caused both Gates of Mercy and

Dispersed of Judah to lose significant portions of their membership. Ultimately, the two

congregations merged in 1881 to form Touro Synagogue. In the mid-19™ Century, the

city’s Jewish population grew as a number of Eastern European immigrants moved to
New Orleans. As occurred in other cities around the country, these immigrants formed
Orthodox synagogues and landsmenshaften, cultural groups based on their geographic
origins. Several of the groups went on to found small congregations of Polish, Litvak
and even Galitzeaner origins. Only one of the congregations had its own building and
none of them had more than 50 members. In 1904, many of these small Orthodox shuls
merged to form Congregation Beth Israel. “By 1910, (Beth Israel) was the second-largest

congregation in the city,”22

and claimed to be the largest Orthodox congregation in the
South. The small Galitzeaner shul, Chevre Thilim, remained independent until the
1950°s when a portion of its membership left over a disagreement in mixed gender
seating and founded Tikvat Shalom Conservative Congregation. The congregations
ultimately merged 44 years later to create Shir Chadash Conservative Congregation.
The story of these congregations’ origins paints a complex picture that sheds
some light on why New Orleans is home to eight congregations (in addition to two
Chabad houses) today. One of the immediate questions that arose in the aftermath of

Katrina was whether or not a Jewish community of 6,500 people could support so many

houses of worship. While an outsider may recommend that congregations of similar

2 Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 2005.




religious affiliation merge, a deeper understanding of how these congregations came to
be illustrates why merging may not be as simple as it might sound. Certain congregations

hold roles of societal prestige and others represent ties to the community’s Orthodox

past- a past that many community members are not prepared to renounce. What is most
important in post-Katrina Jewish life is that regardless of what the future holds for these
congregations - they must look to each other as partners in a community-wide effort to
build Jewish families, rather than as individual units trying to compete for the resources
and membership of these families.

In addition to providing a context for congregational life in New Orleans, the
city’s history offers a backdrop against which communal agencies were founded. For a
Jewish community of its size (estimated at 10,000 before Hurricane Katrina)23 , New
Orleans has a large number of communal agencies. To understand why alt of these
agencies exist, one must look into the city’s past to unearth the context behind each
organization’s creation. As referenced above, New Orleans experienced a surge of
yellow fever epidemics from 1817-1905. (Reliable statistics prior to 1817 were not
found.) City records estimate that more than 41,000 people died from the disease during
this time.>* In response to the number of children that were left without parents due to
the fatalities, “members of the Hebrew Benevolent Association opened the Widows and
Orphans Home (in 1855), only the second such home in the United States.”® Over the

course of the home’s 91year history, it housed almost 2,000 Jewish children. Once it

¥ Bruce Nolan. “The Local Jewish Federation is Launching a Recruiting Effort to Aid New Orleans’
Recovery,” The Times Picayune, March 25, 2007.

% wYellow Fever Deaths in New Orleans, 1817-1905,” from Louisiana Fact Finder. Louisiana Division of
the New Orleans Pubtic Library. 8/23/2005,

* Catherine C. Kahn and Irwin Lachoff. The Jewish Community of New Orleans. Charleston: Arcadia
Publishing, 2005.
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became apparent that a local Jewish orphanage was no longer needed, the organization
redefined itself as the Jewish Children's Regional Service (JCRS), a “social services
agency and a charitable fund that provides children in a seven state region with
scholarships for summer camp, education and other needs.”?®  Although located in New

Orleans, the Jewish Orphan’s Home and the JCRS have a regional scope that mirrors the

seven states in B’nai Brith District Seven.?” This type of organization was highly unique

for its time, indicating that at one time, New Orleans’ Jewish community was on the
forefront of Jewish communal innovations.

The JCRS is just one example of a local organization that was established in
response to a once-pressing communal need. The Metairie Campus of the Jewish
Community Center presents another example of a local institution that arose in response
to communal changes. As the local Jewish community moved to the western suburbs, the
community saw the need for a second location of the Jewish Community Center. The
original Metairie JCC, which was located on the border between two major suburbs,
Metairie and Kenner, offered a smaller number of the programs that were provided at the
Uptown location. In 2001, a new facility was erected for the Metairie JCC. The building
was constructed on the grounds of Congregation Shir Chadash and houses the JCC and
the New Orleans Jewish Day School, as well as offices for the Jewish Federation of
Greater New Orleans. With the Jewish community having decreased by 30-35% since
Hurricane Ka\trina,28 the question has arisen over whether there is sufficient demand (and

communal interest) to support both JCC's,

% www.jersnola.org

*7 These seven states include Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Tennessee and Texas.
* Bruce Nolan. “The Local Jewish Federation is Launching a Recruiting Effort to Aid New Orleans’
Recovery,” The Times Picayune, March 25, 2007.




Prior to Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans was home to ten Jewish communal
organizations {excluding Touro Hospital). Each agency provided a specific service; yet
they were collectively looking to the same pool of leadership for financial support and
volunteer governance. Now is the time when the Jewish community of New Orleans
must reevaluate each organization’s function within the community and make some
difficult decisions: first, whether a communal need for the agency still exists, and second,
whether the city has the financial resources to support these organizations. In the
aftermath of Katrina, some short-term direct-response agencies may be a necessity;
however, any new organizations or initiatives that are established must be reevaluated
over time to determine if they are still fulfilling a communal need. If not, then the

* organization may ultimately become a strain on precious communal resources, rather than

an aid to those in need.

New Orleans’ Jewish community has a rich history that provides a context against
which one can better understand inter-organizational politics as well as the structure of
the community’s Jewish communal agencies. By understanding the Jewish community’s
past and the circumstances that surrounded the origins of its congregations and agencies,
one can make more educated recommendations for the Jewish community’s future.
Hurricane Katrina was one of the most destructive natural disasters to ever hit American
soil. There are few events in modern history to which Katrina can be compared, and even
those that parallel in physical destruction become incomparable when one considers two

important variables: the vast size of the geographic area that Katrina impacted and the
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urbanization of the affected arca. These two critical factors combine to make Hurricane
Katrina a most unique event that parallels few, if any, disasters in our nation’s history.

As such, it is difficult to compare the impact that Katrina had on New Orleans’
Jewish community to the impact that other disasters have had on the local Jewish
communities. Similarly, it is difficult to extrapolate comparative examples of communal
rebuilding efforts. Virtually no community - Jewish or otherwise — was impacted so
greatly by a disaster as New Orleans was affected by Hurricane Katrina.

When I began my research, advisors and scholars suggested that | explore other
Jewish communities that have been impacted by a natural disaster. Galveston, Texas was
devastated by a great hurricane in 1900; San Francisco was shattered by an earthquake in
1906; Charleston, South Carolina was damaged by Hurricane Hugo in 1989; Los Angeles
and its surrounding areas were shaken by the San Bernadino earthquake of 1994,
Oklahoma City was stunned by the bombing of its Federal Building in 1995; and New
York City and Washington, D.C. both fell victim to the horrific terrorist attacks of 2001.
Despite the variety of disasters that our nation’s cities have faced, few, if any, have been
as economically or physically damaging as was Hurricane Katrina. With the exception of
the Galveston hurricane, none of these cities experienced the mass exodus of its
population as did New Orleans. With the exception of the San Francisco earthquake,
these disasters did not impact as large a geographic area as did Hurricane Katrina. While
each of the above impacted cities may share some similarities to New Orleans after
Hurricane Katrina, the comparisons are generally limited to one or two isolated variables.

None of these cities were confronted with the same scope of devastation as was New

Orleans. However, despite the extreme differences between Katrina and previous




disasters, there are some lessons that can be gleaned from the Jewish communities’

responses to the disasters they faced.

Galveston

Since Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans Jewish population has settled at
roughly 6,500 Jewish individuals.®® This is a 32% decrease of the pre-Katrina Jewish
population. [ was unable to find exact numbers of Galveston’s Jewish population in the
late 19" and early 20" Centuries; however, the city’s Jewish community did experience a
similar population decline following the 1900 hurricane. A local Jewish historian in
Galveston stated that after 1900,

Galveston lost people and businesses to Houston. That's exactly what is

happening today if you look at New Orleans and Houston. Houston is in a more

sheltered area. It is not as much at risk of being in the eye of the storm.

Galveston's B'nai Israel lost some of its most important entrepreneurs to

Houston. A number of the most powerful families at Houston's Beth-Israel were

originally Galveston merchants. There is a movement of money, merchandizing,
and power from the hurricane ravaged city to Houston. It's happening again,*®

Over time, Houston quickly surpassed Galveston in population, business development as
well as the size of its Jewish community. Galveston made several attempts to attract
economic investment, but the city never returned to its pre-1901 grandeur.

To further her recovery, and rebuild (the city’s) population, Galveston actively
solicited immigration. Through the efforts of Rabbi Henry Cohen and
Congregation B’nai Israel, Galveston became the focus of (the) 1907 immigration
plan, the Galveston Movement, which...diverted roughly 10,000 Eastern
Europe}zlm Jewish immigrants from the crowded cities of the Northeastern United
States.

% Ruskay, John. “John Ruskay’s Letter,” January 26, 2007 as printed on http://www jewishnola.com on
February 10, 2007.

3% Written correspondence with Hollace Ava Weiner.

3! Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galveston,




By design, few of the Jews who immigrated through Galveston chose to stay in the small
port city. Most moved to larger Midwestern and Southern cities (such as New Orleans).

Spearheaded by the Jewish Federation, the New Orleans’ Jewish community has
also implemented a strategy to repopulate its Jewish community. The Federation has
launched a public relations campaign that is part of a community wide effort to attract
more Jewish families to the city. To ensure that what occurred in Galveston does not
occur in New Orleans, the organized Jewish community needs to provide solid communal
and religious programming as well as economic and educational opportunities for Jewish
families that are considering moving there. New families need to not only be engaged in
local Jewish life but also be directed to economic, educational and other secular

necessities that will aid their making a permanent home in New Orleans.

San Francisco

Although San Francisco’s earthquake of 1906 did not have the same long-term
damaging effects on the city’s Jewish population as did the Hurricane of 1901, the Jewish
community was greatly impacted by the natural disaster. Jews suffered losses with their
property and businesses, while the famous synagogue Temple Emanuel on Sutter Street
was destroyed. Despite the differences between San Francisco and New Orleans, there is
still much to be learned from the Jewish leadership’s response to the quake. Similarly to
what occurred in New Orleans, San Francisco’s Jews “lost photos of their families...,

their homes, and businesses. They had to rebuild.” One local Jewish leader “suffered
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losses. .. (and still managed to) help save the city from financial ruin.””*? In addition,
Jewish businessmen played a leading role in developing a new commercial district within
the city. Local rabbis worked with the “Jewish community (to pledge) large sums to the
city's reconstruction, figuring prominently in its fulfillment,™?

The very scenario described here took place both during and in months following
Katrina, Local Jewish leaders suffered tremendous losses, many of whom lived in the
Lakeview area, which was almost totally destroyed from a breach in the wall of a nearby
levee. The current President of the Jewish Federation, Allan Bissinger, tells a moving
story of having to escape from a second story window of his home in order to swim to
safety. Similarly, local rabbis from the city’s congregations served as a conduit for
distributing more than millions of dollars in relief funds and services.

Examining the San Francisco Jewish community today, one finds a kehillah of
strength - in terms of population, communal institutions as well as finances. 1 believe
that had it not been for the city’s Jewish leadership in the years following the storm, then
it would be have been even more difficult, if not impossible, for the city to rebuild its
Jewish infrastructure. To that end, the recovery of New Orleans’ Jewish community and
its ultimate success rests greatly on the community’s lay and professional leadership.
These individuals will play a pivotal role in rebuilding and redesigning the city’s Jewish
infrastructure in the coming years. They will be looked to for guidance, comfort,

financial assistance and vision.

*? Teresa Strasser. “How the 1906 Earthquake Shook Up Jewish Life Here,” The Jewish News Weekly of
Northern California. July 12, 1996,
33 Stephen Mark Dobbs. “Jewish Community,” Encyclopedia of San Francisco.
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Oklahoma City

In more recent history, Oklahoma City’s Jewish community was shaken by the
1995 bombing that killed 169 lives and injured nearly 500. Fortunately no Jews were
killed in the attack; however, the event helped to unite the city’s 2,500 member Jewish
community. “When the rebuilding process began, the Jewish community made one of its
most significant contributions by stepping in where Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) had stepped out.” It was also observed that “the bombing...helped Jews
in Oklahoma forge closer ties with the rest of the U.S. Jewish community.”* A similar
situation has risen in New Orleans. Sadly, FEMA’s response to the disaster was a
disappointment to the entire community of New Orleans. Public and faith-based
organizations stepped in to fill the voids left by FEMA and the Jewish community was no
exception. Organizations such as the Jewish Federation, Jewish Family Service, the JCC
and local congregations provided short-term financial assistance, counseling and planning
advice to individuals and families, many of whom had been disappointed by FEMA’s
lack of support. National Jewish organizations, led by the support and leadership of
United Jewish Communities, through its Emergency Relief Fund, lent a hand to the Jews
of New Orleans by providing over $14 Million™® in financial assistance of the $28
Million®® hurricane relief funds that were raised. In addition, thousands of Jewish
volunteers from around the country have lent their time to rebuilding efforts throughout
the city. The Emergency Relief Fund was established in 1989 after Hurricane Hugo hit

South Carolina. Members of the “Emergency Relief Fund committee come from

3 Kurtzman, Daniel. “A Year After Oklahoma Blast, Jews Feel Less Isolated,” Jewish Telegraphic
Agency, 1995.

* Interview with Howard Feinberg.

% Howard Rieger. “UJC's Howard’s View.” February 16, 2007
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communities the Fund has helped in the past, including Oklahoma City, San Francisco,
Los Angeles, Miami and Charleston.”®’ Such a national committee has enabled
organizations such as UJC to mobilize Jews around the country to raise funds to help
cities, such as New Orleans, that experience an unforeseen crisis.

Looking beyond the trauma of Katrina, the disaster helped local Jews feel closer
to the national Jewish community as well as their Jewish neighbors. A recent survey
conducted by Frederick Weil, a Sociologist at Louisiana State University, analyzed the
Jewish community’s decisions whether or not to stay in the city following Katrina.
Preliminary survey results indicated that members of the Jewish community were pleased
with how local and national Jewish organizations responded to the crisis; however, they
were greatly disappointed by response efforts from FEMA and local government
officials.’® As disappointing as FEMA's incompetence may be, it is comforting to know
that whether it be a natural disaster in Louisiana or a terrorist attack in Oklahoma, the
national Jewish communal system is effective in providing support in times of need.

The situation that New Orleans currently faces is unique. No American urban city
has ever dealt with a disaster of such great financial and geographic magnitude. We can
look in our nation’s past to identify cities that have experienced similar disasters, but it
would be naive and premature to assume that successful rebuilding efforts in these cities
can be directly translated to New Orleans. What we can do, however, is take pieces from
these cities’ stories and learn from particular successes and challenges they experienced.

With visionary leadership, financial support, and sound planning the city can begin to

7 Kleinman, Lisa. “UJC Emergency Relief Fund Helps Thousands of 9/11 Victims Get Needed Services.”
http://'www.ujc.org/content_display.htmi?Article]D=30760

* Julie E. Schwartz. “Jewish Institutions Receive High Grades; National, State, and Local Officials
Flunk.” http://www jewishnola.com , November 2006.
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rebuild its shattered leadership and communal infrastructure; however, we can not apply

cookie cutter solutions from the past to this situation.

Conclusion
The existing body of literature allows us to gain a better understanding of the

history behind New Orleans Jewish community. By understanding this history, we have
a context within which research can be conducted on the current state of the community.
By drawing comparisons between pre and post-Katrina Jewish life in New Orleans, one
can gather research that is most reflective of the local community. Additionally, much
can be gained by examining case studies of other Jewish communitics that have
confronted disasters. Although virtually no disaster compares directly to Katrina,

valuable lessons can be learned by looking at specific components of how a community

responded to a disaster.




_ SUMMARY OF RESEARCHFINDINGS

More than 26 hours of recorded interviews and focus groups were gathered as part
of this study. The conversations were reviewed and the data was analyzed to identify
four themes that support the argument that the trauma of Hurricane Katrina created
multiple leadership challenges, including a population decrease, turnover in staff and lay
leadership, and decline in funding sources. Such challenges have led to positive
outcomes concerning institutional leadership, including increased collaborations between
Jewish institutions, an increase in the number of young people engaged in leadership
positions and new partnerships with the national Jewish community. These leadership
challenges are explored through the short term outcomes related to:

1) Institutional leadership after the storm,
2) Partnerships with national Jewish communal organizations,

and through the long term concerns over:

3) Professional and administrative staff recruitment and retention
4) The impact of outside institutions on the Jewish community

Specific findings associated with each theme are addressed below.

_Institutional Leadership Afterthe Storm- ~ - - %

e There was no single individual who emerged as a leader in the Jewish community
after Katrina. In contrast to what often transpires after a disaster, the leadership was a
communal effort, with multiple congregational, institutional and religious leaders
assisting community members.

¢ Despite the tragedies of Hurricane Katrina, the Jewish community of New Orleans, its
leaders and congregations are more united since the storm. Collaboration has been
critical to rebuilding efforts; however, people are skeptical of its sustainability.

e Compared to their pre-Katrina involvement, a larger number of young people
(between the ages of 25-40) are being offered leadership positions with both Jewish
agencies and congregations. These young leaders are looking for tangible means of




contributing. Additionally, young leaders want to look beyond institutional histories
and politics to increase collaboration among Jewish agencies and congregations.

Select lay leaders are frustrated by leaders who left the city. Those leaders who
stayed in the community express feelings of abandonment, anger and resentment
towards their counterparts who left. Current leadership seems to understand people’s
decisions to leave; however, in several cases, the trust for these people has eroded.

New individuals and families who have moved to New Orleans since Katrina are
being embraced and are engaged in leadership opportunities. Other individuals and
families who may not have held leadership positions prior to the storm are now
stepping forward to offer their assistance.

Several national Jewish organizations emerged as leaders. These organizations were
instrumental in helping local institutions recover in the first 20 months following
Hurricane Katrina. National organizations that are most often referenced as lending
support were (in alphabetical order):

Association of Jewish Family and Children’s Agencies (AJFCA)
Chabad-Lubuvitch

Jewish Community Center Association (JCCA)

United Jewish Communities (UJC)

Union for Reform Judaism (URJ)

Local organizations that did not have a national counterpart are having the most
difficult time recovering in the aftermath of Katrina.

Many agencies have expressed great trepidation about their financial stability after
December 2007 when UJC funds will have been exhausted. Agencies need help
determining how, if at all, they should be restructured in the coming year as well as
assistance estimating demand for their services.
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- Professional and Administrative Staff Support, Retention and Recruitment

Agencies and congregations are concerned over their future ability to attract qualified
clergy and Jewish professionals. Institutions fear that the negative press surrounding
New Orleans and the disorganization of local and state governments will add to the
difficulty of attracting new professionals.

Jewish professionals and religious leaders were, and still are, in need of emotional
and psychological support. These individuals have been instrumental in uniting the
Jewish community and lending their support; however, many are just beginning to
deal with their own personal and emotional challenges related to the storm.

e The local medical system has virtually collapsed, causing large numbers of physicians
to leave the city. Since a disproportionate number of New Orleans physicians are
Jewish, the local Jewish community has been heavily impacted by the loss of its
doctors.

Tulane University is important to the long-term stability of New Orleans’ Jewish
community; however, current partnerships between the two are predominantly
informal, with a few official programs run through Hillel.

The rebuilding of the public school system will be of utmost importance in attracting
Jewish families to New Orleans. Furthermore, with the closing of the New Orleans
Jewish Day School for the 2005-2006 school year and the decrease in the number of
grades that are offered, some former day school families have enrolled their children
in the city’s public charter schools.




_DISCUSSION -~ - -~

The trauma of Hurricane Katrina has created leadership challenges associated
with the population decrease, turnover in staff and lay leadership, and decline in funding
sources. Thankfully, many such challenges have created positive outcomes concerning
institutional leadership, increased collaborations between Jewish institut<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>