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MEDIA AVAILABILITY
TWO YEARS AFTER KATRINA, HUMAN RIGHTS ATTORNEYS SAY THE FEDERAL LAW FOR DISASTER ASSISTANCE NEEDS TO BE OVERHAULED TO ENSURE RECOVERY 
Public Interest Lawyers Say President’s Broad Discretionary Powers Blocks Recovery

August 23, 2007, New Orleans – Co-directors and attorneys Monique Harden and Nathalie Walker of Advocates for Environmental Human Rights (AEHR), a New Orleans based public interest law firm, say the root of the problem blocking the recovery of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast region is the Robert T. Stafford Act, the federal law which provides a U.S. president with broad discretionary powers in shaping governmental responses to a national disaster or emergency.  Under this law, affected state and local jurisdictions, regardless of their limited capacity after a disaster, must pay the up-front costs of rebuilding and hope that decision-makers at the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) won’t “de-obligate” or deny their requests for reimbursement, as has routinely happened after Hurricane Katrina.  The Stafford Act also expressly denies any person affected by a national disaster the right to governmental assistance, including emergency medical care.  In short, the Stafford Act provides such broad presidential authority that President Bush has directed a host of governmental programs that are clearly contrary to recovery, but are nonetheless being labeled by federal agencies and funded by taxpayers as “recovery.”  
For an effective recovery of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast region, AEHR urges the adoption of the international human rights standard, known as the United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, which recognizes the rights of people who are uprooted by a natural or man-made disaster, and establishes the responsibilities of governments to ensure recovery in a way that allows people to voluntarily return to their communities.  The Guiding Principles have been championed by the US government in UN resolutions.  In October 2004, the US Department of State developed a foreign policy, USAID Assistance to Internally Displaced Persons Policy that succinctly mirrors the Guiding Principles.  

AEHR Co-Directors, Monique Harden and Nathalie Walker provide legal services and public advocacy that have helped African American communities to prevail in protecting their human right to a healthy environment.  Since Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, AEHR has expanded its focus to advocating for human rights protections in the treatment of internally displaced residents of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. 
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Advocates for Environmental Human Rights (“AEHR”) is a nonprofit, public interest law firm whose mission is to provide legal services, community organizing support, public education, and campaigns focused on defending and advancing the human right to a healthy environment, and advocating for the human rights of internally displaced Gulf Coast hurricane survivors. 
To learn more about AEHR, please visit: www.ehumanrights.org
