
Rebuilding the Gulf Coast: A Year Later
Oxfam believes that disaster recovery is not just about supplies; it’s about building back better.
Throughout the world, our approach has been to create lasting solutions to poverty by helping
people use their knowledge and power to transform their lives. Our work in the wake of Katrina’s
destruction has proven that this approach is the key to recovery no matter where we work; local
voices must drive recovery. But it’s not a quick fix. Lasting change takes time.

by Coco McCabe

The voice on the other end of the line
sounded a little breathless, as though its
owner had made a dash for the phone.

“I’m a busy sister,” said Sharon Hanshaw,
by way of apology for the string of rings
that eventually jolted her from one task and
transported her into another in a day—like
every day has become for her—chock-full
of the business of rebuilding Biloxi.

A casino mecca on Mississippi’s Gulf Coast,
Biloxi took a beating when Hurricane
Katrina slammed into the region a year

ago. But it was East Biloxi, a poor section
of the city where Hanshaw lived, that
suffered most when federal authorities
overlooked the devastation there in the
weeks following the storm. It took the voice
of an East Biloxi councilman, escorted by
Oxfam on a special trip to Capitol Hill, to
roust some attention out of Washington, DC.

The lesson was clear: Local voices have
the power to bring about important change.

It’s a lesson that Hanshaw and a newly
formed organization called Coastal Women
for Change, or CWC, have taken to heart—
and it’s one of the key objectives of
Oxfam’s Gulf Coast recovery program.
Through more than $1 million worth of
grants to 25 of its local partner organiza-
tions, Oxfam is supporting problem-solving
from the ground up. Oxfam recognizes that
local people know best which solutions will
address community issues most effectively.
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We continue to address the needs of thousands of poor people
in the Gulf Coast region left homeless and devastated by
Hurricanes Rita and Katrina. Oxfam America is working with
trusted local partners to help people put their lives back together
and rebuild their communities to be stronger than before. We
are also helping to amplify their voices so their needs are not
overlooked when decisions are made that will affect their lives.

Please go to www.oxfamamerica.org/gulfcoastrecovery 
to make a tax-deductible donation today.

“Our goal is to ensure that people of color
and other low-income groups along the
Gulf Coast of Mississippi and Louisiana—
especially women and the rural poor—have
a chance to participate fully in the recovery
and rebuilding of their region,” said Minor
Sinclair, director of Oxfam’s US regional
office. “We want to see them empowered 
to drive the recovery agenda in a way that
enhances equity and social justice.”

Hanshaw, and a core group of like-minded,
energetic women inspired by Oxfam
America’s Safiya Daniels, are doing just that.

“This is the beginning of a great future,”
said Hanshaw, CWC’s director. “We have
power in numbers.”

Building a better future

That future started with a hunch that
Daniels had.

“In every community there are lots of
concerned women who want a vibrant,
healthy, and safe community for their
families to live in,” she said. But what
troubled her was that Biloxi, outside of
its churches, had no organized community
groups and very little institutionalized
female leadership. On top of that, Biloxi
was barreling head on into redevelopment
planning without engaging many of the
people who would be affected by it.

“This was a dangerous situation,” said
Daniels, a community development
specialist. “Everyone else was making a
plan: casino developers, condo developers,
and the city, but there was very little
evidence of broad community participation.”

So, Daniels called a meeting.

“I brought a group of women together to
talk about what was happening in their
community, what issues…they faced, and
how these could be addressed,” said
Daniels. That first meeting grew into a series
of sessions that blossomed into action,
spawned weekly gatherings, attracted new
members, and finally gave birth to CWC.

“She talked to us so calmly,” said Hanshaw
of Daniels’ mentorship throughout the
process. “Didn’t rush us. Asking, ‘What
would you all like to see for your
community?’ She didn’t come in dictating.
People don’t take well to dictatorship in
your own community.”

Questions create meaningful change

Once organized, CWC wasted no time 
in looking for ways to help the community
recover. Recently, the group surveyed
200 households—most of which Katrina
had displaced—to learn what their child
care needs were. The results have fueled
a push to open a new day care center on
the east end of Biloxi by 2007.

Asking questions has also become an
effective strategy, and it’s one that the group
learned early on. Among its first actions
was a community forum to which it invited
the mayor, city councilors, and members of
the municipal planning department. Topics
included flood elevations, affordable
housing, and the status of displaced people.
Nearly 200 residents showed up.

“Democracy only works if people make it
work,” said Daniels. “And we do that by

holding people accountable. There possibly
has never been a time during the mayor’s
13-year tenure that he found himself in
such a position, being watched and held
accountable by this particular community,
and in such a public way.”

Five CWC members went on to secure
seats on the mayor’s Reviving the
Renaissance Committee, which was given
90 days to craft a plan for the city’s recovery.
They weighed in on matters of finance,
education, land use, and affordable housing.
And what they have to say is making
headlines.

“We’re in the paper every week,” said
Hanshaw. “Our voices are being heard!”
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Women like Serenity Davenport—who lives in Louisiana,
far from CWC in East Biloxi—need to have a voice 
in recovery plans for their areas. Serenity, her partner,
and their three young children are still living in an 
8-foot-wide trailer since Hurricane Rita destroyed their
home. “FEMA trailers are campers…. Camping,
that’s something you might do for a week—not seven
months,” says Serenity. “They’re not meant to live in.”
Steve Liss/Oxfam America

Do one more thing today: Support our Gulf Coast Hurricane Recovery Fund

Despite hurricanes, shrimper Albert Pierre remains committed to his life and work
on the Louisiana bayou that he calls home. Julia Cheng/Oxfam America


