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Rotary Convention and Hurricane Katrina: Forever linked 

Return of humanitarian group’s annual meeting, postponed four years by storm, reflects members’ commitment to rebuild Gulf Coast 

NEW ORLEANS (May 23, 2011) – In August 2005, the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina made it impossible for New Orleans to host the Rotary International convention scheduled for June 2007. Instead, the humanitarian service organization’s largest annual meeting went to Salt Lake City that year, as New Orleans traded for Salt Lake City’s 2011 slot.

Finally this month, proving the old adage that important things are “better late than never,” the Rotary convention returns triumphantly to the Crescent City for a May 21-25 run at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center, bringing more than 19,000 visitors from 160 countries and pumping an estimated $22 million into the local economy.

Not surprisingly, Rotary and Katrina remain inextricably connected, the convention emerging as a dramatic symbol of how Rotary clubs persevere in the face of enormous challenges brought by major disasters.

This year’s convention program makes that connection with a special plenary presentation, “Katrina Revisited,” moderated by Randall Feldman, of the Rotary Club of New Orleans. Panelists are Kathleen Koch, former CNN reporter and author of “Rising from Katrina: How My Mississippi Hometown Lost it All and Found What Mattered,” about the recovery of Bay St. Louis, Miss.; Julia Reed, Newsweek contributing editor and author of “The House on First Street: My New Orleans Story;” and Kathie Short, of Rotary Club of Pass Christian, Miss., who - with her late husband, Dr. D.H. Short -- spearheaded efforts to rebuild their devastated community of 6,500. Session scheduled for 9:30-11:30 a.m. Monday, May 23, in Halls E-F.

The same spirit of volunteerism will be demonstrated with two local service projects planned just before the convention.

· On Thursday, May 19, an international team of about 14 young adults belonging to Rotaract clubs (service groups sponsored by Rotary clubs) will participate in a local Habitat for Humanity project at 1911 Montegut Street, New Orleans.

· On Friday, May 20, from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m., about 50 alumni from Rotary’s Ambassadorial Scholars program will volunteer for a United Saints Recovery Project site in the Central City neighborhood at 2309 Dryades Street, New Orleans. 


After Katrina ravaged New Orleans and the Gulf Coast, Rotary members worldwide raised more than $19 million in donations and grants for relief and recovery efforts throughout the region. This includes a special Katrina Relief Fund that eventually exceeded $1.9 million, with support from Rotary clubs as far away as Australia, Japan, Sweden, Panama, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands.

New Orleans Rotarians were particularly involved in the restoration of Warren Easton High School, which was severely damaged by the floodwaters that inundated much of the city. Rotary clubs in California, Florida, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, New York, and Germany helped raise $60,000 for repairs. Rotary volunteers from California and other states joined their New Orleans counterparts during the sweltering summer of 2006 to get the school ready for its reopening. Henry Lowentritt, of the Rotary Club of New Orleans, said opening the city’s schools was crucial to the overall recovery. “Teachers, parents, and kids who have left New Orleans won’t be back without quality schools,” he said.

Rotary clubs launched and continue to support scores of humanitarian and educational projects throughout the region, such as re-supplying a library and establishing low-income housing in Pass Christian, Miss.; replacing surgical instruments at a medical center in Houma, La.; providing a van for a senior center in Slidell, La., to help with the influx of new clients; and building a new community center in Bay St. Louis, Miss. 

Rotary is a worldwide organization of business and professional leaders who provide humanitarian service and help to build goodwill and peace in the world. Rotary’s global membership is approximately 1.2 million men and women who belong to more than 34,000 Rotary clubs in more than 200 countries and geographical areas.

To access broadcast quality video of prior Rotary International conventions, Rotary members and Bill Gates immunizing children against polio, and Rotary’s Gulf Coast recovery efforts go to: http://rotary.org/mediacenter 

###

Accredited journalists are invited to cover the Rotary convention (May 21-25) at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center. Media passes are required to gain access to plenary speeches (Halls E-F), and project exhibits (Halls G-H).  Accredited journalists can obtain media passes at Rotary’s Press Center (Rm 265) 504.670.7010.
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