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O P E N I N G

For many New Orleanians, the graphic images of
the oil spilling unabated from the BP Horizon rig
in the Gulf of Mexico brought back memories of
the inundation of the city resulting from levee
failure following Hurricane Katrina. Most of us
helplessly watched our TVs realizing that the future
of the coast, the city and the University was being
negatively impacted.
While concerns over the long-term effects of both
disasters linger, the students, faculty and staff at
UNO worked tirelessly to help the city rebuild
from Hurricane Katrina and continue to meet
the challenges of the oil spill. In this issue of the
UNO Research Magazine we spotlight several
of our efforts to overcome these two events.
UNO has been a prominent site for news coverage,
high-level meetings, and research conferences
related to the oil spill. The BBC broadcast a
worldwide radio program on the spill from the
UNO campus. The University hosted coastal
restoration meetings and press conferences with
President Obama’s oil spill recovery chief, Navy
Secretary Ray Mabus, Senator Mary Landrieu,
Governor Bobby Jindal and other government
officials. EPA Secretary Lisa Jackson has held
several meetings at UNO regarding the effects
of the oil spill. UNO’s Center for Hazards
Assessment, Response and Technology (UNOCHART) met with community leaders from
Alaska to discuss their response to the Valdez
oil spill (page 3).
UNO’s Pontchartrain Institute for Environmental
Sciences (PIES) and our Earth and Environmental

Notes

Sciences department
played a central role in
regional and national
discussions about the
appropriate response to
save the coastal marshes.
Denise Reed testified
on June 15 before the
House Subcommittee on
Insular Affairs, Oceans
and Wildlife (page 6).
The Shea Penland Coastal Education and Research
Facility (CERF) served as a site for researchers and
educators about the sustainability of coastal
Louisiana (page 7). UNO faculty and students from
departments across campus have studied the oil
spill, the effects on the environment and potential
solutions to mitigate the damage. Some of their
efforts are detailed in “Researching a Catastrophe”
(page 10). Finally, many of our faculty and students
continue to study the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. Their work, which is highlighted in
“Assessing the Recovery: Progress and Problems
Five Years After Katrina” (page 16), yields unique
insight into the city of New Orleans five years after
the largest U.S. eco-disaster prior to the BP Horizon
oil spill.
I hope you will take time to read through the
accounts of our faculty, staff and student research
efforts to help the recovery of the city and the region.
Scott L. Whittenburg
Vice Chancellor for Research and
Dean of the Graduate School
vcresearch@uno .edu
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Briefs
UNO Awarded $30M SPAWAR Contract
The Office of Research at UNO has been awarded
a new contract by the Space and Naval Warfare
Systems Center Atlantic (SPAWAR SSC LANT)
with a ceiling of $30 million over six years. The new
contract started September 1, 2010. This contract
will be in addition to the current contracting
vehicle in place with SSC LANT ($50 million over

five years which has approximately three years
remaining). The new contract vehicle allows SSC
LANT to work directly with UNO faculty and
students. Additionally, the new contract has an
educational component which may lead to
undergraduate, graduate and certificate programs
of interest to the military and IT businesses.

New Deans for Sciences, Engineering, Business, Education

Steve Johnson

2

Norma Jean Mattei

John Williams

April Bedford

Provost Joe King announced the appointments of
Steve Johnson as dean of the College of Sciences
and Norma Jean Mattei as interim dean of the
College of Engineering in May, John Williams
as the interim dean of the College of Business
Administration in August and April Bedford as
the interim dean of the College of Education
and Human Development in September.

Mattei, who succeeds Russell Trahan as dean, is the
chair of the Department of Civil and Environmental
Engineering. She will serve as interim dean for one year.

Johnson served as the interim dean of the College
of Sciences for the past two years, as well as the
chair of the Department of Biological Sciences.
His appointment took effect on July 1.

Bedford, who succeeds James Meza Jr. has served
as the chair of the Department of Curriculum and
Instruction since 2006. Bedford’s appointment
begins November 1.

Williams has served as director of the Lester E.
Kabacoff School of Hotel, Restaurant and Tourism
Administration since 2005. He succeeds James
Logan, who returned to the faculty.
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Alaskans Visit Southeast Louisiana With Help From UNO-CHART
UNO-CHART led a subsequent trip to Alaska in
early August that included political and community
leaders from southeast Louisiana. The group visited
areas of the state that were significantly impacted by
the Exxon Valdez spill, and the trip was documented
by members of the local, national and international
news media.

A contingent of Alaskan community leaders visited
Louisiana coastal areas in May, sharing the
experiences and lessons of the Exxon Valdez oil
spill more than two decades ago.
The trip was sponsored by UNO’s Center for
Hazards Assessment, Response and Technology
(UNO-CHART).
The group, which included members of the Prince
William Sound Regional Citizens’ Advisory
Council, visited the coastal communities of Dulac,
Isle de Jean Charles, Village De L’Est, Grand Isle,
Pointe-Aux-Chenes and Bayou Blue.
“It is very important for Louisiana coastal residents
to know what to anticipate as the Gulf spill unfolds
and to hear first-hand what to do from those who
have already gone through a similar experience,”
said Shirley Laska, professor emerita of sociology
and director emerita of UNO-CHART. “And the
moral support is invaluable. Through the
conference calls before the visit and now the visit by
the Louisianians in August, a continuing supportive
relationship has been formed.”

Alaskan activist
Faith Gemmill
performs a song
during a visit to
Pointe-AuxChenes.

Kristina Peterson, UNO
doctoral student and senior
researcher for UNO-CHART,
visits with WWL-TV reporter
Bill Capo at a meeting in
Pointe-Aux-Chenes.
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Briefs
Board of Regents Approves UNO Center for Information Assurance
The Louisiana Board of Regents has approved the
Greater New Orleans Center for Information
Assurance (GNOCIA) which is housed in the
Department of Computer Science at the University
of New Orleans.

Golden G. Richard III, director of the GNOCIA.

The GNOCIA has several interrelated missions,
including facilitating interactions among
government, industry and academia to perform
cutting-edge research in information assurance,
attracting federal funding to support these research
efforts, attracting and retaining highly qualified
students, staff and faculty, and workforce
development through the creation of specialized
training opportunities. The Center will also
develop outreach programs to increase awareness of
opportunities in information assurance in a
number of communities, from high school students
to entrepreneurs.
Finally, the GNOCIA will provide a development
environment where, in collaboration with industry
and government agencies, research ideas in
information assurance are grown into real-world
security tools to be used in daily practice.

UNO Transportation Institute Approved
The Louisiana Board of Regents approved the
Merritt C. Becker Jr. UNO Transportation Institute
(UNOTI), which will direct all transportation
research activities at the University.
The Institute, housed within the College of Liberal
Arts, is a means of organizing the diverse
transportation research programs that currently
exist at the University into a new structure that will
allow for more efficient administrative oversight,
greater funding opportunities, a stronger position
for UNO in the future and sustainable growth in
the field of transportation.
Transportation is a critical component of the
national and international economy. The Institute
will promote innovative policies and practices for

4

the users and providers of transportation
throughout the region, United States and the world.
Recent disasters in the Gulf region have illustrated
that transportation and transportation planning are
critical to Louisiana and its citizens in particular.
UNOTI faculty and staff conduct educational and
research activities in key areas relating to the
commerce and livability of Louisiana communities.
Key areas of research include maritime, transit and
active transportation.
“Establishment of this Institute reinforces UNO’s
mission to support the region’s future, especially in
light of the post-Katrina and post-oil disaster
environments,” said UNOTI director
James R. Amdal.
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UNO Joins Gulf Coast Government Contractors Association
UNO is a founding member
of the Gulf Coast Government
Contractors Association
(GCGCA; www.gcgca.org).
GCGCA is a nonprofit
organization that is comprised
of technology-related companies,
academic institutions and
individuals from around the
Gulf Coast region with the
common interest of fostering technology-focused
economic development in the region by establishing
and maintaining partnerships among industry,
academia and government. The GCGCA brings
UNO together with more than 30 local small
businesses, primarily information technology

companies, in order to build university-industrygovernment partnerships that bring state and
federal contract work to the region and drive
economic development of the Gulf Coast.
The Industry Outreach Symposium by UNO and
the Gulf Coast Government Contractors
Association, in conjunction with the Mississippi
Enterprise for Technology (MsET) and the
Louisiana Technology Transfer Office (LTTO),
was on November 17 and 18. Speakers included
NASA administrator Charles Bolden, NASA
Stennis Space Center director and UNO alum
Patrick Scheuermann and Apollo 13 astronaut
Fred Haise.

Poudeu Receives Prestigious NSF CAREER Award
Pierre
Ferdinand
Poudeu
Poudeu,
assistant
professor
of chemistry
and part of
the Advanced
Materials
Research Institute (AMRI), has been awarded a
Faculty Early Career Development (CAREER)
grant from the National Science Foundation (NSF).
This award is considered one of the NSF’s most
prestigious awards and is given to junior faculty
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who exemplify the role of teacher-scholars through
outstanding research, excellent education and the
integration of education and research.
The $600,000 grant will support Poudeu’s research
program on the development of multifunctional
materials that could serve to advance modern
computers with the goal of having an entire
computer on a single semiconducting chip. The
program involves outreach efforts that will serve
to promote retention and training of freshman
undergraduate minority chemists at UNO, as well
as involve them in community service to promote
interest in science careers among local high
school students.
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Briefs
Denise Reed Testifies Before House Oversight Committee
Denise Reed, professor of environmental and earth
sciences and interim director of the Pontchartrain
Institute for Environmental Sciences (PIES), was
invited earlier this year by the House Subcommittee
on Insular Affairs, Oceans and Wildlife to
participate in an oversight hearing related to the
Gulf of Mexico BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
The hearing was convened in order to address the
question of whether the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) were prepared
with the appropriate resources to respond to the
crisis. Reed appeared before the committee in
Washington, D.C. on June 15 to present
her testimony.
“The unprecedented extent of this event and its
impact on a variety of marine and coastal
environments has resulted in a massive data
collection effort using a variety of sensors and data
collection techniques,” Reed said in her statement.
“Making these data available, where appropriate,
given their use in the official assessment to
interested scientists and stakeholders would increase

understanding of the ever-changing effects and
allow a wider range of experts, including university
scientists like myself, to communicate with the
public on the effects of the spill.”
Reed’s 25 years of
research focuses
on sediment
dynamics in
coastal wetlands,
marsh
management and
hydrology, and
she has been
closely involved
with the
development of
coastal Louisiana
restoration plans
for the past five
years. Since the
Deepwater
Horizon disaster, Reed has been asked regularly to
share with the public her coastal wetland expertise
as it relates to the Gulf oil spill.

UNO Founding Member of Naval Engineering Consortium

6

In May, the University of New Orleans joined 14
other top colleges and universities as founding
members of the Naval Engineering Education
Center (NEEC), along with the American Society of
Naval Engineers (ASNE) and the Society of Naval
Architects and Marine Engineers (SNAME). The
United States Navy established the consortium, led
by the University of Michigan, to educate worldclass naval systems engineers in critical research and
engineering fields.

U.S. Navy Center for Innovation in Ship Design.

The consortium was established through a $3.2
million contract award from the Naval Sea Systems
Command (NAVSEA) and with the support of the

“The NEEC project is an effort by NAVSEA to
strengthen its rapidly aging 50,000 plus civilian
engineering workforce,” said Lothar Birk, associate

Goals of the consortium include increasing the
number of accredited naval engineering graduates,
providing students with faculty who have specialized
naval engineering knowledge, increasing the
availability of naval engineering programs to
students across the United States and developing
employment opportunities to retain naval
engineering talent.
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and at-sea projects
on Navy vessels.
NEEC consortium
universities will
also develop K–12
outreach programs
for young people
interested in
pursuing careers
in science,
engineering and
mathematics.

professor of naval architecture and marine
engineering (NAME). Birk is a NEEC principal
investigator for UNO, along with mechanical
engineering professor Kazim Akyuzlu, NAME
professor Pingsha Dong, assistant professor
Brandon Taravella and department chair
William Vorus.
The program focuses on project-based education.
Students in the program have the opportunity
to gain real-world, hands-on naval engineering
experience through NAVSEA internships

Pontchartrain Institute for Environmental Sciences
Opens New Field Station
including hurricane protection levees, marsh
creation and river diversions.

UNO’s Pontchartrain Institute for Environmental
Sciences (PIES) opened the Shea Penland Coastal
Education and Research Facility (CERF) earlier this
year. The field station serves as a site to conduct
professional research and educate students about
important issues relevant to the economic and
social sustainability of coastal Louisiana.
CERF is located close to Chef Menteur Pass
between Lake Borgne and Lake Pontchartrain and
less than a quarter of a mile from the 23,000-acre
Bayou Sauvage National Wildlife Refuge, the largest
urban wildlife refuge in the United States.

CERF also has served an important role during the
Gulf of Mexico BP Deepwater Horizon crisis.
Researchers have not only used the location to test
for oil infiltration and to monitor fish populations,
but also as a staging area for oil spill management.

“A major goal of the CERF and PIES is to foster
connections among all levels of education and
research, from research scientists to educators to
students at all stages of learning,” explains Chris
Schieble, CERF operations manager and research
director at the PIES Nekton Research Laboratory.
“[It] serves as a central point where all these people
can interact, learn and work towards conserving
coastal Louisiana.”

Senator Mary
Landrieu and
staffer Tanner
Johnson pose with
Denise Reed, earth
and environmental
sciences professor
and interim director
of PIES, and coastal
advisor Mark
Schexnayder during
a tour of the facility
in May.

Facility research activities include fishery research,
coastal restoration research and studies of long-term
impacts of proposed changes to coastal systems,
T H E

U N I V E R S I T Y

O F

N E W

O R L E A N S

O F F I C I A L

R E S E A R C H

M A G A Z I N E

7

ResearchMagazineRevised:uno magazine

F A C U L T Y

12/14/10

Page 10

Focus

BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES
Lura C. Williamson, professor of biological
sciences, was awarded the Undergraduate
Science Teacher Award for 2010 in April at
the Science Honors Convocation. She also
received $1,000 to use toward teaching and
an engraved plaque.
CHEMISTRY
David L. Mobley, assistant professor of
chemistry, was awarded the Hewlett-Packard
Outstanding Junior Faculty Award in
Computational Chemistry by the American
Chemical Society in fall 2009. He also was
the recipient of two Louisiana Board of
Regents grants in June. The first grant,
“Advancing Methods for Predicting ProteinLigand Binding,” is a three-year award in the
amount of $132,375 and the second grant,
“Improving Drug Discovery and Biomedical
Innovation Using Molecular Simulations,” is
a one-year award in the amount of $121,303.

Mobley is the author of several publications
this year. “Predicting Hydration Free Energies
Using All-Atom Molecular Dynamics
Simulations and Multiple Starting
Conformations” was published in the Journal
of Computer-Aided Molecular Design (24:
307–316) and “Current Status of the
AMOEBA Polarizable Force Field” was
published in the Journal of Physical
Chemistry (114: 2549–2564). He also coauthored the chapter “Free Energy
Calculations in Structure-Based Drug Design”
in Drug Design: Structure- and Ligand-Based
Approaches (Cambridge University Press).
COMPUTER SCIENCE
Golden G. Richard III, professor of
computer science, was awarded a three-year,
$500,000 National Science Foundation
(NSF) Trusted Computing grant entitled
“Virtual Machine Introspection-Based Live
Forensics for Detection of Malicious
Software” in July. The project integrates live
forensics techniques into a virtual machine
monitor (VMM) and uses hardwaresupported introspection techniques to
analyze system state to detect malicious
software. The use of introspection allows
malware detection facilities to be created
that can be hidden from malicious software
executing in guest VMs. The project is
intended to increase the depth, flexibility
and capabilities of introspected live forensics
analysis and to expand the scope of live
forensics to the detection of sophisticated
malware.
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EARTH AND
E N V I R O N M E N TA L
SCIENCES
Mark Alan Kulp, associate professor of earth
and environmental sciences, and Ioannis Y.
Georgiou, assistant professor of earth and
environmental sciences, both also with the
Pontchartrain Institute for Environmental
Sciences (PIES), co-authored an article
published in the Proceedings of the Natural
Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America (PNAS). “Hurricane-Induced Failure
of Low Salinity Wetlands,” published in July,
uses data from Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
to assess how storm surge erosion affects lowand high-salinity wetlands. The article also
explains how introducing fresh water to
marshes as part of marsh restoration may
weaken wetlands and make them more
vulnerable to hurricanes.
E D U C AT I O N A N D
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
Brian Beabout, assistant professor of
educational leadership, counseling and
foundations, had an article entitled
“Leadership for Change in the Educational
Wild-West of Post-Katrina New Orleans”
published by the Journal of Educational
Change documenting the rebuilding efforts at
eight New Orleans public schools during the
2005–2006 school year. He also coordinated a
research conference to mark five years of postKatrina school reform in New Orleans. The
conference was held September 23–25, 2010
at the Lindy Boggs Conference Center.

Kimberly L. Mason, assistant professor and
practicum and internship coordinator of
counselor education, published an article titled
“Factors That Influence Pre-Service
Administrators’ Views of Appropriate School
Counselor Duties” with D.M. Perera-Diltz in
the Journal of School Counseling this year. She
also has a book chapter titled “Work and Life”
in the American Counseling Association’s
Encyclopedia of Counseling (pp. 462–465).
Mason also presented “Perceived Expectations
of Beginning Doctoral Students Related to
Supervision” and “Fostering Diversity in the
Classroom: Strategies to Culturally
Responsive Teachers and Instruction” at
roundtables for the National Association
for Counselor Education and Supervision
conference in San Diego, CA; and
“Integrating Strategies Through Classroom
Guidance” and “An Alternative Avenue for
Adolescent Self-Discovery” at the Louisiana

Counseling Association Conference in Baton
Rouge, La. She also received a two-year
appointment as secretary for the Louisiana
Association for Counselor Education and
Supervision.

Ken Zangla, director of UNO’s Training,
Resource and Assistive-Technology Center
(TRAC), and Naomi Moore, assistant director
at TRAC, co-chaired the Seventh
International Conference on Higher
Education and Disability in Innsbruck,
Austria, in July. The event was attended by
150 scientists who addressed issues related to
making society and higher education
organizations more sensitive to the needs of
those with handicaps.
ENGINEERING
Rasheed Azzam, professor of electrical
engineering, was a member of the honorary
committee, plenary speaker and session chair at
the Fifth International Conference on
Spectroscopic Ellipsometry, May 23–28, 2010,
hosted by the College of Nanoscale Science &
Engineering, University at Albany (SUNY), NY.
Bhaskar Kura, professor of environmental
engineering, presented a total of eight
technical papers at the AWMA Conference
held in Calgary, Canada, June 22–25, 2010.
This included one paper, “Smart Utilization
of Waste Materials: Fly Ash Based Pervious
Concrete to Reduce Run-off,” he co-authored
with Norma Jean Mattei, interim dean of the
College of Engineering. In addition to the
technical papers, Kura chaired two technical
sessions and served as a panelist on a
technical panel titled “Renewable Energy
and Clean Technologies.”

Enrique La Motta, professor of civil
engineering, has received a commitment of
$28,000 from two companies to develop a
water treatment system designed to clean up
the oil-polluted Gulf of Mexico. He is working
with Ecolotron, Inc. from Texas and TS
Technologies from Norway, which manufacture
equipment that can be installed onboard
skimming vessels to treat polluted water.
ENGLISH
Zhaoming Qian, professor of English and
founding director of the Center for
Modernist Studies at Zhejiang University in
Hangzhou, China directed the Third
International Conference on Modernism and
the Orient, which took place in Hangzhou in
June. Qian also presented a keynote based on
his recent discovery of a recording of Moore’s
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1957 lecture on The Tao of Painting by the
Chinese painter and writer Mai-mai Sze entitled
“Moore’s Lost Essay on the Tao.”
HISTORY
Günter Bischof, the Marshall Plan Professor
of History and director of Center Austria,
directed the 35th annual UNO International
Summer School in Innsbruck in July and
August. Before that he gave a series of lectures
on “American Empire” at the University of
Economics and Business Administration in
Vienna. He also participated in a workshop at
the Austrian Cultural Forum in Budapest,
Hungary, on Soviet economic exploitation in
liberated areas in East-Central Europe,
1945–1949. Bischof gave a paper on “The
U.S. in 1960” at a conference on Khrushchev’s
visit to Austria in 1960, which took place at
Castle Schallaburg in Lower Austria.
PHYSICS
Leonard Spinu, associate professor of physics
and materials science and a member of the
Advanced Materials Research Institute
(AMRI), was recently elected as a senior
member of the IEEE, the world’s largest
professional association for the advancement
of technology. Less than 8 percent of IEEE
members achieve this level of professional
recognition. He also gave a presentation titled
“From Chemistry Lab to the Hard Disk” in
September at the Louisiana School for Math,
Science & the Arts in Natchitoches, La. The
presentation is a part of the Speaking of
Science (SoS) program sponsored by the
National Science Foundation and the Board
of Regents’ Louisiana Experimental Program
to Stimulate Competitive Research.
PLANNING AND
URBAN STUDIES
John L. Renne, early research professor of
planning and urban studies and associate
director of the UNO Transportation Institute
(UNOTI), was invited by former President
Bill Clinton to speak at the third annual
meeting of the Clinton Global Initiative
University in April at the University of Miami
in Florida. He participated as a panelist in
the session titled “Sustainable Transportation:
One Step to Building Sustainable
Communities” and was the only
transportation scholar speaking at
the conference.
PSYCHOLOGY
Linda Flynn-Wilson, professor of special
education & habilitative services, co-authored
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the article entitled “Assessment of Patient and
Caregiver Needs in Fragile X-Associated
Tremor/Ataxia Syndrome (FXTAS) by
Utilizing Q-Sort Methodology” in Aging and
Mental Health this year.

Michelle Martel, assistant professor of
psychology, received a $100,000 research grant
from the National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development (NICHD). The
grant will fund her research project entitled
“Screening Preschool Disruptive Behaviors.”
The purpose of the investigation is to assess
whether temperament traits and neuropsychological cognitive control predict the
longitudinal course of preschool disruptive
behavior problems like ADHD and ODD
over the course of a one-year period. The
project received a nearly perfect score from
the NIH when determining funding and
began in July.
Laura Scaramella, associate professor of
psychology, in conjunction with Dr. Rand
Conger (University of California, Davis), Dr.
Brent Donnellan (Michigan State University),
and Dr. Mike Stallings (University of
Colorado, Boulder), received a grant from the
National Institute of Child Health and
Development (NICHD). The grant is entitled
“A Genetic Study of Personal Traits That
Promote or Inhibit Individual Well-Being.”
The $4.4 million grant will allow the team to
analyze DNA from more than 2,400
participants in a 25-year, three-generational
study of families. Offspring from the first
waves of data collection are now often parents
themselves, so the investigation will be able to
do a multi-generational investigation into the
grandparents, parents and offspring of this
large cohort. Activities on the grant will allow
Scaramella and her laboratory to conduct
family-wide analyses of genetic influences on
personality traits and social adjustment.
Carl Weems, associate professor of
psychology, published two papers this spring.
“Hurricane Katrina and the Need for
Changes in the Federal Funding of Disaster
Mental Health” was published in the
American Journal of Disaster Medicine
(5: 57–60). The paper is a policy analysis of
mental health funding that calls for new ways
of funding post-disaster mental health and
shows that disaster-related mental health
problems appear to be very long lasting. The
second article, “Post-Traumatic Stress,
Context, and the Lingering Effects of the
Hurricane Katrina Disaster Among Ethnic
O R L E A N S

O F F I C I A L

Minority Youth,” is an empirical report he coauthored showing that PTSD rates did not
decline from 2 to 2.5 years after Hurricane
Katrina among ethnic minority youth. It was
published in the Journal of Abnormal Child
Psychology (38: 49–56).
SOCIOLOGY
Shirley Laska, professor emerita of sociology
and director emerita of the Center for Hazards
Assessment, Response and Technology (UNOCHART), co-authored a paper with urban
studies doctoral student Kristina Peterson
titled “The Use of Participatory Action
Research to Address Climate Change.” The
paper was also modified to include how the
research applied to oil spill response after the
BP disaster and was presented in a “Sociology
of Disaster” session of the International
Sociological Association’s World Congress of
Sociology conference held in July in
Gothenburg, Sweden.
Laska also was awarded one of six first-ever
prizes from the Consortium for Science,
Policy and Outcomes at the “The Rightful
Place of Science” conference held at Arizona
State University in Tempe, Ariz., in May.

She led a team of scholars from UNOCHART to present findings from their study
“Achieving Successful Long-term Recovery
and Safety from a Catastrophe:
Recommendations from Hurricane Katrina”
on Capitol Hill in April. Team members
included Monica Farris, acting director of
UNO-CHART; Pamela Jenkins, professor of
sociology; Robert Montjoy, research professor
of public administration; and Earthea Nance,
assistant professor of planning and urban
studies. Among the team’s recommendations
was the creation of a new designation of
“catastrophic” disaster to expedite recovery
assistance, as well as greater emphasis on
hazard mitigation efforts.

The UNO-CHART team also received a grant
from the National Science Foundation to
research media accounts of the BP oil spill
and the effects that the disaster has on
communities. The research project is entitled
“The BP Horizon Oil Disaster: Media
Accounts and Community Impacts.”
Members of UNO-CHART are collaborating
with colleagues from the University of
Louisiana at Lafayette. Researchers are
studying various communities across the state,
depending on how much they have been
impacted by the oil disaster.
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RESEARCHING
A CATASTROPHE
By Adam Norris
Photo courtesy of Matthew Tarr

New Orleans and its environs
offer a dynamic laboratory for
learning with its singular culture,
diverse population, eclectic
architecture, distinctive music
and colorful politics. But an
environmental catastrophe that
began in the Gulf of Mexico and
spread to America’s shores has
rendered southeast Louisiana
an even more important area
for research.
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The effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil disaster
are complex and far-reaching, from the immediate
ecological and health concerns to the long-term
mental health and economic issues that are only
beginning to be understood.

confident the same treatment process used to clean
bilge and ballast water will work with a mixture of
seawater and oil.

Cleaning the Sea
Enrique La Motta is mild-mannered and soft-

La Motta assembled a team that includes doctoral
student Guillermo Rincon, who is La Motta’s right
hand in the lab; Mike Gordon, a business student
who’s handling various aspects of the project
including business agreements and fundraising; and
Brittany Roberts, a civil engineering student.

Many members of the UNO faculty are undertaking
research projects related to the oil disaster that they
hope will foster a greater understanding of the
problems, resulting in solutions for cleanup and
recovery.

He selected two companies, Ecolotron, Inc. of
Kemah, Texas, and TS Technologies of Porsgrunn,
Norway, because he says their technology is proven
to treat oil polluted water. Both companies have
each pledged an initial investment of $14,000 for La
Motta to develop a water treatment system designed
to clean up the oil-contaminated water in the Gulf.

To conduct preliminary testing of the water
treatment system, La Motta’s team procured several
50-gallon drums of oily Gulf seawater and began
testing the technology on a small scale.

Environmental engineering professor Enrique La Motta
conducts experiments in his lab.

spoken, but he does not mince words when it
comes to declaring his ambitious scientific goals.

“What we want to do is solve the problem in the
Gulf of Mexico, and I think we have the solution,”
says La Motta, a UNO professor of civil and
environmental engineering. “BP has been swamped
by many crazy inventors. This is not a crazy
invention. It is a process that works, period.”
In 2008, while working on a grant project from the
United States Navy, La Motta completed successful
experiments on cleaning bilge and ballast water.

Bilge water is the oily, polluted water produced by
ships and held in the bottom of vessels. Ballast
water is the water ships take in to maintain stability;
it is frequently contaminated by a variety of
organisms that live in the water. La Motta is
12

La Motta says the process, which is called
“electrocoagulation,” will produce clean water that
will exceed Environmental Protection Agency
standards.

“The process breaks up the oil emulsion and allows
the particles to coalesce and float to the surface.
That’s the first step,” La Motta says. “The second
step is to skim the oil which is floating at the
surface. And then what you have at the bottom is
clear water.”

“The way I envision the system is for it to be
mounted on any barge or any skimmer which is
collecting oil and water. After the oil is separated by
gravity, the water will be treated to remove the
remaining suspended and dissolved petroleum
particles, and this treated water can be discharged
back into the ocean.”
Breaking Down the Problem
At the end of May, Matthew Tarr and some
colleagues chartered a fishing boat out of Venice,
La. They headed down the Mississippi River to
South Pass and ventured about 10 miles into the
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Oil Spill
on his own that will work more effectively on
degrading the oil in seawater.

Photo courtesy of Benjamin Lyons

Gulf of Mexico
before they found
what they were
looking for—a big
patch of oil.

Tarr, the chair of the
UNO chemistry
department, brought
samples of the oily
water back to his
lab, hoping to
accomplish two
things.

“One is to
understand what
specific
Mount Carmel Academy chemistry teacher
transformations
Peter Leaf collects oil samples from the Gulf
of Mexico during a trip with chemistry professor happen to the oil
when it’s sitting out
Matthew Tarr.
there in the Gulf
and sun is shining on it,” Tarr says. “Just so people
can know: How fast is it going to go away?”

Then he watches how quickly light causes the oil to
break down, which brings Tarr to the next step in
his experiments.

“The second part of it is what can we do to speed
up that process?” Tarr says. “So we’re working with
a series of photocatalysts, materials that absorb light
and transfer that energy to the oil to make it
decompose faster.”

One of the photocatalysts that Tarr is testing is
titanium dioxide, a nontoxic white pigment that is
used in products like sunscreen because it scatters light.

If the photocatalysts that Tarr is using don’t yield
satisfactory results, he wants to try to develop others
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“When you talk about dispersant, you keep having
to add more dispersant because once you use it, it
dissolves and it goes away,” Tarr says. “With
photocatalysts you don’t have to keep adding more.
You put it out there and it doesn’t change. It stays
the same but the stuff around it gets decomposed.”

Tarr says that there is not a huge arsenal of
technologies to clean up oil spills. He hopes that by
developing materials that will accelerate the
decomposition of the oil, he can contribute one
more tool to the fight.

Millions of barrels of oil spewed into the Gulf,
which means some portion of it could remain on
the surface of the water for an indefinite amount of
time. In his experiments, Tarr is placing thin films
of the oil on top of the seawater and exposing the
mixture to artificial sunlight in his lab. He’s using
artificial light because he can control it.

T H E

He sees two major advantages to photocatalysts
when compared to dispersants. Because they are
nontoxic they can be used near sensitive
environmental areas like estuaries. Plus, Tarr says
photocatalysts have staying power.

The Air We Breathe
Bhaskar Kura is a busy man. He is a professor and
graduate program coordinator in UNO’s
Department of Civil and Environmental
Engineering. He’s also the director of the Maritime
Environmental Resources and Information Center.
But when he heard about the oil gushing into the
Gulf of Mexico, he dropped all of his other
projects.

“I gathered my students and I motivated them,”
Kura says. “I said this is going to be a lot of work
for us, but even if you are working on a thesis topic
that is not related to that, still being an
environmental engineer, you need to know what’s
happening.”
Kura, who is an air quality expert, began putting
out the call to local engineering companies, other
universities and corporations around the country.
“This is going to be a major piece of research work
so it has to be done collaboratively,” he says.
“Having a consortium with different backgrounds
will really help our research.”
For years Kura has studied clean technologies for
shipbuilding and ship recycling, so he says UNO
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From left: Bhaskar Kura and students Suruchi Verma, Vandana Karap, Naveen Devata, Amitdyuti Sengupta, Jason Cambre
and Matthew Bethel.

was well-stocked with air quality monitoring
equipment.

In June, Kura led an exploratory trip that included
students from UNO and Arizona State University.
The group took some initial air quality readings in
several locations off the coast of Plaquemines Parish.

Kura says this was just the beginning of a data
collection process that attempts to calculate the
long-term impacts of the oil disaster on the air
quality of the region. He is in the process of setting
up air quality monitoring stations that he hopes will
be able to yield required information for evaluating
short-term and long-term air quality and health
impacts. “The tricky thing about air pollution is
you can’t go to a sampling location and take a oneday sample and say the air quality is good or bad or
average,” says Kura, who cites wind and weather as
variables that can significantly affect air quality
readings.
The goal of Kura’s data collection is to determine
if there are areas where the air quality exceeds
safe limits, so-called “hot spots.” Based on the
concentration of certain compounds in the area,
he can calculate the probability of cancer
or other illnesses.
14

Kura says if those hot spots exist, he believes the
people who live there will experience increased
health risks.

“If the high-end estimations of how much oil
spilled into the Gulf are true, then certainly I think
it could be a major issue in terms of health impact,”
he says.
The Unseen Effects
Hurricane Katrina crossed into southeast Louisiana
more than five years ago, but the emotional toll on
the children and families in the region has not
vanished. Which is why Carl Weems is so
concerned about the effects that the BP oil disaster
will have on the segment of the population that has
endured both events.
“In these families who were already hard hit by
Katrina, they’re at higher risk for having mental
health problems related to this,” says Weems, a
UNO professor of psychology.

Few people are better equipped to discuss the
psychological effects of Katrina than Weems, who
has already published 11 papers on the topic in
scientific journals.
Weems says his research indicates that even now,
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Oil Spill
between 10 and 20 percent of kids in one study’s
sample could still benefit from some type of
psychological counseling.
The most common effects in children and adults
post-Katrina were, not surprisingly, high levels of
anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress
symptoms. Weems says the danger is in not
identifying the problems.

“Katrina was a contextual disaster,” Weems says.
“So will be this BP oil spill. Families are still dealing
with all this stuff, and very often the kids’ mental
health isn’t deliberately pushed aside, but there are
so many other problems for the families to deal
with. Many of these kids do not get the
interventions they need.” In 2006, Weems
published a theoretical model that can help predict
whether young people will react with anxiety or
anger to a stressful situation. Weems is developing a
study that will apply that model to families who are
affected by the BP oil disaster to help identify youth
who are at risk for negative mental health reactions.
“The hope is to use this
knowledge to help identify
and provide services at the
broadest level and then
identify the very worst who
aren’t getting services to get
these families connected
with appropriate
interventions,” Weems says.

Weems shares his expertise
with local schools so that
schools can identify
students with certain issues and respond to their
needs more effectively. He says the problems could
be particularly detrimental in kids who have
experienced a second major psychological trauma in
less than five years. “You’re adding this additional
stress to these people who may be just recovering,”
he says. “And research shows that your cumulative
stress increases your risk for significant mental
health problems.”

Doctoral student Guillermo Rincon serves as
La Motta’s right hand in the lab.
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Secretary Mabus Visits UNO,
Gulf Coast
UNO served as a backdrop for a Gulf Coast visit
from Navy Secretary Ray Mabus, who is President
Barack Obama’s oil spill recovery chief.
Secretary Mabus, Senator Mary Landrieu and
Governor Bobby Jindal highlighted the importance
of long-term coastal restoration for the Gulf Coast
at a news conference held outside of the Homer L.
Hitt Alumni and Visitors Center on July 7.
Secretary Mabus’ assignment from President
Obama is to develop a plan of federal support for
the long-range economic and environmental
restoration of the Gulf Coast region.
Congressman Anh “Joseph” Cao, Congressman
Charles Boustany and Assistant Secretary of the
Interior Tom Strickland were also in attendance.
Governor Jindal and other officials accompanied
Secretary Mabus on an aerial tour of Louisiana’s
coast. Secretary Mabus and Assistant Secretary
Strickland also attended a meeting of the
Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration
Authority held on UNO’s campus.
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ASSESSING
THE RECOVERY:
PROGRESS AND PROBLEMS
FIVE YEARS AFTER KATRINA

16

ResearchMagazineRevised:uno magazine

12/14/10

9:31 AM

Page 19

Katrina
By Matt Davis

Five years after Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans, experts say the city is
stronger in many ways than it was before the storm. For example, it’s less likely to
flood and a better place to send your child to public school. But challenges persist,
and as the BP oil catastrophe has shown, New Orleans and the surrounding area
is still vulnerable to the impacts of disaster.
Rethinking Public Education
Hurricane Katrina was the catalyst for reforming a
failing public school system, says Andre Perry,
associate dean at UNO’s College of Education and
Human Development, and chief executive of the
Capital One-UNO Charter School Network.

UNO decided to open the Pierre A. Capdau
charter school in the Gentilly neighborhood in
2004, because it felt a responsibility to the
community as a higher education institution in a
city with some of the lowest performing public
schools in the country. Before Katrina, Capdau was
one of only a handful of charter schools in the city
compared to the Orleans Parish School Board’s 120
public schools.
Now there are 51 charter schools across the city,
and only 37 traditional schools. The shift may have
come about because there was a weakening of
resistance from unions, teachers, parents and
certain legislators after Katrina, Perry says.

At left: Andre Perry,
associate dean at
UNO’s College
of Education and
Human Development
and CEO of the
Capital One-UNO
Charter School
Network.

“The storm certainly created a political
environment where these reforms could happen,”
he says. “The setting was not conducive to radical
change before, and it took a storm to produce that.
Many of the players that had influence evacuated,
so they weren’t in the state when a lot of these
changes were made. I never say it’s a good thing or
a bad thing; I just say that these are the political
conditions that helped spur change.”
The Capital One-UNO Charter School Network
now runs three kindergarten-through-eighth grade
schools, and one high school, Thurgood Marshall
Early College High School, which has retained
more than 95 percent of its senior class of 65
students since their freshman year.
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More than half of those students have been
accepted to colleges, and all but two passed the
school’s general exit exam, the test to assure that
students have learned all they needed to graduate.

“Prior to the storm, less than half of the students in
the Orleans Parish School District graduated,” says
Perry, who says a renewed sense of involvement in
schools has come about over the last five years.
Under the charter system, principals have greater
say in who they can hire and fire, and schools have
greater autonomy to be able to solve problems. But
larger issues remain in the new system and
“continue to loom over the decentralized system
like a storm cloud,” says Perry. Retirement and
health benefits, rising transportation costs and the
lack of a cohesive governance structure are among
the top concerns. Charter schools also received a
great deal of one-time funding after Katrina, but
now need to generate their own revenues to stay
viable. “There’s also a labyrinth of bureaucracy that
was created when we decentralized, and it’s difficult
for school leaders to navigate, let alone parents,”
says Perry. “We certainly have freedoms that we
didn’t have before, but what you gain in autonomy
at the site level, you lose in terms of having
consistency and cohesion.”

For example, some schools remain open when there
is an impending storm, while others close. Schools
have different starting and closing times, too. And
for better or worse, there hasn’t been an influx of
new white students into the charter school system—
they still typically go into the city’s selective
admission schools.
Flood Protection for the 21st Century
While the work is ongoing, there is no doubt that
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the city is safer now from the threat of flooding
than it was before Katrina.

Martin Guillot, a professor of mechanical
engineering at UNO, worked on two storm surge
simulation projects for the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers after Katrina. He says the Corps is now
using more accurate probability methods to predict
whether levees can withstand a 100-year storm.
Levees have been raised, and splash pads and
concrete protection have been added so that the
structures hold up, even in the event of
overtopping. Pumping stations have also been
upgraded so that they have the capacity to pump
out floodwaters more quickly.

their property values reduced by an unsightly new
pumping station.

Emergency Preparedness: Then and Now
Research led by the University of New Orleans has
also focused on the evacuation of the city’s most
vulnerable populations since Katrina. Those
include people living paycheck to paycheck without
access to automobiles, older people, or those
who are distrustful of the city and government
in general.

New pumping stations at London Avenue and the
mouths of the Orleans and 17th Street canals have
decreased the likelihood of flooding as a result of
breached canal walls, too, says Guillot. Indeed,
much of the post-Katrina flooding in New Orleans
was as a result of water running into those canals,
and not overtopping the levees.

“Before Katrina, the pumps in Orleans Parish were
placed far inside the city, where the edge of the city
was in the early 1920s, and those pumps were never
moved,” Guillot says. “What they have done is
move the pumping stations to the edge of Lake
Pontchartrain itself, at the mouth of the outfall
canals. And if a storm comes, they have gates that
they can close off, to not allow the storm to get up
the canals.”
“There were already criticisms of the adequacy of
the canal protection before the storm,” says Alex
McCorquodale, a UNO professor of civil
engineering. “But quite honestly, I think
Washington had a wakeup call, and there were
orders of magnitude that more money be made
available after Katrina.”

McCorquodale lives in the Lake Terrace
neighborhood, where the property owners’
association was divided before Katrina on whether
or not to upgrade the pumping systems.
McCorquodale is pleased to see that the idea has
finally won over those who said they didn’t want
18

Recently dedicated Katrina memorial located west
of Milneburg Hall on UNO’s campus.

“We worked closely with the city to have them
understand that reaching out to some of these
special needs groups was critical,” says John Kiefer,
a professor of political science and director of
UNO’s master’s in public administration program.
Kiefer is also a faculty associate at UNO’s Center
for Hazards Assessment, Response and Technology,
which uses social science research to determine ways
communities can become more resilient to disasters.
“An 80-year-old woman who may be in her
apartment with Fluffy the cat—older folks don’t like
change. What’s going to happen to her cat? How’s
she going to get her medication? What’s she going
to eat? Unless these questions were going to be
answered, those people were very likely to stay in
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Katrina
only likely to rely on the city’s evacuation plans as a
last resort.

their apartment and let the waters rise. And really,
that’s why we feel that a lot of people didn’t leave
during Katrina.”

Kiefer also serves as chair of the section on
emergency and crisis management for the American
Society for Public Administration. The society
includes 400 scholars and practitioners from
around the world who focus on disaster
management; it has held intensive discussions
about the lessons learned from the federal, state
and local response to Katrina.

John Renne, a UNO professor of planning and
urban studies, says the University’s vulnerable
population evacuation research now serves as a
model for other major cities.

“Particularly in places like Chicago and San
Francisco, which haven’t had major disasters
recently, they really ramped up their disaster
planning after Katrina because they learned a lot
from us,” Renne says.

In February 2010, Renne and his colleagues, in
collaboration with LSU, organized the first National
Evacuation Conference at the Marriott Hotel in the
French Quarter. Speakers included the director of
Governor Bobby Jindal’s Office of Homeland
Security and Emergency Preparedness, and retired
Lieutenant General Russel L. Honoré, who earned
the nickname “The Category Five General” after
leading the joint task force to coordinate military
efforts in the aftermath of Katrina.
The conference focused on addressing the
challenges faced by special needs populations

during disasters, improvements in evacuation
planning and developments in evacuation policy
across the country.

Working in partnership with local nonprofits and
the City of New Orleans, Renne and Kiefer helped
to develop an evacuation plan after Katrina that
would focus on tourists and vulnerable populations.

“People would go to pickup points, get transferred
to buses and get taken to shelters out of harm’s
way,” says Renne. “And in the 2008 evacuation for
Hurricane Gustav, that process went very well. The
city implemented the first city-assisted evacuation
plan of its kind for the country, and I really think it
demonstrated to the rest of the country what can be
done.”
Nonprofits working with vulnerable populations
have also become more resilient and self-reliant
since Katrina, says Renne, which means they are
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Sadly, Kiefer says the BP oil catastrophe in the Gulf
of Mexico has made him question the progress
made since Katrina on intergovernmental
collaboration.
“We have a quote from [University of Maryland
professor] Don Kettl, who said the only thing that
fell faster than the levees during Katrina were the
intergovernmental relationships,” he says. “And
unfortunately we seem to be seeing the same thing
five years later with the response to the oil leak.”
Kiefer says parish leaders and Governor Bobby
Jindal have been very proactive following the spill,
but he cites an apparent disconnect, now, at the
federal level.

“If there’s one thing we learned after Katrina it was
the importance of having timely assistance, because
as our people lose their income and their way of
life, they tend not to come back,” he says.

Recent figures show that 25 percent of New
Orleans residents haven’t returned since Katrina in
spite of a myriad of programs focused on facilitating
their return.
“And for five years we’ve just been muddled down
by the bureaucratic quagmire that our citizens have
had to go through,” Kiefer says. “With this oil spill
we see people having to move away, loss of tourism,
fishing, perhaps loss of our offshore economy. And
once they move away, once we lose them to
Houston or California or anywhere else, we’ve lost
our lifeblood here in Louisiana. And you want to
scream at the federal government, ‘what didn’t you
understand after Katrina?’”
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UNO WORLD
CHAMPS IN SOLAR
BOATING RACE
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Solar Boating
By Chris Bynum

Kingdom’s University of
Southampton.

Not all races to the finish
line for a world
championship are frenzied
and fearless amid the
deafening roar of a crowd.
Some end smoothly and
quietly in lake waters.
Such was the case when
the University of New
Orleans won the 2010
World Championship of
Intercollegiate Solar/Electric Boating.

“Emotionally, it’s not a
big deal until you get to
the last event,” says UNO
engineering student Blake
Elliott of Metairie, La.,
the team’s captain.

“This is not a one-man
game. We had half a dozen
or more people on the team this year. Three of us
were there for the second time,” says the senior.

The five-day Solar Splash competition, hosted by
the University of Arkansas College of Engineering
on Lake Fayetteville June 9–13, included 13 teams
from 12 universities. The intercollegiate regatta,
founded in 1994 in Milwaukee, promotes energy
conservation while giving students hands-on
engineering experience in a competitive setting.
UNO, which hosted the event in 2000, has
competed in the international race since 1996,
winning individual events before claiming this
year’s world championship title.

UNO’s team relied on sheer speed in the 300-meter
sprint and precise maneuvers through the slalom
course to come out on top. “The only thing you see
at the starting line is the finish line,” says Elliot.
“You develop tunnel vision.”

In solar boating, preparation is crucial. Competitors
meticulously plan so that in an endurance race of
two hours or a sprint of seconds, the boat’s solarcharged batteries go dead right at the finish line.
When naval architects and electrical engineers put
their heads together, a solar boat’s performance is
painstakingly calculated before it is put in the water
on race day.

After technical inspections are completed on the
first day of the event, students put their boats to the
test for four days in five on-the-water races—sprint,
slalom and endurance races without the aid of
gasoline. In addition, the boats are judged on boat
design, appearance and workmanship.
Among the strongest competitors in a field that
included teams from England and Mexico were
Cedarville University in Ohio and the United
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The winning boat, the Milneburg Jo y, (named after
the 1925 jazz standard “Milneburg Joys” recorded
by the New Orleans Rhythm Kings and such
legends as Jelly Roll Morton) is on display in the
lobby of the engineering building. Milneburg was a
music-rich town on the southern side of Lake
Pontchartrain where UNO’s campus now sits.
Members of this year’s winning team who attended
the race were Sam Beane, Justin Billiot (who also
skippered an endurance event), Blake Elliott, Fatih
Kan, Ricardo Martinez and Mario Munoz. Other
team members were Brian Buschbaum, Paul Cifreo
and Daniel Givan.
Sponsorship for the event is crucial to its success.
UNO’s winning team was sponsored by Northrop
Grumman’s Ship Systems (NGSS), Institute of
Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) New
Orleans Section, National Instruments, Vorus and
Associates Inc., Altintas Shipyard, Chaz Welding,
Baggy’s Propeller Repair, Downhole Mills &
Specialty Co. and Terrebonne Marine.
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2000 Lakeshore Drive
New Orleans, Louisiana 70148

As Louisiana’s Urban Research University of National Stature,
the University of New Orleans will rank in the Top 200 of American Research
Universities. The University will continue to be recognized as a major research university
as reflected by our designation as a Research University – High Research Activity by the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.
For more information on our research efforts please go to http://orsp.uno.edu.

