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Chairman Turner, Ranking Member Clay and members of the subcommittee, thank you
for the opportunity to appear before you today to discuss what the federal, state, and local
roles should be in the preservation of historic properties affected by Hurricane Katrina. 1
appreciate having the opportunity to speak on such an important topic and one that is
central to my profession and my passion. My name is David Preziosi. I am the

Executive Director of the Mississippi Heritage Trust (MHT).

The Mississippi Heritage Trust was founded in 1992 as the only statewide non-profit
organization dedicated to the preservation of the prehistoric and historic cultural
resources of Mississippi. MHT has over 600 members in Mississippi and around the
country. Our membership includes individuals, families, businesses, corporations,
foundations, governmental entities, and non-profits. We work to achieve our mission
through education and advocacy, as well as with hands on preservation work. MHT has
assisted communities of all sizes with preservation issues, and’ is known for such key
programs as Mississippi’s 10 Most Endangered Historic Places list and the Mississippi
Heritage Awards. We are also involved in education, holding preservation conferences

each year which focus on different themes. In addition we produce special workshops
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our friends and colleagues in the areas affected by Katrina. The status of the
communications systems made it difficult to get through to people. After we found out
the status about most of the people we knew we went to work checking on the status of
our beloved historic landmarks which was also a difficult task. Communication systems
again made it difficult to get through and we heard numerous rumors about different
places, some of which were just that, and others that turned out to be true. On Friday
September 2" I and a member of the MDAH staff ﬁaveled to the coast with a reporter
and photographer from the New York Times who were doing a story on the damage to
historic properties. It was an eye-opening experience for all of us. Our first stop was to
see Beauvoir of which we heard various stories of its level of damage and in some cases
destruction. It was a surreal experience to drive down to the coast and see the damage to
buildings and trees multiply as we got closer to the Gulf. As we reached Beauvoir we
were astounded to find that the destruction to the main house and site was massive.
Several historic outbuildings were completely gone and the wrap around gallery of the
main house was torn off, causing gaping holes in the roof. There wasn’t a trace of the
gallery on the site, even the piers which used to support the porch deck. Live oak trees,
many over 100 years old, were ripped from the ground and toppled over, and even the
grounds looked like a barren wasteland.  After investigating the damage to Beauvoir, we
cautiously traveled further down the coast and saw more massive destruction to both
historic and non-historic buildings alike. The 1850s Dantzler House was completely
gone, with only a brick walkway and rubble to mark its former location. Other buildings
in Biloxi along the coast survived but were heavily damaged, the first floors being

gouged by the storm surge pulling away front walls, columns, and porches. Porch roofs
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Jackson to the Coast takes three hours each way. We covered the majority of the coast
line, all of the National Register Historic Districts, and the majority of the individually
listed structures. After those basic assessments we decided that the next step was to
investigate the structural integrity of the properties most severely damaged to determine
if and how the buildings could be stabilized and protected from further damage. Not
having a structural engineer on the SHPO staff has slowed down this second phase of our
response. We have been able to get some engineering assistance from volunteers coming
in from outside of the state and from the only structural engineer working as a contractor
for FEMA. But we don’t know how long these volunteers will be willing to come help
and the coordination of the volunteer teams has become burdensome in itself and has

taken the attention of key staff members.

Federal Role

The federal role in the preservation of historic properties damaged by Katrina should
begin with additional technical support for FEMA in the field. We need more structural
engineers and architects to help evaluate the condition of damaged properties listed on
the National Register. Currently FEMA in Mississippi has only contracted with one
structural engineer, a preservation consultant, and an architectural historian to be in the
field. The three of them have to covér 72 miles of coast line, and 12 municipalities in
three counties. This does not include the additional seven counties in the state also
affected by Katrina but not on the coast. If we are to save as many of the damaged
historic structures as possible we need more structural engineers and architects to meet -

with property owners and local building officials. Those professionals can help evaluate
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People in the areas affected by Katrina also need further clarification from FEMA about
what FEMA will or will not be doing. Rumors are running rampant that FEMA will be
knocking down any damaged houses even if the damage is not severe or even if it is
missing a roof. Some of that misinformation is coming from FEMA contractors talking
to the local people. However there needs to be a better public relations push to get
correct information out to people and stop the rumors. While it seems a good idea to
disseminate such information on the FEMA web site, directing people who do not have
electricity or internet access or even a house to visit the web site only causes more
frustration. To solve this problem, more information needs to be published in the local

papers, and regular public meetings need to be held with FEMA representation to answer

questions.

State Role

The state role in the preservation of historic properties should be to provide additional
technical assistance and services to historic property owners and municipalities with
National Register properties in their boundaries. The Mississippi Department of
Archives and History has already done a tremendous amount of work to do preliminary
damage assessments to determine what areas are in critical need of further help. This was
done without FEMA help as they were not ready to assist with assessments and
determined that in Mississippi it was the role of the SHPO to provide this service whereas
in Louisiana they are hiring 20 to 30 architectural historians and architects to do this type

of damage assessment.
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Local governments also need to keep their local preservation controls and ordinances in
place and not change them until after the clean up is complete and it is determined what
the entire community wants. It is crucial that the remaining historic structures are
protected from alterations that will change their historic character which could affect

already fragile National Register district status.

The local government, in partnership with the state, will also have to look at the changes
that may need to be made to historic district boundaries due to the amount of historic
properties that are gone and lack of historic resources to keep a National Register district

with its current boundaries.

MHT’s Role

Our role at MHT has changed greatly due to Katrina and has put us in the forefront of
trying to save the historic resources in the state damaged by Katrina. MHT is a staff of
one and we have very limited resources so we can’t do as much as we would like. We
- have changed from an advocacy and educational organization to one that is on ground
trying to save as many historic buildings as possible. I have offered what services I can
provide to assist MDAH’s efforts. I have helped them with the damage assessment on
the coast, and was present in meetings and on conference calls with them regarding
historic preservation. =~ We have provided a united front in the effort to save our state’s

historic resources.
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We would be remiss if we didn’t look at the experience of Katrina as a learning

experience for future disasters. The scope of this disaster was overwhelming for

everyone and was no doubt what led to so many problems; however we discovered many

things that could be handled bétter in the future or could be implemented to give people a

better chance to save their historic resources. Some of those ideas include:

1.

Develop better records on historic districts, or make sure they are up to date to
help in the assessment of damaged properties. The records regarding historic
properties and districts kept at the local level were in many cases destroyed ‘olr are
missing so multiple copies should be made and stored in a central safe location
that the SHPO can access. Do more investigation into potentially eligible national
Register Districts and properties. During damage assessments we found many
potentially eligible district areas, many in lower-income areas.

Reevaluate FEMA flood maps as pre-storm FEMA maps misled property owners
to think they did not need flood insurance. Now that the majority of the damage
is being determined to have been flood-related people who have insurancé are not
being covered for the damage if they didn’t have flood insurance.

Develop a comprehensive coastal heritage recovery plan in case of future
disasters. This plan should include clearly defined roles of the federal, state, and
local entities in protecting and saving historic resources.

Identify sources of immediate money for stabilization of privately owned
buildings - grants and tax credits are too slow to provide crucial stabilization to

prevent the buildings from deteriorating further or completely collapsing before
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It has‘ been absolutely heartbreaking to see so many of our beloved historic landmarks on
the coast gone or in ruins. Whole sections of historic districts are missing and numerous
historic structures are barley hanging on with severe damage compromising their future.
Much work lies ahead if we are to save those historic places that are important to the
fabric and character of Mississippi. All levels of government - federal, state, and local -
must work together and form partnerships that strive to give every effort and assistance
possible to those who own properties listed on the National Register. These National
Register properties which are important enough to be recognized by the federal
government as having local, state, or national significance should be worthy of some
additional assistance to save them. We must not let Katrina take any more historic‘
structures through a lack of effort or coordination on the part of the different levels of
government than she has already destroyeci. When you have pieces of your historic
fabric ripped from you so violently and quickly it is important that we do all that we can
to save the remaining historic structures that survived the wrath of Katrina to retain a

small portion of the historic character of the coast.
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