
    

 

Flood-ravaged neighborhoods may lose clout 
Voter turnout in most of them plummets in mayoral primary  

Tuesday, May 02, 2006 
By Brian Thevenot 
Staff writer  

With voter turnout down in many flood-ravaged wards and up in relatively undamaged areas, 
residents of neighborhoods like the Lower 9th Ward and eastern New Orleans could see an 
erosion of political clout, according to a Brown University study released Monday.  

As expected, Katrina's population displacement also depressed overall voter turnout and shifted 
the racial demographics of the electorate. But the shift in the voting power of different 
neighborhoods may have more impact in the city's new political landscape, where neighborhood 
issues reign over all others, said Brown sociologist John Logan.  

"There was a dramatic shift in the relative importance of specific neighborhoods," the study 
concludes.  

In general, voters from Gentilly, the Lower 9th Ward, Central City and most of eastern New 
Orleans voted in far fewer numbers than neighborhoods spared by the flood, such as the French 
Quarter and Uptown, which saw moderate increases in turnout. The same did not hold true for 
flood-ravaged Lakeview, where voters turned out in nearly the same numbers as they did in the 
2002 mayoral election, Logan said, attributing the higher Lakeview turnout to active civic groups 
that succeeded in motivating a relatively affluent populace.  

And it doesn't take an Ivy League sociologist to point out the basic rule of politics: Neighborhoods 
that deliver votes to candidates will be rewarded with more money, services and attention from 
leaders who need their votes to advance their political careers. The neighborhood dynamics are 
closely related to racial dynamics, of course, given that turnout lagged most in predominantly 
African-American precincts, Logan said.  

In all, the 108,000 votes cast in the primary represent about 83 percent of the turnout in the 2002 
mayor's election, Logan noted. Black voters accounted for about 57 percent of that total, a 
downward shift of 6 or 7 percentage points from a typical election. Logan characterized the 
change as substantial, if not unexpected.  

"It's a very big change," he said. "If you look at most cities, across elections, this is the kind of 
number that always stays stable."  

But geography trumps race in the political analysis, Logan said. With the question of the very 
existence of some flood-ravaged neighborhoods on the table, as well the level of rebuilding money 
and city services they will receive, diminished voter turnout in certain neighborhoods could have 



major political consequences, Logan said.  

"People have interests tied to specific territories. If you happen to be an African-American in the 
French Quarter, your vote doesn't have the same impact as an African-American in eastern New 
Orleans," Logan said. "The Lower 9th Ward and New Orleans East were very under-represented 
in the election. . . . I firmly believe that as decisions are made about allocating resources, that the 
resources will follow the votes. Politicians don't usually serve the city or the public as a whole; they 
have to be concerned about how they're going to maintain an electoral majority. "  

In Gentilly, voter turnout ran about 78 percent of the level shown in the 2002 mayoral election. In 
eastern New Orleans, about 73 percent showed up. In the Lower 9th Ward, turnout fell more 
sharply, to 58 percent of 2002 levels.  

None of this surprised Logan, given the inherent difficulty in getting election news and information 
and navigating the voting process from out of town or out of state. What he did not expect to find 
was the relatively high turnout in Lakeview, which took roughly equal flood damage to lower 
turnout neighborhoods, where voter participation fell only to 94 percent of its 2002 levels.  

Also puzzling, Logan said, was that many high-and-dry neighborhoods only posted modest gains 
in voter turnout in what so many have called the most important election in the history of New 
Orleans.  

In the Irish Channel, for instance, turnout increased slightly to about 110 percent of its 2002 levels, 
a typical level for a neighborhood that didn't flood. But by another measuring stick Logan used -- 
the 2004 presidential election -- far fewer voters turned out, about 65 percent.  

"In the neighborhoods where people are probably back in their homes and living close to normal 
lives, I thought they'd be turning out like gangbusters," Logan said. "I thought they'd turn out like 
the last presidential race, given that this election was so much more important to their future than 
whether Kerry or Bush was elected."  

. . . . . . .  

Brian Thevenot can be reached at bthevenot@timespicayune.com or at (504) 826-3482.  
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“The Lower 9th Ward and New Orleans East were very under-represented in the election. . . . I firmly believe that as decisions are made about
allocating resources, that the resources will follow the votes. ”

JOHN LOGAN, Brown University sociologist

Flooded neighborhoods may lose clout
Turnout plummets

in most of them

By Brian Thevenot
Staff writer

With voter turnout down in
many flood-ravaged wards and
up in relatively undamaged
areas, residents of neighbor-
hoods like the Lower 9th Ward
and eastern New Orleans could
see an erosion of political clout,
according to a Brown Univer-
sity study released Monday.

As expected, Katrina’s pop-
ulation displacement also de-
pressed overall voter turnout
and shifted the racial demogra-
phics of the electorate. But the
shift in the voting power of dif-
ferent neighborhoods may have
more impact in the city’s new
political landscape, where neigh-
borhood issues reign over all
others, said Brown sociologist
John Logan.

“There was a dramatic shift
in the relative importance of
specific neighborhoods,” the
study concludes.

In general, voters from Gen-
tilly, the Lower 9th Ward, Cen-
tral City and most of eastern
New Orleans voted in far fewer
numbers than neighborhoods
spared by the flood, such as the
French Quarter and Uptown,
which saw moderate increases
in turnout. The same did not
hold true for flood-ravaged
Lakeview, where voters turned
out in nearly the same numbers
as they did in the 2002 mayoral
election, Logan said, attributing
the higher Lakeview turnout to
active civic groups that suc-
ceeded in motivating a relatively
affluent populace.

And it doesn’t take an Ivy
League sociologist to point out
the basic rule of politics: Neigh-
borhoods that deliver votes to
candidates will be rewarded
with more money, services and
attention from leaders who need
their votes to advance their po-

litical careers. The neighbor-
hood dynamics are closely re-
lated to racial dynamics, of
course, given that turnout
lagged most in predominantly
African-American precincts,
Logan said.

In all, the 108,000 votes cast
in the primary represent about
83 percent of the turnout in the
2002 mayor’s election, Logan
noted. Black voters accounted
for about 57 percent of that to-
tal, a downward shift of 6 or 7
percentage points from a typical
election. Logan characterized
the change as substantial, if not
unexpected.

“It’s a very big change,” he
said. “If you look at most cities,
across elections, this is the kind
of number that always stays
stable.”

But geography trumps race
in the political analysis, Logan
said. With the question of the
very existence of some flood-
ravaged neighborhoods on the
table, as well the level of re-
building money and city serv-
ices they will receive, dimin-
ished voter turnout in certain
neighborhoods could have major
political consequences, Logan
said.

“People have interests tied to
specific territories. If you hap-
pen to be an African-American
in the French Quarter, your vote
doesn’t have the same impact as
an African-American in eastern
New Orleans,” Logan said. “The
Lower 9th Ward and New Or-
leans East were very under-rep-
resented in the election. . . . I
firmly believe that as decisions
are made about allocating re-
sources, that the resources will
follow the votes. Politicians don’t
usually serve the city or the
public as a whole; they have to
be concerned about how they’re
going to maintain an electoral
majority. ”

In Gentilly, voter turnout ran
about 78 percent of the level
shown in the 2002 mayoral elec-

tion. In eastern New Orleans,
about 73 percent showed up. In
the Lower 9th Ward, turnout
fell more sharply, to 58 percent
of 2002 levels.

None of this surprised Logan,
given the inherent difficulty in
getting election news and infor-
mation and navigating the vot-
ing process from out of town or
out of state. What he did not ex-
pect to find was the relatively
high turnout in Lakeview, which
took roughly equal flood dam-
age to lower turnout neighbor-
hoods, where voter participation

fell only to 94 percent of its 2002
levels.

Also puzzling, Logan said,
was that many high-and-dry
neighborhoods only posted mod-
est gains in voter turnout in
what so many have called the
most important election in the
history of New Orleans.

In the Irish Channel, for in-
stance, turnout increased
slightly to about 110 percent of
its 2002 levels, a typical level for
a neighborhood that didn’t flood.
But by another measuring stick
Logan used — the 2004 presi-

dential election — far fewer vot-
ers turned out, about 65 per-
cent.

“In the neighborhoods where
people are probably back in
their homes and living close to
normal lives, I thought they’d
be turning out like gangbus-
ters,” Logan said. “I thought
they’d turn out like the last

presidential race, given that this
election was so much more im-
portant to their future than
whether Kerry or Bush was
elected.”

● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Brian Thevenot can be reached at
bthevenot@timespicayune.com or at (504)
826-3482.
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NEIGHBORHOOD POWER SHIFT
Voter turnout in flood-ravaged neighborhoods in many cases fell sharply
in comparison with the 2002 mayoral election, while turnout in relatively
undamaged neighborhoods increased moderately. One exception:
Lakeview, where turnout approached pre-Katrina levels.
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Communications plan also in works
HURRICANE, from A-1
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time we’ll be a little less — a lot
less — dependent on the federal
government.”

Though the city did not re-
lease details of the plan, Nagin
discussed its release with re-
porters at an unrelated event
Monday. Hurricane season be-
gins June 1.

Nagin said that in a dire af-
termath, the Convention Center
will be used as “a staging area”
where buses would be available
to evacuate residents with no
other means of transportation.
He did not say where the buses
would come from or where they
would head.

As Nagin has previously said,
he insisted that based on the bit-
ter experience of Katrina, the
city has no plans to open a mas-
sive shelter in a hurricane. He
said his administration will con-
sider shelters only during a
tropical storm that would re-
quire the thousands occupying
travel trailers to leave their
temporary homes.

In fact, the presence of so

many fragile trailers cancels out
the advantage planners have in
dealing with a smaller popula-
tion to evacuate, Nagin said.

“It’s still a fairly complicated
issue now that we’ve got all
these trailers,” Nagin said.

Still, Nagin said that with
hurricane season just a month
away, the city is in “the best
shape we’ve ever been in.” But
he said he is concerned resi-
dents don’t know that or are un-
prepared to act during a storm.

“My biggest concern is the
truth, and getting people to un-
derstand exactly what kind of
shape we’re in,” Nagin said.

Though he did not discuss de-
tails of how the new plan would
dictate evacuations, Nagin said
false alarms could undermine
people’s will to evacuate when
they must.

“The worst thing you can do
is pull the trigger too early,” he
said.

Nagin has been criticized for
waiting too long before calling
for a mandatory evacuation
ahead of Hurricane Katrina. As
he has since the Aug. 29 storm,
he defended the city’s actions.

“Monday morning quar-
terbacking is always an easy
thing to do,” he said.

Repeating an often-used ar-
gument, he said all but 50,000
people got out of New Orleans
before Katrina. While he ac-
knowledged that “we can do
better,” he also called it one of
the most successful urban evac-
uations in U.S. history.

Nagin said that the state is
expected to unveil a new com-
munications plan by June 1. He
said communications are an im-
portant part of New Orleans’
new blueprint, too. Nagin said
he has talked to “the Army and

the Defense Department” about
the possibility of using balloons
in a communications network
after a storm.

Nagin and the city’s Depart-
ment of Homeland Security are
scheduled to present the plan at
a news conference during which
Nagin will designate this month
as New Orleans’ Hurricane Pre-
paredness Month, the city said.
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James Varney can be reached at

jvarney@timespicayune.com or at

(504) 826-3386.
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