A KATRINA
VOLUNTEER’S
REPORT
By Mattie Sue Athan

T

he e-mail I received on September 9, 2005,
asked for Hurricane Katrina rescue volunteers
“... experienced with spiders and birds...” I was
a viable candidate -- not tied to a time clock, within
driving range, up-to-date vaccinations, a new van,
and just a little extra money in my pocket. Because of
horror stories I had heard, I carried no cash, only my
debit card and one credit card. I spent about $2,000
in two weeks, about $500 provided by donations from
friends and the rest on plastic. Since I couldn’t leave
until 9/11, and Katrina actually hit in the last days of
August, I expected to be told they no longer needed
help. I advised my pet sitter that I would be gone
three days to three weeks.
Arriving on September 12 at Donna Powell’s Baton
Rouge home/emergency bird shelter, I found that
the real work had only just begun. Volunteers
were “organized” in this manner: when any person
identified something that needed to be done, they
tried to do that job. Staff at the “shelter” (a large
one-story home with birds and supplies everywhere)
cared for the birds already there -- mostly smaller
companion birds left behind by evacuees -- and
answered the phone which rang constantly in spite
of massive problems with the phone systems. Outof-area callers might have to dial dozens of times to
get through. We took addresses from people who
called, then went into New Orleans (gas for the round
trip was about $45 per van and we operated 2-3
vans daily) to break into homes and retrieve animals
that were left behind. Dogs and cats were taken to
Lamar-Dixon, Gonzalez shelter, birds were taken to
Donna’s, likewise, we took the fish, turtles, snakes,
and other small pets to Donna’s until we could find
more appropriate housing.
I alternated days helping at the shelter and doing
retrieval in the city during the ten days I was there.
Almost every volunteer worked every waking minute,
sometimes stopping to grab a bite of gumbo out of a
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big pot on the stove. There were no sit-down dinners
and only a few group meetings. Sure, there were a
few miscommunications, but then, we weren’t there
to communicate; we were there to take care of the
birds. When I arrived, there were probably fewer
than 150 birds; when I left, probably twice that. I
had the privilege of witnessing a few birds being
returned (birds were returned in new cages with free
accessories and food unless the owners preferred
their old cage). One grateful owner, a nurse, was
simply not allowed to leave her job to go home for her
birds when the winds and waters rose.
Petco was wonderfully helpful, donating many needed
supplies. The LSU Veterinary Staff, likewise, provided
much support, and we found like-minded volunteers
on the streets in t-shirts from Posado’s, Best Friends,
and HSUSLA. FEMA didn’t get in our way. Military
and local law enforcement were polite, friendly,
helpful, and obviously appreciative that we were there
to help them with the animals. I am proud to have
served. Would I do it again? I hope I don’t have to. I
hope there here is never a need as great as the one I
witnessed. It was a massive, unbelievable disaster in
every sense of the word. n
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their health.
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their future.

Umbrella Cockatoo
Cacatua alba

At the forefront of Avian Research.
HARI (Hagen Avicultural Research Institute) is a world
class Psittacine captive breeding, nutrition and disease
research facility. HARI’s continuous progress in animal
husbandry have resulted in advancements that enhance
the quality of captive breeding and maintenance of
companion birds. Consulting with Avian veterinarians,
and technicians, HARI works to develop new diets,
healthy treats, bird supplements, and is responsible for
innovations such as Tropican and Tropimix formulas.
These diets combine the highest quality ingredients
with strict standards to ensure that your bird receives
the highest quality nutrition.

Canada: Rolf C. Hagen Inc., Montreal, QC H4R 1E8
U.S.A.: Rolf C. Hagen (U.S.A.) Corp., Mansfield, Ma. 02048

100% EDIBLE A perfect blend of Fruits,
Nuts and Legumes with Tropican.

TOTAL NUTRITION Lifetime and High Performance
formula for a healthy diet.
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