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1. Each disaster is different… but they have 
predictable phases.

2. Recovery takes many years.
3. Census data become almost immediately 

obsolete after a large-scale disaster.
4. Economic data is relatively timely.
5. Lack of timely data about rapid and ongoing 

population change stymies policymaking and 
private investment in recovery.

6. Other data needs for disaster recovery?
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Source:  Kates, Colten, Laska, Leatherman (2006). Reconstruction of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina: a research perspective.
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Source: CDC, City of New Orleans EOC,  and  Louisiana Public Health Institute



Public School Enrollment
New Orleans



Demographic and 
economic conditions 
change dramatically post-
disaster. In many cases, 
changes continue to 
unfold at a rapid pace 
over months and years. 
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Non-farm Jobs
In thousand, metro New Orleans
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Visits to gnocdc.org
For the two years preceding Katrina

Approx 5,000 visits/month, 60,000 visits/year





2005 visits to gnocdc.org

Baseline 5,000 visits/month

80,000 
visits

40,000 
visits In 2006:

15,000
visits/month



Post-Katrina questions 
tripled as well



“I need population 
estimates for the New 
Orleans area as the 
denominator for health 
rate calculations.”

- US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention”



“I would like any 
valid data you have 
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population of Orleans 
Parish by 
neighborhood.”

- International 
Medical Corps
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“We'd like to know population 
trends on the West Bank of 
Jefferson Parish. We'd like to 
bring a particular major 
national client into the West 
Bank market by showing that 
population has boomed on the 
West Bank post Katrina.”

-Kirschman Realty, LLC
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Annual Census Population Estimates Lag 9 Months

2007 2008



Alternative sources of population data
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USPS data is published monthly with 
a two-week lag time.
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“We'd like to know population 
trends on the West Bank of 
Jefferson Parish. We'd like to 
bring a particular major 
national client into the West 
Bank market by showing that 
population has boomed on the 
West Bank post Katrina.”

-Kirschman Realty, LLC

“We need daytime 
population figures for 
New Orleans to make 
informed decisions about 
the future of television 
measurement in the 
market.” 

- Nielsen Media Research

“I would like any 
valid data you have 
on the post-Katrina 
population of Orleans 
Parish by 
neighborhood.”

- International 
Medical Corps

“I need population 
estimates for the New 
Orleans area as the 
denominator for health 
rate calculations.”

- US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention”

Uncertainty impedes private 
sector investing.



Population indicators at frequent 
intervals for small geographies

Highest priority data for disaster recovery 
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Audience: Policymakers, media, general public, 
business, philanthropy, affected individuals

Use case: Build common understanding of context … 
as it changes

• What is the pace of distribution of recovery funding?
• How is recovery progressing and where is it lagging?
• What is the strength of the housing market?
• What is the strength of the economy?
• How to reprioritize spending or invest?

[Key domains: population, housing, economy, infrastructure]



• Population indicators at frequent 
intervals for small geographies

• Recovery funding flows

• Parcel-specific housing data

• Status of infrastructure (schools, 
hospitals, public transportation, etc.)

Data gaps for disaster recovery 



Suggestions:

• Get feedback directly from FEMA as well as 
localities that have experienced disasters to see if 
current tools have been useful to them in 
Preparedness and Response efforts.

• Examine the possibility of publishing preliminary 
post-disaster population indicators that may be 
more timely (albeit less rigorous than current 
annual population estimates) to support Recovery.

• Get input from on-the-ground data experts who 
can articulate additional data gaps for recovery for 
various disasters.
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