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10th Floor 
Washington, D.C. 20006 
 
Phone: 202-466-3311 
Fax: 202-466-3435 
www.civilrights.org 

 
October 20, 2005 

 
President George W. Bush 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President: 
 
     We the undersigned organizations applaud the pledge you made in New Orleans’ 
Jackson Square on September 15th to do whatever it takes “to help citizens rebuild their 
communities and their lives.” We believe that there are critical steps in housing, 
employment and training, health care and business development that can fulfill the 
promise of those words.  In contrast, however, many of the reported proposals and 
initiatives being pursued would frustrate this promise to rebuild by taking advantage of 
Hurricane Katrina to promote an ideological policy agenda that is of limited value to 
hurricane survivors.  We urge you to ensure that all federal efforts and expenditures 
related to Hurricane Katrina relief and reconstruction comply with existing federal laws 
that protect civil rights, worker protections, health and safety, and that the victims of 
Hurricane Katrina do not suffer any violations of their civil or individual rights.  We are 
also calling for thorough congressional oversight and investigation of the poor 
government response to Hurricane Katrina and why tragedies that could have been 
prevented were not.  The appropriate oversight committees of the U.S. House and Senate 
or an independent commission must exercise their authority to ensure that the mistakes 
made in response to Hurricane Katrina are never made again. 
 
     The signatories of this letter are strongly committed to a bi-partisan response to the 
needs of Katrina’s “internally displaced persons.”  We believe that those affected by 
Hurricane Katrina will be best served by a collaborative effort that transcends existing 
political divisions, builds on our collective commitment to protect the dignity of all 
persons and sustains the rich diversity of communities that are our nation’s strength.   
Thus, we are particularly troubled by a published report that “congressional Republicans, 
backed by the White House, say they are using relief measures for the hurricane-ravaged 
Gulf Coast to achieve a broad range of conservative economic and social policies, both in 
the storm zone and beyond.”  (Wall Street Journal, September 15, 2005)   Politicizing the 
relief efforts risks putting the needs of Katrina’s victims second to a partisan agenda – 
one that distracts attention away from what should be the proper focus of providing 
victims with timely, much-needed assistance, and alienates potential partners in the relief 
efforts.  Unfortunately, recent developments appear to have confirmed this published 
report.  
 
     Several actions already taken by the Administration are especially troubling: 
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  Cutting wages for construction workers in the Gulf states.  On September 8, the 
administration issued a proclamation indefinitely suspending application of the Davis-Bacon Act 
to all federal construction contracts in the affected areas of Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Florida, regardless of whether they relate to cleanup and reconstruction.   This law was passed in 
1931, during the Great Depression, to ensure that federal contractors pay workers the prevailing 
or average wage in a region.   Suspending wage protections for Gulf Coast workers will allow 
contractors to pay as little as they can, which could be as low as the federal minimum wage of 
$5.15 per hour, in a region that already has among the lowest incomes and highest poverty rates 
in the country.  Meanwhile, companies which received no-bid contracts profited from the wage 
cuts.  By lowering wages and increasing income disparities, suspension of the Davis-Bacon Act 
will only exacerbate a disaster that has already exposed the shocking extent of poverty and 
income disparities in the region.  We urge your administration to immediately reinstate 
prevailing wages for workers in the affected counties. 
 

Denying affirmative action employment opportunities for workers in the Gulf states.  
The Labor Department’s Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) has issued a 
three-month exemption from some existing Affirmative Action Program (AAP) requirements for 
new federal contractors dealing with Hurricane Katrina relief.  DOL has a responsibility under 
Executive Order 11246 to ensure that federal contractors do not discriminate.  AAP requirements 
are important and need to be complied with, because they ensure non-discrimination and 
affirmative action for equal employment opportunities for workers. There is no reason to exempt 
new contractors from preparing AAPs while requiring existing contractors to follow the law. We 
urge Congress to ensure that federal contractors receiving federal disaster relief funds fully 
comply with all affirmative action requirements applicable under law.  Further, we also urge 
your administration to reinstate the affirmative action requirements waived by OFCCP. 

Ignoring federal procurement practices with no-bid contracts and the exclusion of 
small, minority and women owned businesses.  Several large, no-bid contracts have already 
been awarded to some of the nation’s largest companies.  These contracts failed to follow 
established federal procurement practices and did not provide small, minority, and women-
owned businesses a meaningful opportunity to participate.  In response to criticism of these no-
bid awards, an announcement has been made regarding plans to re-bid these contracts and to 
reserve a number of contracts for disadvantaged businesses.  However if FEMA had adhered to 
the principles of fair federal procurement standards from the outset, there would not have been a 
need to re-bid.   In order to facilitate the maximum practicable participation of small business 
concerns in activities related to relief and recovery from Hurricane Katrina, the head of any 
federal agency making procurements related to the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina should set a 
goal, to be met within a reasonable time, of awarding to small business concerns not less than 30 
percent of amounts expended for prime contracts and not less than 40 percent of amounts 
expended for subcontracts on procurements by such agency related to the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina, respectively.  At a minimum, small businesses, as defined in section 3 of the 
Small Business Act (15 U.S.C. 632), should be afforded the maximum practicable opportunity to 
participate in the contract activities, as described by law.  Contracts awarded for 
reconstruction using federal funds should comply with Federal Acquisition Regulations and the 
Small Business Act (15 U.S.C. 631-58).  

Provoking an ideological battle over private school vouchers.  The Department of 
Education is proposing up to $488 million in private school vouchers to pay families displaced 
by Hurricane Katrina for the costs of attending private schools.  Federal funds should not be used 



 

  

Leadership Conference on Civil Rights 
Page 3 

 

in any way that could promote employment discrimination.   Nor should Congress exploit this 
tragedy to provoke an ideological battle over vouchers that will delay much needed aid to the 
students and schools affected by the hurricane.  We are also troubled by proposed waivers to the 
McKinney-Vento Act, which bans educational segregation of homeless children. The Secretary 
of Education is seeking a waiver of this Act to avoid penalties for violations of the Act and allow 
some states to segregate Katrina victims and teach displaced students in shelters instead of local 
public schools.  Approximately 372,000 schoolchildren have been displaced by Katrina. 

Promoting a Medicaid waiver policy that protects the federal government more 
than it helps Katrina survivors.  The Department of Health and Human Services is promoting 
state-by-state waivers to provide Medicaid coverage to Katrina survivors--an inefficient and 
inadequate policy that has more to do with the administration’s plans for overhauling Medicaid 
than it does with addressing the urgent health care needs of Katrina survivors.  Instead, the 
administration should join the National Governors Association, health care providers, and 
consumers in supporting a bipartisan Senate proposal that would extend Medicaid coverage to 
survivors without burdening the three states hit by Katrina or the health care providers caring for 
survivors. 
 

Rebuilding segregated and inaccessible housing. The “crisis” approach to formulating 
the Hurricane Katrina response should not be used to justify the provision of government 
assistance in a manner that recreates isolated communities segregated by race, disability, and 
economics.  Federal aid must not again serve as the tool for separate and unequal treatment.  All 
hurricane evacuees should have the benefit of knowing about the full range of housing 
assistance, housing choices, and all forms of federal assistance.  Indeed, with respect to federal 
housing assistance, every jurisdiction receiving federal housing aid as well as HUD itself, has a 
legal obligation for fair, accessible, and affordable housing.  Such an obligation extends not 
merely to the avoidance of exacerbating existing segregation; rather, it extends to the promotion 
and creation of fully inclusive communities – racially, economically, and by disability. 

 
Enforcing immigration laws during search and rescue and relief efforts.  We are 

concerned that the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has not made an official policy 
announcement that victims of the hurricanes who come forward for relief and assistance will not 
be placed into deportation proceedings.  Despite assurances from the White House that all 
victims should come forward, no official policy has been announced, as had been done following 
the 9/11 attacks.  Several news agencies have reported that immigrants were in deportation 
proceedings after requesting assistance.  The Wall Street Journal reported on October 3, 2005, 
that local police and U.S. Marshals raided a Red Cross evacuee shelter in Mississippi and 
demanded that only Hispanics identify themselves – including a Red Cross volunteer who is a 
former Marine and Vietnam veteran – and told them to leave the shelter or else they would be 
deported.  There is no doubt that these incidents are taking place in other disaster relief sites.  As 
a result, hurricane victims in immigrant communities are fearful of requesting needed assistance. 

 
Suspending environmental protections.  Hurricane Katrina exposed gross disparities in 

environmental and human-health protections.  Now corporate polluters and developers are 
attempting to use Katrina as an excuse to roll back decades of environmental progress, 
promoting legislation to waive or suspend any environmental laws that have any conceivable 
relation to Katrina.  Such proposals seek waivers or suspensions of existing laws and immunize 
or subsidize environmental law-breakers at the expense of the health and safety of Katrina 
survivors, particularly poor, disabled, and minority populations   For example, at least three bils 
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pending before the Senate would allow the Executive branch to weaken or waive any 
environmental or public health protection law for up to two years, and, the House has already 
passed legislation to relax environmental rules for refinery construction.  This bills and others 
like them would treat Gulf residents like second-class citizens, removing public health 
protections just when these communities need these laws the most.  Your administration should 
publicly oppose any such waivers or suspensions and ensure that all federal agencies involved in 
the recovery efforts fully implement and enforce public health and environmental protection 
laws, particularly in minority and low-income communities as required by Title VI of the 1964 
Civil Rights Act and Executive Order 12898.   

 
Cutting wages for service employees in the Gulf states.  The McNamara-O’Hara 

Service Contract Act (Service Contract Act) guarantees prevailing wages for workers on a wide 
array of federally-funded service contracts.  While Labor Secretary Chao publicly stated that 
DOL has decided not to suspend the Service Contract Act at this time, we understand that this 
proposal is still under consideration within the administration and we urge the administration not 
to suspend or waive this important law. 
 
  Conclusion.  One common theme running through these measures is that they benefit the 
privileged and disadvantage the underprivileged.  This disparate impact seems inconsistent with 
your acknowledgement in Jackson Square that: “There’s also some deep, persistent poverty in 
this region, as well.  That poverty has roots in a history of racial discrimination, which cut off 
generations from the opportunity of America.  We have a duty to confront this poverty with bold 
action.  So let us…rise above the legacy of inequality.” 
            

On the contrary, some of the measures described above would only add to that legacy of 
inequality.  The survivors of the Gulf Coast tragedy should not be used to advance an ideological 
economic and social agenda.  We urge you to keep the focus of relief measures on the needs of 
actual people who survived Hurricane Katrina, rather than the pleadings of well-connected 
special interests and conservative think tanks.  A real commitment to rebuild the Gulf Coast can 
only take place if there is steadfast resolve to put Katrina’s victims first, by pursuing initiatives – 
and preserving legal protections – that empower, strengthen, and reinvigorate all individuals and 
families in diverse communities across the region. 
 

If you have any questions, please contact Nancy Zirkin, LCCR deputy director, at 
202/263-2880, or Andrea Martin, senior counsel, at 202/263-2852, regarding this or any issue 
important to LCCR. Thank you for your time and consideration.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
Monique Harden, Co-Director and Attorney 
Advocates for Environmental Human 
Rights 
 
Shirley J. Wilcher, Interim Executive 
Director 
American Association for Affirmative 
Action 
 
 

 
 
Andrew J. Imparato, President 
American Association of People with 
Disabilities 
 
Caroline Fredrickson, Director of the 
Washington National Office 
American Civil Liberties Union 
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William Samuel, Director of the Department 
of Legislation 
American Federation of Labor-Congress 
of Industrial Organizations 
 
Gerald W. McEntee, International President 
American Federation of State, County 
and Municipal Employees 
 
Karen K. Narasaki, President and Executive 
Director 
Asian American Justice Center 
 
Juliet Huang, Executive Director 
Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance 
 
Robert Bernstein, Ph.D., Executive Director 
Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law 
 
Felicia Davis, Executive Director  
Benjamin E. Mays Center 
 
Michael Waldman, Executive Director 
Brennan Center for Justice at New York 
University School of Law 
 
Yalonda Sinde, Executive Director 
Community Coalition for Environmental 
Justice 
 
Dr. Beverly Wright, Executive Director  
Deep South Center for Environmental 
Justice 
 
Robert Dewey, Vice President, Government 
Relations & External Affairs  
Defenders of Wildlife 
 
Vawter Parker, Executive Director 
Earthjustice 
 
Eric Schaeffer, Executive Director 
Environmental Integrity Project 
 
Eva Paterson, President 
Equal Justice Society 
 
 
 

Joe Volk, Executive Secretary 
Friends Committee on National 
Legislation 
 
Sara Zdeb, Legislative Director 
Friends of the Earth 
 
Anthony Dorsey, Director 
Georgia Kids Against Pollution 
 
Rick Hind, Legislative Director 
Greenpeace 
 
Vernice Miller-Travis, Executive Director  
Groundwork USA 
 
Rosa Hart Burenstine, President 
Healthy Homes, Inc. 
 
S. Floyd Mori, Director of Public Policy 
Japanese American Citizens League 
 
Savonala Horne, Executive Director 
Land Loss Prevention Project 
 
Barbara Arnwine, Executive Director 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights 
Under Law 
 
Wade Henderson, Executive Director 
Leadership Conference on Civil Rights  
 
Peter Zamora, Legislative Attorney 
Mexican American Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund  
 
Hilary Shelton, Washington Bureau Director 
National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
 
Daniel Davis, Acting Director of Advocacy 
and Public Policy 
National Council on Independent Living  
 
Phyllis Snyder, President 
National Council of Jewish Women 
 
Rev. Bob Edgar, General Secretary 
National Council of Churches 
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Raul Gonzalez, Legislative Director 
National Council of La Raza 
 
John Taylor, President 
National Community Reinvestment 
Coalition  
 
Randall Moody, Manager Federal Policy & 
Politics 
National Education Association 
 
Marissa M. Tirona, Program Director 
National Employment Lawyers 
Association 
 
Shanna L. Smith, President  
National Fair Housing Alliance 
 
Sheila Crowley, President 
National Low Income Housing Coalition 
 
Kim Gandy, President 
National Organization for Women 
 
Debra Ness, President  
National Partnership for Women & 
Families  
 
Stephanie Jones, Executive Director 
National Urban League Policy Institute 
 
Marcia Greenberger, President 
National Women’s Law Center 
 
Karen Wayland, Legislative Director 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
 
Christine Chen, Executive Director 
Organization of Chinese Americans 
 
Tanya M. Clay, Senior Deputy Director of 
Public Policy  
People For the American Way  
 
Philip Tegeler, Executive Director 
Poverty & Race Research Action Council 
 
Rev. Elenora Giddings Ivory, Director 
Presbyterian Church (USA) 

Rabbi David Saperstein, Director 
Religious Action Center of Reform 
Judaism 
 
Don Chen, Executive Director 
Smart Growth America 
 
Alan Reuther, Legislative Director 
The International Union, United 
Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural 
Implement Workers of America 
 
Kevin M. Parker, Chief Operating Officer 
The National Coalition on Black Civic 
Participation 
 
Julia Hathaway, Legislative Director 
The Ocean Conservancy 
 
John S. Hill, Director 
The United Methodist Church 
 
Linda Lance, Vice President Public Policy 
The Wilderness Society 
 
Rev. William G. Sinkford, President 
Unitarian Universalist Association of 
Congregations 
 
Charlie Clements, President and Chief 
Executive Officer 
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee 
 
William J. Klinefelter, Legislative and 
Political Director 
United Steelworkers 
 
Joan Kuriansky, Executive Director 
Wider Opportunities for Women 
 
Shelley Lindauer, Executive Director 
Women of Reform Judaism 
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