
By Mira Oberman

Ten years ago, my New Orleans hotel shook
like a speeding freight train. Hurricane
Katrina’s deadly winds tore up roofs,

yanked trees from the ground, and pushed tow-
ering walls of seawater miles past the coast. I am
still haunted by what I saw as the Big Easy col-
lapsed into chaos. A dead man lay slumped in a
chair outside the New Orleans convention cen-
ter, his elderly body covered in a yellow blanket.
A sea of hungry and thirsty people sat nearby,
their faces sunken in defeat and despair as they
waited day after day for help to arrive.

An exhausted mother limped barefoot across
a metal bridge as she clutched her five-day-old
baby and told me of a frantic escape across a
plank and through a neighbor’s window as the
floodwaters swallowed her home. A squad of
heavily-armed soldiers-who had been given
shoot-to-kill orders-marched into the glow of
our headlights as we drove through the pitch-
black French Quarter.

More than 1,800 people were killed after
Katrina ravaged the US Gulf Coast on August 29,
2005. Most of the dead were in New Orleans.
Some 80 percent of the low-lying city was
engulfed by filthy water that rose as high as 20
feet (six meters) after poorly-maintained levees
burst.  Tens of thousands of people were
trapped when the city became a sweltering
swamp. Supply trucks didn’t arrive with food
and fresh water until the fifth day.Those five
days felt like five years.

Rooftops barely visible 
Freelance photographer James Nielsen and I

slipped out of our hotel not long after the eye of
the storm passed on the morning of August 29,
a Monday-bracing ourselves against buildings as
we looked for signs of damage amid the pound-
ing rain and powerful wind. The older parts of
New Orleans-the French Quarter, Garden District
and central business district-escaped the worst
of Katrina’s wrath because they were built on
higher ground. So it took a few hours for us to
understand how bad things were. My heart sank
when we pulled up behind an ambulance
parked on a freeway overpass and I realized the
triangles poking out of the water were rooftops.

We watched a boat pull up to a nearly sub-
merged house where an elderly man needed
help getting out through his window. We woke
Tuesday to find that the water had risen even
higher after a canal was breached.

Nielsen and I followed a military convoy to a
bridge leading into the flooded Lower Ninth
Ward, where I met the young mother and a
woman who saw her husband get swept away

by the storm surge as they tried to reach shelter.
We saw some looting in the French Quarter,

but the mood remained relatively festive that
day.  I found a restaurant that was serving warm
beer and hot gumbo: the power was out, but
the gas stove was still working and they wanted
to cook up all their food before it spoiled. I spoke
to residents with barbecues who were doing the
same that night.

Despair, desperation, fear 
The mood darkened on Wednesday.  People

grateful to be rescued from their flooded homes
had found themselves dumped at the down-
town convention center with no food, water,
medical attention or functioning toilets. A fire
broke out in a looted shoe store on flooded
Canal Street. Hotels were kicking out their
guests.  Frightened, thirsty people fled rumors-
mostly false-of mayhem and violence and
camped out on the freeways under a punishing-
ly hot sun. 

A shell-shocked intensive care nurse told me
how medical evacuation helicopters carrying

babies were grounded by the sound of gunfire.
Thursday was a nightmare. I spent the morning
talking to refugees on the freeway who kept ask-
ing me how the US government could send help
across the world but could not manage to take
care of its own citizens. 

Then I waded through the foul floodwaters
to check on the evacuation of the Superdome, a
sports arena used as an emergency shelter
where 26,000 people had been trapped with
scant supplies. The stench of urine and feces was
unbearable.

People were so desperate for help that
babies were being passed forward over the
throngs pressing up against the barricades to
get out. I wept at that memory this week and
still cannot believe I saw it happen in America.

On Friday, a tough-looking sheriff’s deputy
broke down into tears as he told me of inmates
who drowned in their cells or got caught in razor
wire after trying to jump out of the flooded
prison. 

He could not understand why the deputies
and their families were left behind to spend

Thursday night on a freeway after the prison-
ers were evacuated. While we were talking, a
helicopter landed nearby. Help had finally
reached him.

Life-changing experience 
I stayed another week as the military man-

aged to restore order and evacuate all but the
most stubborn residents.  I have returned to
New Orleans many times to report on its recov-
ery from Katrina and then on the impact of the
BP oil spill. I even managed to learn to love the
Big Easy.

But those first five days changed me. I was a
cub reporter when my editors sent me to cover
Katrina. I lost my faith in government and am
still angry about the people who suffered or
died because of the botched response. I found
my faith in humanity deepened by the countless
acts of selfless bravery and kindness that I wit-
nessed-like the man who spent days ferrying his
neighbors out of the flood zone and wouldn’t
waste a minute to talk to a reporter. I never
learned his name. —AFP
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Fierce criticism of the Iran nuclear agreement by
Republicans seeking the US presidency has raised a
big question in Tehran-will future American leaders

keep their side of the bargain?
Despite tension and continuing mutual mistrust, Iran’s

government and President Barack Obama’s White House are
partners in the same fight, telling their domestic audiences
that the July 14 deal is as good as it gets. But with the US
presidential election only 15 months away, opponents of
last month’s historic pact-particularly those who are lining
up to replace Obama-pour scorn on it.

No leading Republican contender has pledged to stand
by the agreement between Iran, the United States and five
other world powers. Several have promised to rip it up if
they are elected. On Wednesday, Republican presidential
hopeful Jeb Bush called the deal a “farce”, saying rules for
inspecting Iran’s nuclear sites were unclear. Every such inter-
vention raises doubt in Iran about whether the US “can fol-
low through”, said Foad Izadi, a partly US-educated political
analyst and professor at the University of Tehran.

“If we get some crazy person in the White House the
potential is there for the deal to fall apart,” he said. “It’s not
the next 18 months that bothers me but what happens
when Obama goes. People are concerned about that.”

When the nuclear deal’s terms were concluded-interna-
tional sanctions on Iran will be lifted in exchange for curbs
on its nuclear program-it came against heavy odds and
opposition, particularly from Israel. Republican presidential
candidates and lawmakers have since kept the fight against
the deal alive.

Obama veto likely 
Iran and the US, the dominant international player in the

talks led by Secretary of State John Kerry, broke off diplo-
matic relations in 1980, after the Islamic revolution in Tehran
the previous year. For many Americans, including represen-
tatives in Congress, the rancour with Iran is epitomized by
the 444-day US hostage crisis. After students stormed the
walls of the US embassy in Tehran they eventually paraded
captive diplomats in black blindfolds.The Republican-domi-
nated Senate and House of Representatives are expected in
September to pass a resolution opposing the nuclear deal.

Although Obama is likely to have enough votes from
Democrats to veto that measure, the partisanship highlights
the trouble the agreement could face should a Republican
win the White House next November. Amir Mohebbian, a
political analyst and strategist with close ties to Iran’s leader-
ship, said that though they probably do not realise it, the
Republicans are gifting Iran a “get-out” over the nuclear deal.

“If Mr Obama cannot manage this conflict between
Republicans and Democrats we can say to the world ‘we did
everything we could’, but the reason for this deal’s defeat
would not be Iran. “No one could say Iran showed no flexi-
bility and did not want to solve the problem. It would be
seen as the fault of the United States.”

Such a stance would also make other options regarding
Iran’s nuclear program, including military strikes, much hard-
er, he said. “After these talks, any hard multilateral action
against Iran would be very difficult for the US to justify to
European countries, especially after Iraq. “If the US goes
down the unilateral route it will be worse for them than for
us,” Mohebbian said.

‘Irrational enemy’ 
The battle in Congress over the deal has coincided with a

public relations push in Washington and Tehran. Iranian
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, Tehran’s lead
negotiator in the nuclear talks, recently conducted several
high-level briefings in the capital about the deal.

Despite the opposition in Congress, and criticism from
some Iranian generals, Zarif said on July 29 he had “no con-
cern or worry” that the agreement’s terms would be fully
implemented within months.  Even so, the Islamic republic’s
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has not conclusively
backed the deal. The 76-year-old has praised Zarif and his
negotiators but repeatedly casts doubt on the trustworthi-
ness of the United States.

“They think that through this agreement-the fate of
which is not clear as no one knows if it will be approved here
or in America-they could find a way to intrude into the coun-
try,” Khamenei said on Monday. As such the White House race
stands to undermine America’s position on the nuclear
agreement, Mohebbian argued, particularly as no
Republican candidate has presented a clear alternative. “The
US is showing no sign its political leadership is as powerful as
it claims to be,” he said, citing the Congress-White House split.
“Our enemy is not behaving rationally,” he added. —AFP
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For years, North Korea’s litany of threats has been
largely dismissed. Seoul, after all, is still not drowning
in a “sea of fire,” despite Pyongyang’s repeated prom-

ises to make it so.
Even though the Koreas held high-level talks yesterday

following the North’s deadline for the South to remove
propaganda loudspeakers or face war, the standoff has
raised concerns that Pyongyang could finally mean what it
says.

So what has been different this time?
Partly, it’s North Korea’s apparent willingness to back

up an earlier vow to attack the anti-Pyongyang loudspeak-
ers and also on the specificity of its Saturday deadline.
There was surprise when South Korea’s military reported
Thursday that North Korea had fired across the border,
and was then met by dozens of shells from the South. If
the North attacked once, some argue, it may be more like-
ly to back up its newest threat, especially if a very specific
deadline was ignored, as Seoul had indicated it would do.

The new sense of worry also comes from uncertainty
about the young, third generation leader now at the helm
in the North, Kim Jong Un. Earlier North Korean leaders -
the country’s founder, Kim Il Sung, and his son Kim Jong Il
- were masters of brinksmanship, men who knew how to
play a dangerous game where threats and provocations

were pushed to a straining point, but not to breaking, to
extract concessions and aid. Kim Jong Un, however, is
seen as lacking the same savvy, experience and, after a
series of bloody, high-level government and military
purges, the necessary good counsel.

With tens of thousands of troops and military hardware
facing off along a border within easy striking range of
Seoul’s 10 million residents, a nagging uncertainty about
what Kim will do makes it harder to ignore threats of war,
even if past declarations have often been bombast.

There has been bloodshed in skirmishes in recent
decades, but the fighting has not escalated. The risk of
things getting out of hand seems greater now because
South Korea, in the wake of a humiliating exchange in
2010, when a surprise North Korean artillery attack killed
four, has instructed its military to hit back much harder if
attacked. Even so, and granting the important caveat that
predicting North Korea’s behavior in advance is largely a
fool’s errand, there are still some important signs that ten-
sions will ease.

Family rule
For the most part, North Korea’s authoritarian leader-

ship, while considered unpredictable by outsiders, is over-
whelmingly consistent on one major point: The Kim fami-
ly’s rule must be protected.

While proud and incredibly sensitive to perceived
slights from the outside, and therefore furious over the

criticism being piped across the border on the South
Korean loudspeakers, Pyongyang is reluctant to do any-
thing to jeopardize the all-powerful position the Kims
have enjoyed since founding the country in 1948.

Insults must be answered, of course, in over-the-top
state media propaganda and declarations from troops and
citizens showcasing a willingness to crush the enemy. But
this is largely for the benefit of a domestic audience that
cannot be allowed to see Kim Jong Un in anything but a
heroic light.

Pushing things to a full military conflict would be sui-
cide. The United States stations tens of thousands of
troops in South Korea, and both Seoul and Washington far
outclass Pyongyang in their weapons’ technology and
effectiveness. North Korea could do serious damage to
Seoul - even rusty artillery, when plentiful and close-by,
can be deadly - but a war would eventually destroy the
Kim family.

North Korea has constructed face-saving scenarios and
turned back from the brink before, and both sides seem to
have pulled their punches in the initial conflict, reportedly
sending their shells into remote areas.

De-escalation may also be more likely because this
standoff comes as 80,000 troops from the United States
and South Korea participate in annual summer war games.
While North Korea hates the drills and calls them prepara-
tion for a northward attack, now is a particularly bad time
to start a war. —AP

What’s different this time in Korean standoff?

Recalling New Orleans chaos, 10 years after Katrina

By Arthur MacMilan

An abandoned house, damaged by Hurricane Katrina, in the eerie glow of streetlamps is seen in the lower Ninth Ward
of New Orleans on August 15, 2015. Ten years ago, Hurricane Katrina swept buildings off their foundations and del-
uged nearly all of New Orleans with floodwaters which rose so fast some people drowned in their homes. —AFP


