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Thinking
regionally
for storm
season

When Hurricane Katri-
naravaged New Orleans in
2005, we remember reading
about the incompetence of
the
Federal
Emer-
gency
Manage-
ment
Agency.

New-
port
News
City
Manager Neil Morgan,
who also serves as the
city’s emergency manager,
said he had a Katrina-like
experience when FEMA
was called to Hampton
Roads in 2003 during Hurri-
cane Isabel, at least in
terms of the federal re-
sponse to a disaster.

“Our experience with
FEMA was disappointing,”
Morgan said. “We kept
getting the impression that
the cavalry (FEMA) was
going to arrive, and, frank-
1y, they never arrived in the
way that we thought.”

Two years later, Katrina
happened and FEMA took
abeating by the media and
in the eyes of the public.
What’s harder to discern,
sometimes, is what lessons
were learned.

While I don’t know how
FEMA itselfis doing, I
learned last week that
guidelines FEMA handed
down tolocalities and
independent efforts by
local government officials
to think regionally seem to
be working. Hurricane
season starts Wednesday.

After all, when a hurri-
cane hits, it’s your local
government’s police, fire
and public works em-
ployees who will respond
first, before FEMA officials
even set foot in town. So
any improvements among
Newport News, Hampton,
York County, James City
County and so on could
have a greater impact on
how your family weathers
a disaster than FEMA.

To that end, local govern-
ments are participating in
more regional exercises
and investing in radio and
computer equipment to
make sure everyone can
communicate with each
other. It’s when a hurricane
hits that municipal borders
mean very little, and, of
course, Hampton would
help out Newport News
and vice versa.

And local governments
are working on stream-
lining the response so that
decisions are made more
efficiently and help arrives
sooner. For instance, the
emergency shelters at
Warwick and Menchville
high schools already have
generators handy in case of
ahurricane. That’s one
extra step saved when
people are scrambling
during the aftermath.

Morgan and other local
emergency officials told me
that they also are moving
to FEMA’s National In-
cident Management Sys-
tem. That means when
FEMA does arrive, all
local, state and federal
officials will use the same
terminology, again saving
time.

Festival day

The King-Lincoln Park
Day will be Saturday from
noon to 5 p.m., featuring
music, food, nature walks,
athletic and fishing con-
tests, a fish fry, and a side-
walk chalk artist. Admis-
sion and parking are free.
The park is at the inter-
section of 6th Street and
Jefferson Avenue.

Redistricting

Newport News will host
three public hearings for
political redistricting of the
North, Central and South
city council and school
board districts. The first
public hearing will be 7
p.m. Thursday in the
James Room at Fountain
Plaza Il at City Center.

Joe Lawlor can be
reached at jlawlor@daily-
press.com and at 247-7874.
Read the Inside Newport
News blog at www.daily-
press.com/insidenn.

Joe Lawlor
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Bridging rough waters in Africa

Newport News men
get firsthand look at
Rotary’s Zambia work

By Shannon Humphrey
shumphrey@dailypress.com|247-4795

NEWPORT NEWS — When
Chris Davidson and Ken Hodge
were in their truck -cutting
through a cornfield in a remote
region of Zambia, they didn’t know
what to expect from the villagers
they were about to meet.

“Ijust remember out of nowhere
all of these people came. They were
singing, beating drums and stick-
ing their hands through the truck
windows to shake our hands,” said
Davidson, president-elect of the
Rotary Club of Newport News.

“The women and children were
so excited to see us, and very
appreciative of what we were there
to do,” Davidson said.

Two years ago, the Rotary Club
of Newport News began fundrais-
ing efforts to support building
footbridges in remote areas of
Zambia. The group raised enough
money to apply for a $300,000
Rotary International grant. In to-
tal, $360,000 was raised for the
project.

“These are bridges that are
desperately needed during the
rainy season,” Davidson said.
“During this time, the water gets
so deep and rushes by so fast that
it’s impossible for children to cross
to get to school, or for the villagers
to get to clinics and markets.”

The idea for the project came
from one of their club’s members,
Ken Frantz, the founder of Bridges
to Prosperity, a nonprofit that
builds suspension bridges
throughout the developing world.

The Rotary Club of Newport

PHOTO COURTESY OF CHRIS DAVIDSON

The Newport News Rotary Club’s Chris Davidson sits with children he met during a recent trip to Zambia, where
the club has helped fund and build several bridges.

News partnered with the Rotary
Club of Nkwazi, based out of
Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, to com-
plete the project. Both of the clubs
helped supervise the construction
of each bridge under the lead
engineer for the project, Zoe Pac-
ciani.

“It was a massive undertaking,
being that the driving time be-
tween some of these bridges could
be from six to 11 hours on very
badly damaged roads,” said David-
son who traveled to the area last
month.

Their driving time was nothing
compared to what the villagers
had to face every day.

“In one village, before we built
the bridge, people had to walk
three hours to get to school or the
clinic. After the bridge was com-
plete, it took them 15 to 20 min-
utes,” Davidson said.

The sixth and final bridge for the
project is now being completed,
and has been funded in large part
by the government of Zambia.

“They’ve taken an active inter-
est in seeing that this program

continues in the country,” said
Davidson. “The actual bridge-
building was done by the villagers
themselves when possible, with
the thought being to empower
them to continue this kind of
development after we left.”

“Some of the bridges that were
built help more than 2,000 people a
day,” said Davidson. “The whole
experience really makes you ap-
preciate what we take for granted
here in the United States every day;,
the simple things like good roads
for transportation and water.”
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