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INTRODUCTION  
 

The Lawyersô Committee for Civil Rights Under Law was established at the 
height of the civil rights movement in 1963 at the request of President John F. Ken-
nedy.  African-American victims of the Southôs long history of discrimination were in 
desperate need of legal assistance and the Lawyersô Committee provided a unique or-
ganization designed to involve the private bar in providing legal services to address ra-
cial discrimination.  In the housing area the Lawyersô Committee created a Fair housing 
Project ôs whose mission is to promote affordable and fair housing and equitable and 
inclusive housing development. 

   

When Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in August 2005, it quickly became ap-
parent that the impact of the storm fell disproportionately on low income and minority 
households in both Louisiana and Mississippi.
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  Moreover, prior to the hurricane, the 

Lawyersô Committee had several clients in Mississippi and Louisiana for whom we 
were providing legal assistance on community development issues.  Within two weeks 
of the storm, a Lawyersô Committee staff attorney was on site helping those clients, and  
we had established the Disaster Survivors Legal Assistance Initiative.  Through this 
program, the Lawyersô Committee has emerged as the leading national civil rights or-
ganization in providing legal assistance to victims of the storm.  In Mississippi, we im-
mediately joined forces with our Mississippi affiliate - the Mississippi Center for Justice 
(MCJ).  In Louisiana, we formed a close partnership with the Greater New Orleans Fair 
Housing Action Center in December 2005.
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The primary focus of the Initiative has been on addressing critical affordable 
housing needs.  Hurricane Katrina had a substantial and disproportionate impact on 
low income homeowners and renters in Mississippi. According to Amnesty 
Internationalôs April 2010 report, decisions made and actions taken at the federal, state 
and local levels severely impacted Gulf Coast residentsô rights to adequate housing, 
particularly low income communities and communities of color, and created barriers 
which continue to prevent their return.  Even now, almost five years after the storm, 
there remain significant unmet affordable housing needs that require our continued at-
tention and work. 

The scope and quality of the work and accomplishments of the Initiative over the 
last five years has been consistently high impact and comprehensive in scope..  In ad-
dition to the central focus on housing and community development projects, including 
fair housing advocacy and litigation, legal assistance to local organizations engaged in 
community development programs and issues relating title to property, the work in-
cluded assisting victims of the storm in obtaining immediate assistance from FEMA, 
promotion of environmental justice on the Gulf Coast through education and legal en-



 

 

forcement, policy work involving health issues, protection of voting rights in Louisiana, 
and assistance in meeting the needs of minority business enterprises. 

 

The number and value of the hours of pro bono work contributed by law firms to 
our Disaster Survivors Legal Assistance Initiative reflect the resources that the Lawyersô 
Committee is able to bring to an effort like this.  Between 2005 and 2009 law firms con-
tributed a total of  34,856 hours valued at $16,121,000 to the Disaster Survivors Legal 
Assistance Initiative. 

 

As the five year anniversary of Hurricane Katrina approaches, the region has 
been beset by a new calamity, the catastrophic failure of the Deepwater Horizon rig.  
This environmental disaster will have far reaching consequences for years to come and 
there is an added urgency to our work in the region.  The Lawyersô Committee remains 
committed to providing desperately needed legal support through the Initiative as a vital 
component of broader efforts to support low income and minority residents of the Gulf as 
they struggle to rebuild their lives.  Going forward, with the support of funders and in 
partnership with our network of legal volunteers, we will advance and expand upon the 
activities described in this report. 
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