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CLEAR MESSAGE


Local activists hope volunteers' postcards 
make a point to national leadersWednesday, April 02, 2008
By Michelle Krupa

Staff writer
Hoping to turn elbow grease into political muscle, a local grassroots group is encouraging volunteers who travel to Louisiana for recovery work to recount their experiences on postcards, then mail them to members of Congress from their home states.

Banking that a handwritten card from a constituent bears more clout than a phone call or form letter from a stranger in south Louisiana, the Women of the Storm group has printed 10,000 postcards and has begun distributing them at local universities, nonprofit agency offices, churches and other hubs of volunteerism.

They hope the missives will prompt lawmakers across the country to support legislation and financing helpful to the recovery.

"What we're learning in dealing with members of Congress is that they much prefer hearing from their own constituents, rather than us down here in New Orleans," said Anne Milling, who founded the nonpartisan group in 2006 to encourage national leaders to visit Louisiana and see the devastation wrought by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.

Cheron Brylski, a local political consultant active at the federal level, said the personal nature of the postcard initiative could have a big effect with relatively little effort.

"I think people underestimate how much personal contact means to a member of Congress," she said. "It doesn't have to be long; two sentences is all it takes. And as little as 20 letters can really get the message to that representative."

The postcards, which feature color before-and-after pictures of a shotgun house rebuilt after Katrina flooding, are stamped with the phrase "I'm Rebuilding New Orleans." On the flip side, writers can inscribe their own note around the phrase "Please Help!"

While the postcards include a sample message on a detachable flap, Women of the Storm leaders said they hope volunteers will compose notes that reflect the progress and ongoing needs that they observed.

"I think it will catch more attention than something that looks like somebody else wrote it," said Becky Currence, referring to the prewritten notes common to political campaigns.

Though the postcards arrived only last month, hundreds already have been distributed. Currence said she recently sent 125 cards to students from Wake Forest University in North Carolina who spent their spring break working at the St. Bernard Community Center.

"They felt that they needed to go back and spread the word that work still needs to be done," she said.

Besides the postcard effort, the Women of the Storm has begun pressing national political party leaders to focus their presidential platforms on needs related to the 2005 hurricanes. They include rebuilding infrastructure, enhancing disaster preparedness, cutting federal red tape that impedes recovery and restoring wetlands.

Toting "blue tarp" umbrellas during advocacy events, group members plan to attend the Republican and Democratic nominating conventions this summer to push that agenda, even as they continue urging national leaders to visit south Louisiana.

By the group's count, 132 members of the current House of Representatives and 57 members of the Senate have visited the state since Katrina.
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Michelle Krupa can be reached at mkrupa@timespicayune.com or (504) 826-3312.
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Women of the Storm leaders said they hope volunteers will compose notes on the postcards that reflect the progress and ongoing needs that they observed in New Orleans. 
