Hurricane Katrina and Technology

Hurricane Katrina devastated the southern coasts of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama. We have seen endless amounts of coverage on all news media. The poor response by the Federal Government will make sure that we will continue to see more coverage for some time to come. Our hearts go out to the victims. That said there are a number of technology related issues for our consideration.  

One of the most amazing items is that Zipa.com did not go down even though they are located in New Orleans. They are on the 10th floor of a 28 story building. According to their web site, the facility has a “750 KW generator with a stocked 1,500 gallon fuel tank, plus a Liebert HVAC and battery back up system.” It “can run up to a week without any outside power, in the event of a disaster.”  The main power is on a separate feed from the building as an added safeguard. Their connection to the network is through fiber optic cable running out of the basement of the building, apparently unaffected by the flood waters.

Zipa sells services for web hosting and other networking options. They advertise the ability to keep running no matter happens. Katrina has proven them correct. The flood waters did not go up the 10th floor leaving them dry. Their backup power and connectivity stayed up as well. Wired News reported that Zipa employees had to stay on the 10th floor, probably in need of a bath, but they kept working. The Voice Over IP telephones continued to work as well, providing one of the few working telephone systems in the area. Food and water are a problem and at some point the fuel will run out for the generator. But two weeks after Katrina hit, Zipa was still fully operational. There is a daily blog written by the CEO, a large photo gallery and web cams transmitting images. 
The network showed itself to be an important communications media. Craigslist, for example, immediately became a central point for people trying to find family members and friends. Some people left messages asking for information about others and some left messages announcing they were okay. Still others used the list for donations for the storm and flood victims. The power of the Internet as a way raise money and materials has been shown many times. Besides Craigslist, a number of other sites offered the same services.
Having the infrastructure in place to handle large numbers of connections is a good place to start rather than trying to build it overnight. The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children (www.missing.com) is one of those sites. Their mission has been to help with the search for missing children. They are able to put photos up and enter information into a database quickly. Katrina pushed them to handle the sudden rise in the number of children who joined the missing overnight. Checking their website turns up success stories. 

With the exception of Zipa, basic network services were down with the end result that many people could not get access to the network, television or telephones. Some mobile phone service was available. CNN broadcast a group of cell phones users on a badly damaged bridge where a signal was still possible, but for the most part the technology was down. The television networks could afford to have satellite connectivity to continue broadcasting. The cost of this service is out of reach for most of us, but the cost is what makes it possible to stay up in the face of a natural disaster on the scale of Hurricane Katrina.  Some people managed to get connectivity through relief efforts and some were able to talk to others who had connectivity. Many of the large tech companies like, Intel, Dell, Microsoft and other, provided equipment and people to re-establish connectivity. 
The lack of planning or the failure to implement the plans is in sharp contrast to the September 11 recovery. The stock market was ready to come on line within two days but held off until the 17th so that the police and fire departments could carry out their work. The stock market is important enough that disaster recovery planning was done properly and the implementation was carried out properly. There was offsite storage, alternative offices, multiple access routes and so forth.  In New Orleans, there seemed to have been nothing, at least as far as I know. Zipa, as mentioned previously, is the only technology company that was prepared, but since the response was slow getting underway, the cascade affect has prevented the delivery of the resources needed to keep them running. It is unacceptable for any business or government agency to ignore disaster recovery planning in a world where terrorists and natural disasters are able to cause the damage we have seen. 

The worst of this, however, is the criminal element taking advantage of the situation. The looters in New Orleans were a small percentage of the victims and law enforcement finally got them under control. On the technology side we find the phony sites soliciting donations. The people of our country have responded with great generosity by offering money, goods and services. School systems have allowed thousands of displaced children to register, many without resources. The scams are the usual kind, a phishing email sent to you with what appears to be a legitimate organization like the Red Cross. When you respond by clicking on the link to enter in credit card information, you end up somewhere else. The money that would have gone to help goes instead to a lowlife. The Red Cross and other similar agencies do not solicit money through direct email. If you get such an email simply delete it.
Hurricane Katrina has given us some serious lessons. The technology infrastructure is a critical part of our daily lives and must be strengthened so that it keeps working for everyone during and after the disaster. It can make a difference in so many ways.
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