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Katrina exposed many risks that 
immigrant workers face in post-disaster 
short and long-term recovery
Companies and contractors face a shortage of workers to fill reconstruction 
jobs. Many illicit recruiters use deceptive tactics to lure workers from abroad 
or prey upon documented and undocumented immigrants already in the U.S. 
Exploitative tactics used include:

•	 Charging high fees to foreign workers to access jobs, with promises of 
long-term work and visa assistance

•	 Confiscating passports and documentation, and threatening deportation 
if workers complain

•	 Transporting workers already here to post-disaster sites and keeping 
workers captive in company housing or camps

In 2005, Hurricane Katrina 
displaced hundreds of 
thousands of people in Louisiana, 
Mississippi, and Alabama, 
caused more than $100 billion 
in damages, and triggered a 
massive redevelopment effort 
to rebuild homes, infrastructure, 
and industries. The federal 
government spent over $100 
billion on recovery efforts that 
required hundreds of skilled and 
unskilled workers.
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Risks in recovery:
Natural disasters and hurricanes lead to massive spending 
by the federal and local governments for cleanup and 
reconstruction. Assistance needs to be dispersed quickly, 
often bypassing strict government contracting regulations 
and traditional worker protections.

Given the economic opportunity, a scarcity of workers, 
and the need to quickly begin reconstruction, Katrina 
exposed various risks to businesses utilizing contractors 
to fulfil labor needs. For expediency, seven days after 
Katrina, the Department of Homeland Security suspended 
certain labor regulations for 45 days and the Department 
of Labor lifted wage restrictions for two months.

Strategies to prevent exploitation: 
Recommendations for  
consular officials 
Educate your citizens:

•	 Work with the local U.S. Embassy or U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security to educate your citizens about tactics 
used by illicit labor recruiters and contractors

•	 Distribute awareness and rights-based materials to at-
risk communities and workers
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