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The Road Home program, which provides Louisiana homeowners up to $150,000 each to cover uninsured property damage from last year's hurricanes, has given funds to only 13 applicants. That's the sum total of the program since officials opened 10 housing assistance centers in August to accept applications from homeowners affected by hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Funds for 255 more applicants are ready to be dispersed as soon as the applicants schedule closings, said Natalie Wyeth, spokeswoman for the Louisiana Recovery Authority. "Those people are approved. 

They're set to go. We're ready to rock and roll. We're really waiting on them to schedule a date," she said. Fred Tombar, director of the homeowner program for The Road Home, said the 255 awards total $10.6 million for an average award of $41,582. "Some are up at the $150,000. Some are quite below that amount. And that's because they had a lot of insurance, received some money from FEMA and were compensated for much of the damage to their home," Tombar said. "We've only been up and running for a couple of months, but we have been successful in that time. " Some approved applicants are still deciding whether to take the money, he said. People who received Small Business Administration loans are also determining whether to accept The Road Home funds. At the Sept. 29-30 Housing Solutions Summit at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center, some homeowners said they were concerned about the consequence on their SBA loans from accepting Road Home funds. "If you receive an SBA loan for personal property, the way the SBA loan reads is if someone comes along and gives you some other money for this, you got to pay (SBA) back," said Alan Langhoff, a Lake Vista resident whose home flooded with about 5 feet of water. "They say, 'Oh, that's duplicate funds. ' So, they demand their money back. " "With The Road Home program, what happens?" he asked. If a person gets $150,000 from The Road Home but SBA already gave that person $90,000, "suddenly you only got $60,000," Langhoff said. "Clearly this is an extraordinary circumstance. So the normal standard SBA contract that everyone is signing right now should be disregarded and an exception should be made for the LRA money. " SBA loans and The Road Home money together would help homeowners cover post-Katrina increases in construction costs, said Langhoff. "Pre-Katrina value has nothing to do with the costs to rebuild," he said. "The costs to rebuild right now in New Orleans area is $150 a square foot. ... What we really need to do is be able to keep both monies. We don't want to get it from Peter to pay Paul. " Walter Leger, an LRA board member, said, "the best I understand right now is the SBA contract requires if you receive a grant you got to pay it back. I know there is a question about it. But I don't know the answer. "

Rebuilding homeowners seek official answers The Road Home officials were bombarded with other questions at the Housing Solutions Summit. Lilly Shoup, an official with The Road Home, said most people want to know where their application is in the approval process. Myrtle Winbush, 76, of New Orleans was one. Winbush wanted to know when she would hear something on her application, which she mailed in more than three weeks ago. Winbush's home on Broad Street took in 4 feet of water. She didn't have flood insurance "because that area didn't require flood insurance. So, I'm waiting for some money so I can rebuild," she said. She learned she qualifies for the full $150,000 but she's still waiting to hear from The Road Home. "I just haven't heard from them," she said. "And I know they got the letter because I registered the letter to make sure they didn't have any problems. " She's living with her son in Algiers for now. "I'm not really upset. I'm just waiting to get my money so I can get my house done so I can move in it," she said.

Baker pushes emergency housing reform proposal Rep. Richard Baker, R-Baton Rouge, said House-Senate conferees on the Homeland Security Appropriations bill accepted his proposal to authorize using "Katrina Cottages" among other federal policy reforms governing post-disaster long-term housing. "One of the hard lessons learned from a catastrophic situation like Katrina, with widespread destruction and a clear need for long-term housing of evacuees, was that we need to do a better job than simply throwing billions at stop-gap measures that don't lead toward recovery and don't help people rebuild their lives," said Baker. "The reforms we pass today give the government greater flexibility to offer more common sense options and to mobilize creative alternatives that are safer, more attractive, and more cost-effective in the long run. " Baker's "Natural Disaster Housing Reform Act" amends the Stafford Act to authorize the use of safer, more cost-effective modular housing known as "Katrina cottages," provide greater flexibility in federal response to disasters by providing short-term housing such as trailers and include strategies for creating long-term housing needs. Baker's bill is included in the FEMA reform section of the Homeland Security spending bill, which now awaits approval by Congress.

