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Organizational Information 

St. Mary Community Action Committee Association, Inc. is a 501(c) 3 tax-exempt, 

human service organization that has effectively served as a non-profit instrument for the 

delivery of quality human services to low-income residents of St. Mary since 1967.  In 

recent years, the agency has developed presences in Vermilion Parish via its Head Start 

program and Assumption Parish via its Louisiana Partners in Prevention program.  

Currently the agency employs 329 people in full- and part-time capacities. 

 

 

 

 

St. Mary/Vermilion Community Action Agency/Head Start currently operates 

fifty-two social service programs with funding from federal, state, and local levels, as 

well as from philanthropic organizations.  It is governed by a tri-part board of twenty-one 

members representing the public, private and target sectors of the community.  St. Mary 

Community Action Agency has five departments: Administrative, Fiscal, Head Start, 

St. Mary Community Action Committee Association, Inc. Mission Statement 
 

The mission of St. Mary Community Action Agency is to alleviate poverty for low-income 
citizens through strategic planning and implementation of projects and services that will 

strengthen, promote quality, renew, and guide families into self-sufficiency. 



Housing, and Special Services.  The Head Start department operates sixteen centers; 

fourteen of which it owns.  A sampling of programs and services offered by the agency 

include child development, literacy training, education, substance abuse prevention, 

violence prevention, employment training, transportation, housing counseling for renters, 

homeowners and prospective homeowners, homeless shelters, weatherization assistance, 

economic development (Revolving Loan program), emergency assistance, money-

management assistance, USDA commodity distribution, elderly feedings, and utility 

assistance.   

The largest of the agency’s five departments, St. Mary/Vermilion Head Start 

serves two economically depressed parishes with a combined population of nearly 

110,000.  The percentage of employment in St. Mary and Vermilion parishes is 

approximately eight per cent lower than the national average.  See table below for further 

demographic data on St. Mary and Vermilion Parishes.   

St. Mary Community Action Agency’s Accomplishments  

 

• HUD—Best Practice for Developing a Multi-Family Unit (Sparrow Gardens) 

• National Head Start Association—Outstanding Grantee Award 

• Faith Place—Fifteen newly constructed single-family subdivision 

• Certified Housing Counseling Agency 

• Certified Community Housing Development Organization (CHDO) 

• Welfare to Work—trained and found employment for 629 residents of Iberia, St. 

Mary and lower St. Martin Parishes (60 percent are still employed!) 

• Only Robert Wood Johnson Free-To-Grow site in Louisiana 



• 95 percent of Head Start teachers have acquired college degrees through our Staff 

Development Program 

• Cars For A Cause transportation model successfully placed forty-five households 

in cars. (All forty-five households met program standards and now have clear 

vehicle titles.) 
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Census Category St. Mary Parish1 Vermilion Parish2 

Population 52,833 53,807 
Under 5 years 3,965 3,830 

Families Below Poverty 
Level  

2,903 2,523 

Median Household Income 
in 1999 (dollars) 

$28,072 $29,500 

Families Below Poverty 
Level With Related 

Children Under 5 Years of 
Age (1999) 

1,076 886 

In Labor Force (population 
16 years and over) 

[percentage] 

55.9 % 56.1% 

 
Problem 
 

St. Mary Parish was the first fully functioning parish on Highway 90 West from New 

Orleans.   Therefore the parish experienced a great initial influx of evacuees immediately 
                                                 
Figure 1. Map of St. Mary Parish, Highlighted. http://www.answers.com/topic/st-mary-parish-louisiana  
Figure 2. Map of Vermilion Parish, Highlighted.  http://www.answers.com/topic/vermilion-parish-louisiana  
1 St. Mary Parish 2000 Census Information. 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=Search&geo_id=&_geoContext=&_street=&_count
y=St.+Mary+Parish&_cityTown=St.+Mary+Parish&_state=04000US22&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&pctx
t=fph&pgsl=010 
2 Vermilion Parish 2000 Census Information 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=Search&geo_id=&_geoContext=&_street=&_count
y=Vermilion+Parish&_cityTown=Vermilion+Parish&_state=04000US22&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&pct
xt=fph&pgsl=010 



before and after Hurricane Katrina.  Franklin, the city in which St. Mary Community 

Action Agency’s Central Office is located, had a pre-Katrina population of approximately 

8,354.3  In the weeks following Hurricane Katrina, St. Mary Community Action Agency 

staff processed disaster relief applications that accounted for 3,100 people seeking shelter 

in St. Mary Parish.4  This influx of refugees caused a 5.8 per cent increase in the 

population of St. Mary Parish.   

 
Figure 3 

Immediately after Hurricane Katrina struck, St. Mary Community Action Agency 

banned together with many organizations, businesses, churches and private citizens to 

help those refugees that have arrived in the communities of St. Mary and Vermilion 

Parishes. Every department in the agency has experienced a remarkable increase in its 

                                                 
3 2000 US Census. 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US2227155&_
geoContext=&_street=&_county=Franklin&_cityTown=Franklin&_state=04000US22&_zip=&_lang=en&
_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010  
4 On file in database at St. Mary Community Action Agency, 2005, Franklin, LA. 
Figure 3. Map of Coastal Louisiana.  
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.cajunhunt.com/Images/map_south_louisiana.jpg&im
grefurl=http://www.cajunhunt.com/DrivingDirections.html&h=342&w=472&sz=72&tbnid=k8XT4Htewk4
J:&tbnh=90&tbnw=125&hl=en&start=153&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmap%2Bof%2BLouisiana%26start%
3D140%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26sa%3DN 



workload in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.  St. Mary Community Action Agency 

response to this crisis included: 

• Increasing the hours of operation. 
• Distributing items donated by Community Action Partnership members from over 

thirty states. 
• Acting as the point of entry for the St. Mary Parish relief system. 
• Processing disaster applications for the refugees and developing a database. 
• Referring clients to other partners in the St. Mary Parish relief system. 
• Providing clients with a city map; list of other relief venues, relief referral tickets. 
• Making counseling available to evacuees in the shelters. 
• Serving as a warehouse for disaster relief supplies (Central Office Site). 
• Assisting with the FEMA, Red Cross, and Food Stamp application processes. 
• Utilizing Tweety Bird and Goldilocks Head Start centers as shelters. 
• Providing Low Income Home Energy Assistance to hurricane-impacted clients. 
• Employing funds received from the National Head Start Association for costs 

associated with the evacuees’ temporary housing expenses. 
• Preparing and serving hot meals to evacuees. 
• Hosting a delegation of medical staff, counselors and spiritual advisors from 

California. 
• Hosting child behavioral specialist Charlie Jury and Michele Scalzo of Cen-Clear 

Child Services, Inc. of Clearfield, Pennsylvania. 
• Sponsoring the Adopt-An-Evacuee program (twenty-three families adopted). 
• Hiring displaced evacuees from the New Orleans area (several are still employed 

by the agency). 
• Accepting 105 Head Start age children into the classroom in both St. Mary and 

Vermilion Parishes. 
• Nearly six months after Hurricane Katrina, assisting those still displaced in St. 

Mary Parish with rent, fuel passes, medical prescriptions and other needs 
determined at the time of interview.  
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Weeks after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita arrived, the refugees housed in St. Mary and 

Vermilion Parishes are attempting to negotiate new lives in these rural communities.  

Neither St. Mary Parish nor Vermilion Parish has any metropolitan areas—at least one  

urbanized area of 50,000 or more inhabitants.5  The communities in these two parishes, 

like many other rural communities that are hosting refugees, are finding it very difficult 

to absorb the population surge.    

A large percentage of the housing stock is either  

inhabited or substandard.  Rural communities do not  

have parking garages.  Street congestion is on the rise.                                

Local grocery stores do not have the storage space to  

stock enough items that correspond to the population growth.   Locals must drive to other 

communities to find grocery items.  Households are bursting at the seams with relatives 

and friends from the affected areas.  Like most gas stations in the region, rural gas 

stations in St. Mary and Vermilion Parishes exhaust their inventory more rapidly than 

normal.  At the time of writing, the St. Mary Parish School Board has accepted 844 new  

students into the public school system. 

 Some of the agency’s partners in the relief effort are: 

• Local Churches 
• St. Mary Parish Office of Emergency Preparedness 
• St. Mary Parish Office of Family Support 
• National Head Start Association Members 
• City of Franklin 
• Franklin Fire Department 
• St. Mary Parish Sheriff’s Department 

                                                 
Figure 4. Caseworkers assist refugees at St. Mary Community Action Agency’s Central Office Site. 
Figure 5. Employees unload relief supplies sent by Community Action Organizations from Ohio. 
5 Definition of metropolitan area. http://www.census.gov/population/www/estimates/aboutmetro.html  
Figure 6. Clients wait outside St. Mary Community Action Agency’s Central Office Site for Hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita Assistance.  
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• Bayou Teche Community Health Network 
• St. Mary Parish Medicaid Office 
• Acadiana Works 
• Teche Action Clinic 
• Fournet’s Pharmacy 
• Discovery Daycare 
• Chitimacha Fire Protection 
• St. Mark’s Lodge #25 
• Office of Dr. Donna Tesi 
• The Banner-Tribune 
• KBZE 105.9FM 
• Community Action Partnership Members 
• Highland County Community Action Organization (Ohio) 
• Lima/Allen Council on Community Affairs, Inc. (Ohio) 
• Community Action Organization of Scioto County, Inc. (Ohio) 
• Relief on Wheels 
• Columbian Chemicals Company 
• Church of God in Christ (California) 
• St. Mary Parish Government 
• Senator Butch Gautreaux 
• Representative Karla Dartez 
• Representative Jack Smith 
• Senator Nick Gautreaux 
• Boys & Girls Club 
• London Grove Township, Pennsylvania 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Future 
 
 How can we respond more effectively during future hurricane seasons?  

Coordination is needed both within and between agencies.  So many questions need to be 

answered.  Learning from the crisis particular to New Orleans, we feel that chains of 

command need to be established and shared.  Emergency coalitions need to be formed 

(building on and learning from) the coalition formed in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.  

Phone trees need to be created and shared.  The basis of what needs to be done revolves 

To date, St. Mary Community Action Agency has served over 5,000 
victims of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita from over fifty communities from 

Franklin, Louisiana to Biloxi, Mississippi. 



around establishing thorough plans of who needs to what when and for every 

agency (including every employee) to know its own role in the wake of a disaster.  

 Once these plans have been created they need to be distributed to each agency, to 

the state, published in the newspaper and made available on the web.  After a one month 

disaster plan publication/training period, disaster drills need to occur every three months.  

After each drill evaluations should be made and each entity scored on its effectiveness.  

These results should be made public.  The code word for a disaster plan should be 

cohesiveness.  Good deeds done by one person or agency will certainly help in the wake 

of a disaster.  Cohesiveness at every level will help tremendously.   


