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By Ben Myers
Sta!  writer

Abutting the Lincoln Manor subdivision, near 
a shopping mall that Kenner officials hope will 
thrive, sits a 25-acre tract of commercial property 
that once was coveted by real estate developers 
but today looks more like a wildlife refuge. 

The Home Depot owns the undeveloped land, 
which is so badly overgrown that weed stalks, 
some taller than basketball goals, have completely 
swallowed a stop sign at 31st Street and California 
Avenue.

Kenner forbids weeds taller than 15 inches 
on vacant commercial property, but City Hall 

BRETT DUKE / STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Kenner resident Delores Windsor says she fears 
for residents’ safety in the overgrown area. 
‘Children walk through here,’ she said. 

—

By Naomi Martin
Sta!  writer

W
hen the bullets stopped fl ying on 

Bourbon Street about 2:45 a.m. 
on Sunday, June 29, many New 
Orleans police offi cers responded 

exactly as most would expect after 
a mass shooting: rushing to the 

scene, looking for gunmen and victims, call-
ing for ambulances.

“I need EMS at Bourbon and Orleans,” 
Detective Thomas Perez yelled into his 
radio. “Got a female shot in the side.”

“I got another one at Bourbon and St. 
Ann shot in the face,” Detective Michael 
Flores said. “Female into the face.”

One offi cer, however, was captured on sur-

veillance video behaving in a manner that, to 
many, made no sense at all. While a woman 
lay on the ground bleeding, the patrolman 
stood by, never leaning down to check on 
her, at one point turning his back and walk-
ing away as three tourists tried to save her. 
He was calling for medics, the police chief 
later said, but three doctors visiting from 
out of town who stopped to administer CPR 
were troubled that he seemed to be ignor-
ing their pleas for crowd control and fi rst-aid 

equipment.
The woman, Brittany Thomas, 21, died 

three days later from a single gunshot wound 
to the head. Doctors interviewed later said 

Should police officers help save lives 
by giving first aid in an emergency — 

like a mass shooting on Bourbon Street? 
Or is their job hard enough as it is? 

DEFINING DUTY
Land turns 
into jungle 
in the heart 
of Kenner

When bedlam broke out in the French Quarter last month, some who rushed to render aid were 
troubled that a patrolman seemed to ignore their pleas for crowd control and fi rst-aid equipment.
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Owner Home Depot isn’t cited

—

By John Pope
Sta!  writer

Nearly nine years after Hurricane Katrina and 
the ensuing floodwaters trashed New Orleans’ 
Municipal Auditorium, work is underway to 
restore the massive multipurpose building that 
has played host to decades of graduations and Car-
nival balls.

Repairs to the 84-year-old structure looming 
over Congo Square, paid for with $20 million from 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency, 
began in January and are expected to continue 
until November 2015, said Tyler Gamble, a spokes-
man for Mayor Mitch Landrieu.

It’s due back next year, 
perhaps with new role 

Municipal 
Auditorium 
rising from 
floodwaters 
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By Danielle Dreilinger
Sta!  writer

A group of Common Core 
proponents sued Gov. Bobby 
Jindal on Tuesday, saying he 
has overstepped constitutional 
boundaries in his fight with 
the state Board of Elementary 

and Secondary Education over 
contracts and tests. Jindal 
responded that the suit has “no 
merit.”

The suit asserts that the 
governor and his administra-
tion “have sown chaos in the 
education system of this state.” 
It asks the courts to unfreeze 
next year’s testing contract 
immediately to allow schools to 
proceed with their plans.

The action comes one day 

after 17 lawmakers sued to roll 
back the Common Core stan-
dards. Both suits were fi led in 

19th Judicial District Court in 
Baton Rouge.

Plaintiffs in the newer suit 
include several New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge parents, New 
Orleans and Ascension Parish 
schoolteachers and the New 
Orleans charter group Choice 
Foundation. Along with the 
governor, the defendants are 

the state Division of Adminis-
tration, its commissioner and 
the interim director of the 
Offi ce of Contractual Review.

The Black Alliance for Edu-
cational Options is paying for 
the litigation, and several of the 
plaintiffs are alliance members, 
said Eric Lewis, the group’s 
Louisiana director. “At this 
point, this is the only avenue 
that remains in moving the state 
forward in fully implementing 
Common Core,” he said.

—

Supporters claim 
Jindal’s out of line 

Common Core provokes another lawsuit 

Bobby Jindal
Says opponents’ 
argument that he’s 
overreaching has 
‘no merit’ 

—

By Richard Rainey
Sta!  writer

Stacy Head took the stand 
Tuesday, in a way, to make a 
sales pitch.

The New Orleans City Coun-
cil president — along with May-
or Mitch Landrieu and the rest 
of the coun-
cil — is under 
the gun of a 
court order to 
immediately 
pay $17.5 mil-
l ion that the 
city owes the 
f i ref ighters’ 
troubled pen-
sion fund. But 
that debt accu-
mulated only in 
2012, and Lan-
drieu’s admin-
istration has continued to short 
the city’s monthly payments to 
that account throughout his ten-
ure in City Hall.

So Head offered Civil District 
Judge Robin Giarrusso a possi-
ble stopgap Tuesday: She wants 
to ask the Landrieu adminis-
tration to take $2 million from 
the New Orleans Police Depart-
ment’s 2014 budget and to exam-
ine whether city officials could 
find another $1.4 million by 
enacting one-day-a-month fur-
loughs for all Fire Department 
employees for the rest of the 
year. Head said the total would 
more than cover the $691,000 a 
month by which the city’s debt to 
the fund continues growing.

She told Gia r r usso she 
planned to bring that strategy 
to her colleagues at Thursday’s 
council meeting. But in the end, 
that wasn’t good enough for the 
judge.

“I need to see a lot more move-
ment toward the $17.5 million or 

—

Head sought to tap 
police budget 

NOFD 
pension 
plan fix 
rejected 
by judge 

Stacy Head
Her plan 
called for one-
day-a-month 
furloughs
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there was nothing the patrolman 
could have done to save her, that 
the injury was too severe for 
street medicine.

But the image of an NOPD 
patrolman standing by as a 
shooting victim lay dying in the 
middle of the street drew criti-
cism and raised the question: 
What are police officers’ obliga-
tions, and qualifications, to assist 
the injured?

“What the public can expect 
from the police officer is, the 
police officer is a police officer,” 
Superintendent Ronal Serpas 
said in an interview. “They’re 
not a nurse, they’re not a doctor. 
They get fundamental training 
in CPR, and that’s all they can 
do, if nothing else is taxing their 
time at that moment.”

A review of other pol ice 
departments’ practices, and 
inter v iews w ith emergen-
cy-medicine experts and law 
enforcement off icials found 
NOPD lags behind other agen-
cies in providing medical equip-
ment and training. But it is not 
out of line with other big-city 
police departments, where well-
trained EMTs and firefighters 
can respond quickly.

It’s debatable whether it 
would make sense for police to 
take on more medical respon-
sibilities in a city with pressing 
crime needs.

Even if the officer had been 
near a victim who had a better 
chance of survival, it’s unlike-
ly he would have been able to 
do much, as most cops receive 
their only medical training in 
the academy the year they join.

The lack of training and 
equipment stands in contrast to 
a department crime-scene policy 
that says officers should “ren-
der aid” — a policy that a police 
union says sets them up to fail.

Serpas described a stressful 
situation for police, who have to 
juggle several priorities: find the 
perpetrator, preserve evidence 
and broadcast urgent informa-
tion, including where ambulanc-
es should go.

On Bourbon Street the night 
Thomas and nine others were 
struck by gunfire, the officers 
were trying to find the victims, 
hunt for two shooters, tell EMS 
where to go and clear the way for 
ambulances to snake through the 
crowded streets of the French 
Quarter, all the while trying to 
keep the crowd from compromis-
ing evidence.

“Ca n you get  me some 
crime scene tape to Bourbon 
and Orleans, please?” an offi-
cer says at one point. Another 
shouts, “We’re gonna need more 
than one EMS. Bourbon and 
Orleans.”

The patrolman standing over 
Thomas radioed for an ambu-
lance and more police, the city 
has said. But to Dr. Nicole Sin-
clair, a Michigan physician who 
along with two other doctors 
stopped to render aid, it wasn’t 
enough. “It was almost like he 
was not involved,” Sinclair told 
a reporter.

Dr. Jeff Elder, director of 
New Orleans Emergency Medi-
cal Services, said relaying vic-
tim locations and ensuring 
scene safety are the vital actions 
paramedics need from officers 
in such a situation. Medics are 
trained to wait until police have 

secured a scene before they can 
enter. And research has shown 
that gunshot and stabbing vic-
tims have a better chance of sur-
vival the more quickly they get 
to a hospital.

“I would say the most impor-
tant thing is allowing us to get to 
the patient, and then we worry 
about how quick we can get them 
to the trauma center,” Elder 
said.

When street-level aid matters
There are times when street-

level medicine to stanch blood 
loss does not make a difference, 
Elder said. A person shot or 
stabbed in the head, back, chest 
or stomach probably would not 
benefit.

And no amount of chest com-
pressing or defibrillator shock-
ing is going to help if a traumat-
ic wound — like Thomas’ — is 
what caused the heart to stop, 
he said.

But for someone who is 
wounded in the arm, neck or leg 
— four of the Bourbon Street 
shooting victims were shot in 
the leg — a tourniquet or other 
pressure on the wound could 
mean the difference between life 
and death, Elder said.

Most of NOPD’s officers, 
however, have not been pro-
vided with the basic equipment 
or the training to help in such 
circumstances.

Dr. Norman McSwain, direc-
tor of Interim LSU Hospital’s 
trauma center, and Elder this 
year designed a curriculum to 
teach New Orleans officers how 
to apply pressure to extrem-
ity wounds using bandages and 
tourniquets.

However, just 200 of the 
force’s 1,140 officers have com-
pleted the course since Feb-
ruary and been outfitted with 
tourniquets. And that training 
is geared toward officers being 
able to treat themselves and 
their partners if they are in a 
dangerous situation, such as a 
gunfight, where they can’t get 
through to EMS or medics can-
not reach them. Police can also 
use those tactics on civilians, 
Elder said, but it’s usually not 
necessary because ambulances 
can get to secure areas within 
minutes.

For many officers, that medi-
cal training is the first they’ve 
had since they were recruits 
in the academy, where instruc-
tors teach first aid, CPR and the 
use of automatic electronic defi-
brillators, or AEDs, for heart 
attacks.

After that, officers are given 
no equipment and no refresher 
courses, Serpas said. He said 
that’s because the city can rely 
on the fast response times of 
EMS and the Fire Department. 
Firefighters often respond to 
medical emergencies along with 
ambulances and are trained at a 
level just below that of an emer-
gency medical technician.

Doctors note that the kind of 
deadly extremity wounds that 
occur in combat zones, where 
bombs can blow off an arm or a 
leg, are much rarer for civilians. 
McSwain, a trauma surgeon, 
said he sees one or two such 
injuries in an average month at 
Interim LSU, the hospital where 
most local gunshot victims are 
treated.

Still, tourniquets and com-
pression techniques — les-
sons learned from the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan — have 
increasingly been incorporated 
into first-responder training in 
the past decade. Those tactics 
were credited with the low num-
ber of deaths — three — at the 
2013 Boston Marathon bombing, 
in which many victims lost limbs 
but not one patient who made it 
to a hospital died.

What is expected of o!cers?
According to the NOPD oper-

ations manual, officers arriving 
at a crime scene should try to 
preserve evidence and public 
safety, “including reasonable 
efforts to render medical aid to 
any obviously injured parties.” 
In addition to “provide first aid 
to injured parties if it can be 
done safely,” the policy lists eight 
other tasks that officers must 
weigh in the “totality of each 
circumstance,” from looking for 
suspects to evacuating the area.

In his interview, Serpas said 
the term “render aid” can be 
interpreted broadly to mean 
seek help for a victim. “The most 
important, effective tool that 
officers have to render aid is the 

police radio to get the EMS peo-
ple there as quickly as possible,” 
he said.

But even with the chief ’s 
somewhat loose definition, Eric 
Hessler, a lawyer for the Police 
Association of New Orleans, 
criticized the department, say-
ing the policy sets up officers 
to fail.

“Their ability to render aid 
is extremely, extremely limited 
by a lack of training and zero 
resources,” he said.

If officers are not expected to 
perform CPR or other first aid, 
then he said the policy’s word-
ing should be changed. And if 
officers are in fact expected to 
do such things, then he said they 
should be properly trained and 
equipped.

A former NOPD off icer, 
Hessler said the department 
has not provided medical equip-
ment to officers in decades, add-
ing that when he was on the job 
he used to steal gloves from the 
hospital to avoid contact with 
blood at crime scenes.

“I’ve stood over people many, 
many, many times, wishing there 
was something I could do for 
them, but not being trained to 
do anything other than update 
EMS,” he said. “The world is 
changing, and the Police Depart-
ment has to figure out what they 
want these guys to do and be up 
front about it.”

The policy of the Boston 
Police Department, in contrast, 
gives officers specific medi-
cal instructions: If a victim is 
not breathing, they are to start 
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation; 
if the victim has no pulse, police 
are to start chest compressions 
in addition to resuscitation; if the 
victim is bleeding severely, offi-
cers should place a cloth or tour-
niquet over the wound and apply 
direct pressure.

A lack of training could spell 
legal trouble for an officer who 
tries to help a civilian. Officers 
are reluctant to try moves they 
barely remember from the acad-
emy, which if done wrong could 
cause more harm than good, 
Hessler said.

And police are not covered 
under the state’s Good Samari-
tan law, which offers medical 
professionals protection from 

lawsuits when they assist some-
one in need.

Despite the potential liability, 
Hessler and other police lawyers 
said they weren’t aware of any 
cases of NOPD officers being 
sued for trying to provide medi-
cal assistance.

State’s requirements minimal
There are no national guide-

lines on medical training for 
police officers, and state stan-
dards vary widely. Califor-
nia, for example, requires law 
enforcement to be trained every 
two years on tourniquets, car-
diopulmonary resuscitation, or 
CPR, and defibrillators. Loui-
siana requires a one-time basic 
first-aid training course, with 
any additional medical training 
optional for each department.

Over the past 20 years, there 
has been a nationwide push to 
train all police officers in life-
saving measures since they are 
often the first ones to arrive at 
an emergency scene, said Dr. 
Andrew Dennis, a Chicago trau-
ma surgeon and police officer. 
Many departments began out-
fitting patrol cars with AEDs to 
combat heart disease, the coun-
try’s top killer.

Dennis, who teaches tac-
tical medicine to federal and 
local authorities, said the Inter-
national Association of Police 
Chiefs, which he belongs to, is 
trying to establish basic medi-
cal-training standards for police 
nationwide. It’s difficult, he said, 
because of the varying needs of 
each community. Rural agen-
cies, for example, may need more 
training in responding to high-
way crashes and farm accidents, 
whereas those in urban areas 
should focus on saving the lives 
of gunshot and stabbing victims. 
Also, some areas may be able to 
rely more than others on EMS or 
firefighters to provide life-saving 
services, as New Orleans does.

Dennis said he thinks every 
officer in America should learn 
blood-loss prevention techniques 
and should carry, as a “bare min-
imum,” a compression bandage 
and gloves on their belt. He said 
these skills are “very perishable,” 
so training should be monthly 
and in situations that simulate 
real-world stress. But that’s a tall 
order in today’s commonly cash-
strapped and understaffed cities.

He said the NOPD’s level of 
medical training — one course in 
the academy and no subsequent 
refreshers — is not ideal. How-
ever, it’s not uncommon among 
departments in larger cities.

It’s harder to train more 
than a thousand cops periodi-
cally than to train a few hun-
dred, Dennis said. And police 
have to stay up-to-date on the 
law, forensics and other aspects 
of police work — training that is 
time-consuming.

While New Orleans police 
appear to be in line with those in 
some other cities, such as Atlan-
ta — where officers also receive 
a onetime course in the academy 
and are issued no first-aid equip-
ment — other cities do more.

In San Francisco, police 
are trained every two years on 
tourniquets, CPR and AEDs. 
They carry first-aid kits and are 
expected to “render aid when 
they can based on their experi-
ence and training,” said depart-
ment spokesman Officer Gordon 
Shyy. All Philadelphia officers 
received tactical tourniquets 

this year, a move credited with 
saving at least two lives, accord-
ing to a report by the Philadel-
phia Inquirer.

The NOPD is also behind oth-
er agencies in Louisiana.

Each State Police trooper 
gets a first-aid kit and must com-
plete a course on tourniquets or 
other techniques each year. In 
Lafayette, police are instructed 
every year on CPR, AEDs and 
first aid. The department com-
pleted training on tourniquets in 
2012, and this year officers will 
begin carrying kits with tactical 
tourniquets, clotting gauze and 
bandages, said spokesman Cpl. 
Paul Mouton.

O!cials tout response times
NOPD has historically relied 

on Emergency Medical Ser-
vices and the Fire Department 
because they tend to arrive in 
“very short seconds or minutes,” 
Serpas said.

Firefighters are dispatched 
to all high-priority medical calls, 
and they often arrive before 
EMS because they are usually 
closer, leaving from one of more 
than 30 locations spread out all 
over the city, officials said.

The night of the Bourbon 
Street shooting, EMS was on the 
scene within five minutes of the 
first 911 call, Elder said. Within 
10 minutes of EMS’ arrival, the 
first six patients had arrived at 
Interim LSU Hospital.

That’s in line with recent 
EMS response times. In a recent 
three-month period, 81 percent 
of the highest-priority medi-
cal calls had a response time of 
under 12 minutes from the time 
the call was received to the time 
of arrival, said Lt. Liz Belcher, 
an EMS spokeswoman.

The average response time for 
firefighters responding to medi-
cal calls so far this year is 6 min-
utes 35 seconds from the time 
they are dispatched to the time 
of arrival, according to city data.

The NOFD’s 635 firefight-
ers are trained in basic life sup-
port, which includes treating 
life-threatening injuries with 
trauma gauze and tourniquets. 
They receive a 40-hour class in 
the academy and then refresh-
ers every two years. Another 
140 firefighters have gone past 
the minimum qualifications to 
become full EMTs or paramed-
ics, who can administer drugs 
and breathing treatments.

“The biggest contribution 
the New Orleans Fire Depart-
ment is making to the citizens 
of New Orleans is not only a fast 
response time but is getting basic 
life support going within three to 
four minutes,” said Capt. James 
Vance, the department’s medical 
training director.

With all these services avail-
able from other agencies, Den-
nis, the Chicago trauma sur-
geon and police officer, said 
the NOPD is right to focus on 
police work. But he emphasized 
that the department should still 
teach its officers ways to help 
them survive if they get injured 
in the field.

“Law enforcement’s primary 
responsibility is scene safety,” he 
said, “because if medics can’t get 
there, or medics get there and 
it’s chaotic and dangerous, that 
does nobody any good.”

•••••••

Naomi Martin can be reached at nmartin@

nola.com or 504.826.3452.

N.O. officers undergo little medical training 

CHRIS GRANGER / STAFF ARCHIVE

Police Superintendent Ronal Serpas, right, with Mayor Mitch Landrieu at a July 1 news conference on 

the Bourbon Street shooting, says the public should realize that a police officer is just that: ‘They’re 
not a nurse, they’re not a doctor.’

Once that process is complete, 
Gamble said, the administra-
tion will propose a strategy for 
redeveloping the auditorium, 
which has also staged perform-
ers ranging from Bruce Spring-
steen to the Bolshoi Ballet to the 
Three Stooges.

The repairs are proceeding 
in stages.

The first phase, scheduled to 
be completed at the end of the 
month, is replacing the auditori-
um’s sump pump, designed to get 
water out of the basement. Work-
ers will also install a generator, 
Gamble said, to keep the pump 

working in a power failure.
The next step, which is sched-

uled to begin in October, will 
involve two chores: asbestos 
abatement and removing lead-
based paint.

Once those jobs are done, 
Gamble said, the auditorium 
will enter what is being called 
the stabilization phase, in which 
everything in the building will be 
removed, the sprinkler system 
and roof will be replaced, and a 
new heating and air-conditioning 

system will be installed.
This part of the renovation 

is expected to continue through 
November 2015, three months 
after the 10th anniversary of 
Katrina’s landfall. By that time, 
Gamble said, a plan for using 
the building is expected to be 
developed.

The auditorium, which had 
been a mainstay of New Orleans 
life since its opening in May 
1930, has sat idle since the storm 
roared through New Orleans.

During the waning days of 
Mayor Ray Nagin’s administra-
tion, a plan was proposed late 
in 2009 to convert the audito-
rium into what was described as 
a “world-class, state-of-the-art” 
production facility and perfor-
mance space with room for pro-
duction companies, a culinary 
institute, artists’ studios and a 
museum.

But the plan went nowhere 
after New Orleans Inspector 
General Ed Quatrevaux and 

some City Council members criti-
cized the project. Landrieu killed 
the plan after he took office in 
2010.

In its pre-Katrina configura-
tion, the auditorium had 7,853 

seats and could be divided into 
two unequal sections.

•••••••

John Pope can be reached at jpope@nola.
com or 504.826.3317.

Historic 
hall idle 

since 
Katrina 

In addition to many 

graduations and 

Carnival balls, the 

84-year-old Municipal 

Auditorium has hosted 

Bruce Springsteen, 

the Bolshoi Ballet 

and even the Three 

Stooges.
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