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Investigating Hurricane Katrina Tourism in the News Archives 

In fall 2009, I set out to research the tourism industry that has sprung up in New 

Orleans as a direct result of Hurricane Katrina. Ten or more companies offer tourists bus 

tours to view the destruction wrought from the hurricane and the breach of levees. I 

endeavored to investigate a multiplicity of reactions to these tours, including from 

victims of the hurricane, those who have returned to rebuild, local politicians and the 

local media. How has one of the worst disasters in recent U.S. history come to be 

commoditized less than five years after it occurred? What were and are the discourses 

from local people and groups concerning the commoditization? 

A search in the Fondren catalog and on OneSearch introduced me to some 

extensive materials documenting the rise of tourism in New Orleans before Katrina, but 

almost nothing had yet been published specifically on the Hurricane Katrina tours. These 

resources were perhaps helpful in allowing me to situate Katrina tourism within the larger 

picture of the long history of tourism in New Orleans, the city’s identity as a tourist city, 

and the local economic dependence on tourism revenue, but I needed to search elsewhere 

to discover the history of and local reactions to the Katrina tours. 

I, therefore, continued my research by digging through the archives of New 

Orleans’ major local paper the Times Picayune. I was hoping to find coverage of the 

inception of the tours, protests or debates surrounding them, and editorials. Beginning my 

search on the Times Picayune website, I searched the archives for articles containing the 



words “tour” and “Katrina.” The search results allowed me to quickly scan the headlines 

and first few sentences for every article that contained the keywords. I scanned close to 

3,000 headlines in this manner and recorded the information for articles that deserved 

further attention. Because the Times Picayune does not allow open access to full articles 

in their archives, I depended heavily on Fondren’s databases for the next portion of my 

research. I utilized the NewsBank America’s Newspapers database to search and find full 

articles based on the list I compiled from the Times Picayune website.  

 By starting out with a wide search within the Times Picayune archives, I came 

across unexpected information that was nonetheless related to my topic. For example, 

originally I was interested in exploring the commercial bus tours of Katrina destruction. 

However, I soon found that bus tours of the destruction were offered to many other 

groups of people. Some residents of the Lower Ninth Ward, who were not yet allowed to 

return to their neighborhood on their own, first saw their destroyed homes from a fifteen-

minute bus tour provided by the city. Politicians, also, were asked to take guided bus 

tours of the destruction, in hopes that they would return to Washington to vote favorably 

on New Orleans recovery bills. My research was greatly enhanced by comparing and 

contrasting these non-commercial tours with the tourism phenomenon in order to analyze 

the commoditization of Hurricane Katrina. 

 The data I retrieved from the local articles were rich. First, I was able to piece 

together a timeline of the dates of the residents’ tours, the politicians’ tours, and the 

beginning of the commercial tours. Moreover, through reading local editorials and 

gauging the tone of the local reporters’ articles, I was able analyze the discourses 



surrounding each type of tour. Finally, I was able to glean quotes from the tour operators 

to decipher their intentions in beginning the tours. 

 This paper was written for a class in the fall of 2009, but I intend it to be a part of 

my dissertation research. Now that I have background knowledge of the subject, and I 

have exhausted the resources available at Fondren on the topic, I intend to conduct 

additional research in New Orleans. Through Fondren, I was able to gain historical 

background and analyze the initial discourses surrounding the tours. The next step will be 

to conduct interviews with tour operators, local residents and participating tourists in 

order to further understand this phenomenon of disaster tourism in New Orleans. 


