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Organizational Pro�le/Quick Facts 

EXeCUTIVe DIReCTOR Trupania Bonner

AddReSS 620 Oak Harbor Blvd., Ste. 201A, Slidell, Louisiana 70458

SeRVICe ARea Southeast Louisiana, Mississippi Gulf Coast, Mobile 
County, Alabama

MISSION STaTemeNT Moving Forward is dedicated to rebuilding a better Gulf 
Coast through the vision of its residents. By providing 
volunteer-based relief, Moving Forward strives for 
community empowerment and fosters collaborative 
efforts through community advocacy, training and creative 
programming.

YeaR BeGaN 2006

PROGRam AReaS Video Advocacy, Immigration Legal Services, Community 
Organizing. 

CURReNT SOCIaL 

ACTION ISSUe AReaS
Disaster Recovery, Black/Brown Relations, Community 
Participation in hurricane recovery.

NUmbeR OF STaFF 1 (full time)

FY 08 BUdGeT $95,000

FUNdING Public: 95%; Private: 0%; Individual: 5% 

Case Study: 
Moving Forward Gulf Coast
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Introduction
When the eye of Hurricane Katrina overcame her 
hometown of Slidell, Louisiana in 2005, 20 miles 
northwest of New Orleans, Colette Pichon Battle was 
residing a safe distance away in Washington, D.C. 
But she wouldn�t remain in what she remembers as 
her comfortable life as a corporate lawyer for much 
longer. Immediately after the storm, Pichon Battle 
�ew home, where she found her neighborhood of 
Bayou Vincent, one of Louisiana�s few remaining 
Creole enclaves, recovering from being inundated 
by more than eight feet of water. That�s when she 
made a promise to her family and community to 
stay and help rebuild the Gulf Coast. With that 
decision, Pichon Battle became one of the hundreds 
of thousands of Gulf Coast residents without housing 
and facing an uncertain future. Determined to 
strengthen the response efforts, Pichon Battle moved 
into her family�s FEMA trailer and launched the 
organization Moving Forward Gulf Coast, Inc. 

This case study presents lessons of a different type 
of nonpro�t. Moving Forward Gulf Coast began in 
an emergency marked by initial chaos. Meeting 
immediate and dire needs through direct service 
was the organization�s �rst imperative. But the 
founders of Moving Forward also realized that lasting 
change would have to be systemic. Through new 
networks and a brief respite for re�ection, they found 
a way that their small and under-resourced group 
could actually do systems change by bringing people 
together through video advocacy. Although Moving 
Forward continues to identify and provide needed 
services, their services now act as a vehicle for 
advocacy work and leadership development. 

Organizing the Southern Way: Through 
Trust and Kinship
Moving Forward Gulf Coast began out of a cramped 
FEMA trailer with a small circle of friends who �rst 
gave each other emotional support, then moved 
quickly to action. They started the group out of 
necessity to help with the distribution of food, 
clothing, and other basic humanitarian supplies to 
people affected by the hurricane. �If I�ve got gloves 
and you�ve got goggles, and we have a relationship, 
then let�s get to work together,� says Pichon Battle 
of the emergency response mode in the �rst 
year following the storm. Everyone involved with 
Moving Forward worked as a volunteer that �rst 
year, assisting residents to �ll out FEMA forms and 
making personal contacts throughout the country to 
facilitate the distribution of supplies. Pichon Battle 
explains: �We weren�t people who started off in the 
nonpro�t world, and at �rst we had no foundation 
support. We had only steady friendships through that 
disaster. There is real trust among people who go 
back generations.� 

Community roots run deep for Pichon Battle, whose 
kinship connections had helped her pay for law 
school with support from community �sh fry 
dinners and collections. The diaspora resulting from 
Hurricane Katrina broke apart such family support 
networks, making recovery efforts, such as housing 
reconstruction and employment opportunities, 
even more daunting for those remaining and those 
returning. Moreover, funding of nonpro�t activity is 
much lower in Louisiana than the national average; 
following Katrina, the community-based groups 
across the region were struggling to redevelop 
infrastructure. �Excluding the churches, we were 
the only nonpro�t in Slidell,� says Pichon Battle. As 
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one of only two African-American attorneys in her 
entire parish (county), Pichon Battle became a vital 
resource for residents displaced, disoriented, and 
increasingly distrustful of outside aid workers.

Responding to Disaster with Basic 
Services
Pinchon Battle acted as a bridge-builder between 
the group of friends who began Moving Foward 
and her institutional ties within and beyond the 
Gulf Coast. With contacts spanning corporations, 
universities, and national nonpro�ts, she was able to 
connect local people with incoming resources. The 
�rst grant awarded to Moving Forward enabled them 
to provide environmentally sound clean-up materials 
to homeowners around the Gulf Coast region. �There 
would be �ve layers of mold growing on top of 
each other in the houses that were �ooded,� recalls 
Pichon Battle. �People were cleaning with bleach 
that would then go directly to the waterways. These 
are the same waterways where people �sh.� With a 
donation of nontoxic microorganisms for mold clean-
up and a partnership with the United Steelworkers 
of America, Moving Forward convened residents 
from Slidell and throughout the Gulf Coast region, 
including Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, for a 
series of health and safety classes related to mold 
removal and home construction. 

Nearly a year after Moving Forward began, the 
organization raised funding to hire New Orleans 
resident Trupania Bonner as executive director and 
rent of�ce space in Slidell. Pichon Battle became 
the president of the board and remained an active 
volunteer with the organization. The new space 
provided enough room for the organization to host 

the program Match Makers for Justice, which 
brought law students from around the country to 
Slidell and other parts of the Gulf Coast to help 
connect residents with legal rights resources. Pichon 
Battle had already been putting her own legal talents 
to work on what she calls social justice cases. �You 
know it�s a social justice case if the person can�t pay 
you, you can make no money from winning the case, 
and you�re still compelled to �ght because of how 
unjust the case is,� she says. 

Many of the legal cases Moving Forward took on 
during its �rst two years dealt directly with FEMA 
funding: �People were being pushed through 30-
page applications,� explained Pichon Battle. �They 
knew their story, but not how to present it on paper. 
Oftentimes they would pre-qualify for a federal grant 
and receive it, only to learn later that FEMA accused 
them of fraud because they had previously lived with 
family members who were now across the country 

�You know it�s a social justice 

case if the person can�t pay you, 

you can make no money from 

winning the case, and you�re 

still compelled to �ght because of 

how unjust the case is.� 

��Colette Pichon Battle
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also applying. We were doing appeal after appeal to 
FEMA, who said they had to return the money.� 

Countless other needs for legal services around 
social injustices emerged among the hurricane 
survivors, not directly as a result of the broken levees, 
but from the decisions made in the hurricane�s 
aftermath. For example, illegal evictions in the New 
Orleans area grew to an estimated 20,000 in the 
months following Katrina. One example Pichon Battle 
recalls is of an elderly white woman. �She was 
living in a shed after being evicted from her housing 
complex,� says Pichon Battle. �She gathered other 
people with disabilities from the housing complex 
facing unlawful evictions, and we interviewed them 
and helped them with their legal work. It became 
a community campaign.� The residents became 
an example to Pichon Battle and Executive Director 
Bonner of how to provide services differently so 
that people could begin to advocate for themselves. 
Pichon Battle says, �People expect the lawyer is 
going to get angry and do something about their 
issue. [However,] we saw people coming together to 
be self-advocates, and they started petitions for their 
own state policy campaign. We helped them in legal 
matters and helped organize them to do the rest.� 

Bonner came with experience in using �lm to 
depict injustice and saw the importance of exposing 
the issue of the senior group facing eviction to a 
larger audience. He felt he could initiate a deeper 
conversation among the hurricane survivors by using 
video as an advocacy tool. �When I came into Moving 
Forward Gulf Coast I was involved in a �lm project 
called Ghetto Exodus about police abuse and drug 
turf wars in [New Orleans] public housing,� Bonner 
explains. �I see video as a straightforward and user-
friendly way to get the truth out there while involving 

people in that process of telling their story and being 
heard. It�s a way to get people to see other people 
just like them facing the same issue and to provide 
them with information they need to take action.� 

Advocating Through Media
Moving Forward�s �rst experiments with video 
advocacy coincided with Pichon Battle being at the 
edge of burnout: �We were just trying to maintain,� 
she recalls. �At one point I had to be hospitalized 
from exhaustion�It didn�t make sense to help 
people over and over again coming from the same 
situation. It was making us physically ill. We had to 
change the situation from the roots.� 

Through support from the nonpro�t Project South, a 
leadership development organization that partners 
with progressive nonpro�ts throughout the U.S. 
South, Moving Forward began to consider the 
potential of media advocacy seriously and how to 
shape their work strategically within a social justice 
framework (see box). Pichon Battle remembers, 

�When we started Moving Forward Gulf Coast, I didn�t 
even know what the word �organizer� meant....I was 
invited to BAM! in 2006 [Project South�s Building a 
Movement training] and I didn�t know what it was 
really about. I didn�t even understand the words. 
Popular education? Community organizer? What 
does that mean? Every so often I had to ask [the 
trainers], what is that word you�re using?� 

Although she didn�t consider herself a social justice 
organizer at the time, Pichon Battle began to see 
Moving Forward�s work as based on the relationships 
needed for social justice efforts: �My understanding 
now is that there�s no way there�s only one kind of 
organizing. Here in the South it�s about getting to 
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know people and beginning with that relationship.� 
Through the popular education training they got from 
Project South, board and staff began to consider 
the possibility of changing the nature of Moving 
Forward�s work to integrate advocacy into the 
organization�s direct service efforts.

They turned to Project South staff for help in creating 
a strategic plan and identifying relevant issues for 
using video advocacy as a popular education tool. 

�People were getting upset about decisions with 
FEMA, especially around public housing demolitions. 
But mostly they were getting angry about not being 
heard,� says Bonner. So Moving Forward linked 

its emergency and legal services to organizing 
and advocacy through video. This medium would 
speci�cally target folks who were purposely kept out 
of the region and for whom reading is not a primary 
means of information gathering. 

The �rst advocacy video produced by the program, 
The Fight for Affordable Housing in New Orleans Post-
Katrina, brings the voices of renters, including public 
housing tenants, to the foreground. �The damage 
done to us wasn�t by Katrina, it was by HUD,� states 
one tenant �lmed by Bonner during a community 
housing hearing on the fate of New Orleans� public 
housing projects. The video includes individual 

POST-KATRINA ORGANIZING:  
EXploring Relationships & Race With ProJect SoUth

Project South conducted their Building a Movement (BAM) workshops in the Gulf Coast in April 2006. 

�Colette [Pichon Battle] was one of twenty-�ve people who attended, all of whom worked in marginalized 

communities,� notes Stephanie Guilloud from Project South. �They were emerging leaders who had no 

name for what they were doing. When we arrived, the level of physical, spiritual, intellectual pain was so 

intense. Colette talked about how the deep mold was making everybody sick.�

Though they talked about technical skills, the BAM meetings stressed political analysis and the 

importance of building relationships. In addition, because race is at the center of Project South�s training, 

especially the historical signi�cance of movement building across different communities, Project South 

staff brought BAM participants to both the Southeast Social Forum�one of the regional gathering to U.S. 

Social Forum�and then to the Forum itself. At both events they were able to engage with groups that 

offered powerful examples of cross-community work. 

Guilloud stresses, �[The BAM participants] were able to build relationships to each other and to us that are 

still strong.� Working across these boundaries began to change the way Moving Forward Gulf Coast saw 

its work, and the support it received made it possible for them to approach their work differently as well. 

Moving Forward now views their work through a frame that af�rms their role as movement connectors, 

bringing grassroots leaders together and working for system change.
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interviews with residents who 
originally came to Moving 
Forward for legal help, shows 
residents giving community 
testimony, and provides expert 
advice for tenants as well as 
resource information. Policy 
makers� phone numbers at the 
end of each segment provided 
a way for residents to respond 
directly on the issues. �We 
showed the video all over, not just 
here, but in Houston at churches 
and to community groups where 
people who were displaced got 
together. We had people take 
out their cell phones and begin 
calling their representatives to 
support Maxine Waters� HR1227 
[the Gulf Coast Hurricane Housing 
Recovery Act of 2007] after the 
viewings. That was how closely 
tied the video was to taking 
action,� explains Bonner. In a 
highly politicized atmosphere, 
the House bill, which had strong 
language for preserving public 
housing, ultimately didn�t pass. 
Despite this defeat, the campaign 
activated Gulf Coast residents 
whose voices were heard through 

public hearings, housing occupations, and street 
protests, now permanently documented in the 
Moving Forward video.

�Making the �rst video was a real learning 
experience,� says Pichon Battle. �We brought 

different community people together to help plan 
who should be in it and what our message would 
be. We used tools we learned from Project South to 
come to consensus about which issues to choose.� 
Pichon Battle facilitated brainstorming sessions 
that included board and staff members along with 
residents identi�ed through services and community 
activism to create lists of possible issues to depict. 
Participants discussed the importance of each 
possible issue area in relationship to the breadth and 
depth of community concern and impact as well as 
the organization�s expertise and capacity. Using the 
activity of dot-mocracy, participants voted on what 
should be covered in the video advocacy series by 
placing stickers next to their chosen issues. Bonner 
remarks, �We�re in the process of making the 
second video now on the privatization of the public 
education system in New Orleans.� 

As part of their relationship building, Moving Forward 
was invited to partner with a New Orleans-based 
youth group over the summer of 2008. Bonner led 
a two-week video advocacy training with 15� and 
16�year-old youth, who produced a mini-�lm series 
called Voices of Katrina: Time to Speak Up! �Part 
of what I do is try to get young people involved in 
making their own videos through workshops on 
interviewing and editing,� says Bonner. �Without 
the voices of the next generation, we�re just a 
bunch of egos in the room with no real grasp of the 
consequence of our actions.�

Bridging the Divides
Moving Forward now provides fewer direct services 
than when it began. The mold-remediation program 
has completed its course, and the organization 

�Without 

the voices 

of the next 

generation, 

we�re just 

a bunch of 

egos in the 

room with 

no real 

grasp of the 

consequence 

of our 

actions.� 

�Trupania Bonner
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receives fewer supply donations for distribution. At 
the same time, the group continues to increase its 
capacity for advocacy. In the summer of 2008, the 
organization�s legal support services were provided 
by student law interns supervised by Pichon 
Battle. �After the �rst two years we transitioned 
from response and recovery to rebuilding and 
sustainability,� says Pichon Battle. �You could feel the 
change, a shift of priorities.� Needs on the ground 
helped spur Moving Forward�s shift from providing 
services responding to the disaster to engaging in 
advocacy work responding to the rapidly changing 
political landscape. 

Like many groups across the country, Moving 
Forward�s social justice focus was bolstered by its 
involvement in the 2007 U.S. Social Forum (see box). 
The Gulf Coast regional organizing preparations for 
the Forum provided an opportunity for community 
workers to deepen bonds and work more closely on 
social justice concerns. Reconstruction of the Gulf 

Coast was a focus of the Forum, which took place 
in Atlanta, where more than 10,000 progressive 
activists and organizers of grassroots organizations 
throughout the country gathered for workshops 
and forums to develop movement strategy. Bonner 
remarks, �For the past 30 years people have been 
working out of their silos in the Gulf Coast. After the 
storm, people actually found each other. The U.S. 
Social Forum helped to bring us together. Everyone 
was there.� 

The impact of the Forum began when Moving 
Forward hosted a Crab Boil at a St. Tammany 
Parish bayou, bringing a hundred Creole community 
residents together to meet the Forum�s Southwest 
delegation, which stopped to tour Gulf Coast areas 
and connect with its residents on their way to 
the convening in Atlanta. �The going on was real,� 
recalls Bonner. �We had a crab cookout with Black 
and Brown people on the Bayou. The people from 
the Southwest were mostly Latinos, and we held 

U.S. SOCIAL FORUM

The �rst U.S. Social Forum, in Atlanta, brought together 10,000 community leaders, activists, and 

organizers for �ve days in June and July 2007. Under the banner, �Another World is Possible, Another 

U.S. is necessary!� the gathering re�ected the principles of the annual World Social Forum, which was 

established by the global justice movement in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2001. The U.S. Social Forum 

was especially remarkable for the overwhelming participation of women, people of color, and youth 

representing today�s movement builders. More than a thousand workshops organized by a range of 

groups covered the nuts and bolts organizing tools, wellness, leadership development, and strategy 

around a range of key movement issues, from the local neighborhood to the global scale. Reconstruction 

after Katrina; ending the occupation of Iraq; indigenous, LGBTQ, workers, and immigrant rights were 

prominent issues and themes discussed. 

Adapted from www.ussf2007.org
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story circles on the grounds where that Creole 
community�s church once stood but was washed 
away by Katrina.� 

The relationship between African Americans and 
Latinos is a central concern to Moving Foward, 
explains Pichon Battle: �Some white activists from 
outside the area have been very paternalistic to 
African-American organizers on the ground, rubbing 
the issue of Latinos and creating tension. There has 
not been an effective approach that incorporates the 
dismal working conditions that existed pre-Katrina 
for Black workers and there is not enough being 
done to bring these two groups of workers together. 
In the aftermath of Katrina, Latinos had been living 
in shipping containers and out of trucks because this 
is how workers are valued in the Deep South. The 
wage-an-hour abuse by employers continues to run 
rampant.� Pichon Battle hopes to use her experience 
as an immigration lawyer to help bridge what divides 
African-Americans and Latino immigrant leaders by 
bringing to bear her special understanding of the 
common housing and worker exploitation issues that 
plague both the immigrant and African-American 
communities. 

�Right now it�s such a new community here that they 
really don�t have any established leaders to work 
with,� Pichon Battle explains of minority residents. 

�One of the videos we�re planning will look at issues 
in common between four different families who are 
African American, Latino, Vietnamese, and working-
class white, with a focus on immigrant legal rights 
and resources. We want it to be available in the three 
different languages for different audiences.� 

Since the U.S. Social Forum, Bonner and Pichon 
Battle have each continued to play a role as 

connectors between groups and individual 
community leaders. The U.S. Social Forum 
participants in the New Orleans area convene a 
monthly roundtable discussion, where local groups 
from the surrounding region share information on 
campaigns. �My push, which is always our push, is 
to look at the regional scale, how to join together 
to be stronger throughout the entire Gulf Coast,� 
says Pichon Battle. Moving Forward has helped to 
convene groups of individual leaders independent 
of the organization, such as Black Men United 
for Change, a women�s salon, 1200 Gulf Coast 
Women (connecting displaced women), and the Gulf 
Coast Leadership Network. Pichon Battle explains 
that individual relationships are crucial to forging 
political alliances in a region where friendships 
and kin connections are paramount to establishing 
community trust. �If I get a call from you to help 
organize a campaign at City Council and I don�t know 
you, I�ll politely listen,� she explains. �But if I love you, 
I will do whatever it takes because your cause is my 
cause.� 

Individual leadership networks also create spaces to 
raise issues of generational and racial tension, says 
Pichon Battle: �There are meetings that need to have 
everyone in the room looking just like me [African 
American] so that we can deal with hard questions, 
like how some of the leaders from the civil rights 
generation see themselves as the vanguard. This 
isn�t going to happen with white people in the room. 
Then comes the meetings with both Black and white 
[organizers], and we have to also deal honestly with 
the issue of race, privilege, and access. I have found 
that within my own generation, conversations about 
social justice in general look a lot more racially 
diverse�and that�s a good thing. I am in a group of 
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women activists, and that room is very colorful. We 
bond around being women in this disaster zone at 
this time, and at some point you get to realize, �She�s 
willing to learn and I�m willing to learn, too.�� 

Continuing Moving Forward
There are other videos being planned in the Moving 
Forward Gulf Coast�s Recovery and Restore series, 
including �lms on issues such as educational justice, 
immigrant justice, the criminal justice system, 
and environmental health and justice for brown 
communities. Bonner expects the videos will feed 
into policy campaigns by coalitions and stimulate 
conversations about systemic issues among people 
coming to Moving Foward seeking legal assistance. 
Such conversations have already occurred as 
Moving Forward�s video advocacy on New Orleans�s 
public housing campaigns led the organization 
to help further catalyze direct action around this 
issue. In August 2008, on the eve of Hurricane 
Gustav, Bonner co-chaired the New Orleans regional 
efforts for the third anniversary commemoration of 
Hurricane Katrina, one of eight multicity actions to 
bring attention to issues coordinated by the national 
Right to the City Alliance. �We�re working closely with 
Safe Streets Strong Communities [a New Orleans-
based nonpro�t] to put the spotlight on what�s 
happening in New Orleans as a microcosm of how 
poor people are being driven out of public housing 
nationally,� says Bonner. �We�re helping to fuel a 
movement by getting people united around their 
own speci�c needs. There�s no glory here, just the 
continued �ght against privatization. The victories 
will be home-bred.�

Working out of her family�s trailer, and no longer 
eating or sleeping, Pichon Battle has been able to 
take a step back and look toward the road ahead. 
The bonds between Pichon Battle and Bonner have 
also grown through their experience in supporting 
one another through disaster and through their 
continued commitment to their communities. That 
commitment has also grown beyond the realm 
of their work with Moving Forward�the couple 
married in 2007. 

In the next period of time, Moving Forward Gulf Coast 
will focus on coordinating volunteer legal services, 
producing the video on education, and continuing 
to deepen relationships among organizers on the 
ground. Although funding support has been sporadic 
for Moving Forward, Bonner and Pichon Battle 
continue to develop the organization as a community 
resource and partner in regional alliances as part 
of their steadfast commitment to their friends and 
family to rebuild their communities. But their sights 
are larger than the familial relations they have 
worked so hard to restore and build. As Pichon Battle 
explains, �We�ve found that this video project allows 
people to speak in their own voices and be heard all 
over the region and the country.�


