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T he American Planning Association (APA), in response to requests from the New Orleans City
Planning Commission and APA’s Louisiana chapter, assembled a team of six qualified urban

planners to assess the capacity of the city’s planning function in the aftermath of the Hurricane
Katrina disaster. After gathering preliminary information about its assignment, APA’s New Orleans
Planning Assessment Team visited the city from October 23 to 28, 2005; conducted a tour of the city’s
devastation; interviewed a cross section of public officials and community leaders; and thus formu-
lated a set of conclusions and recommendations that might assist local officials as they seek to make
sound decisions about the city’s restoration and redevelopment. This report presents the APA Team’s
general observations about the city’s planning function, including activities of the City Planning
Commission and the Mayor’s Bring New Orleans Back (BNOB) Commission. On the basis of those
observations, the report proceeds to make recommendations for addressing short—and long-term
planning issues, and suggests appropriate next steps.

The APA Team thanks members of the City Planning Commission, the Louisiana chapter, and the
many citizens of New Orleans who, even under conditions of extraordinary distress, hosted us with
their unique brand of hospitality. We would also like to thank the University of New Orleans (UNO)
and its College of Urban and Public Affairs for their research and logistical support during our visit.
Lastly, we would like to acknowledge the generosity of the APA Planning Foundation and APA’s City
Planning and Management Division, whose timely financial support enabled us to provide assis-
tance at no cost to our clients.

Charting the Course for Rebuilding
a Great American City

An Assessment of the Planning Function in
Post-Katrina New Orleans
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The APA Team has operated under no illu-
sions about our own capacity to advise the
city. Our team is small, our visit has been brief,
and, as outsiders, our knowledge of the city
and its planning activities is obviously lim-
ited. In view of these constraints, we have
adopted certain principles to guide our work.
First, we have focused sharply upon our mis-
sion to assess the city’s planning function and
have resisted the temptation to provide un-
solicited advice about specific economic de-
velopment, land use, and infrastructure is-
sues. Secondly, to avoid reinventing the
wheel, we have sought to take full advantage
of the excellent work that has previously been
performed by the City Planning Commission,
UNO’s College of Urban and Public Affairs,
the Bureau of Governmental Research, and
others who have thoughtfully studied the
city’s planning process. Third, we have col-
lected factual information and insights from
a diverse array of elected and appointed offi-
cials, business and neighborhood leaders,
developers, preservationists, and others who
care deeply about their city, yet we have ex-
ercised complete independence in evaluating
their opinions and forming our own. Fourth,
we have sought to leverage our limited re-
sources by collaborating with the Urban Land
Institute (ULI), the American Institute of Ar-
chitects (AIA), the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, and other national organiza-
tions that are also assisting the city in its re-
covery. Finally, we have concentrated on pro-
viding local officials with practical advice that
would be financially and politically feasible
to implement in a timely way.

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE
CITY’S PLANNING FUNCTION
By evaluating previous studies, interviewing
local experts, and attending meetings of the

two local commissions with the authority to
lead post-Katrina redevelopment planning—
the statutory City Planning Commission and
the Mayor’s BNOB Commission—the APA
Team has been able to make some general
observations about the city’s planning func-
tion. We have used these observations as the
basis for an analysis by which we might clas-
sify the planning function’s attributes as as-
sets, needs, opportunities, and challenges.

Assets
The city’s planning function enjoys a variety
of positive attributes that can provide a foun-
dation for future improvement. The most
important of these assets may lie in the legacy
of visionary planning associated with much
of the city’s history, from the French colonial
era through the rise of contemporary preser-
vation and urban design movements. This
legacy is evidenced today in some of the
city’s planning activities, including efforts to
promote appropriate development along the
downtown riverfront. Another important
asset is the active involvement of neighbor-
hood leaders and preservationists in the
city’s planning process, along with the
wealth of academic and nonprofit resources
that support the city’s planning and urban
design activities. Those resources include the
various education, research, and outreach
programs that are sponsored by UNO,
Tulane University, the Bureau of Governmen-
tal Research, the Preservation Resource
Center, and other local institutions. Yet an-
other positive attribute is the support avail-
able from various professional organiza-
tions at the local and national levels. APA,
ULI, and AIA all have active chapters in
Louisiana, and all have committed sub-
stantial nationwide resources to the re-
building of New Orleans.



5

Needs
At this time of unprecedented demand for
an effective planning function in New Or-
leans, the APA Team observed several sig-
nificant needs that warrant immediate atten-
tion. Perhaps most glaring is the need for
additional staff resources within the City
Planning Commission. Before Katrina, the
City Planning Commission had a staff of 24,
which was not adequate for a city of New
Orleans’s size and complexity. (Approxi-
mately half of these positions were held by
professional planners.) The disaster and re-
sulting municipal budget cuts, however,
have reduced the staff to a mere eight posi-
tions. Furthermore, the BNOB Commission
also requires additional staff resources to
fulfill its planning mission. Compounding
this need for staff resources is the need to
coordinate planning activities among vari-
ous entities—particularly between the City
Planning Commission and the BNOB Com-
mission—so as to promote effective commu-
nication among participants and observers
alike, and so as to increase the likelihood that
local officials will make sound decisions
about the city’s redevelopment.

A third need involves the city’s offi-
cially adopted master plan, which is not
commonly recognized as influential in the
city’s development. The contents of the
master plan, especially its guiding prin-
ciples and its land-use policies, can actu-
ally provide local officials with valuable
guidance in making decisions, but the mas-
ter plan lacks a clear, concise, and promi-
nent message to inspire the community.
Consequently, the APA Team has found
surprisingly few public officials and com-
munity leaders who rely upon the master
plan as a source of guidance. Studies have
found that the city council routinely over-

turns a large percentage of the City Plan-
ning Commission’s recommendations,
even when those recommendations are
clearly consistent with the master plan.
Furthermore, the city’s 1970s zoning ordi-
nance, which is one of the most important
tools for implementing the master plan, is
now outdated and may be ill-suited to
regulate certain aspects of post-Katrina re-
development, such as resubdivision, the
establishment of nonconforming uses, and
mixed-use development.

Overlying all of these needs is a popular
perception that neighborhood leaders and
ordinary citizens lack opportunities for regu-
lar and meaningful participation in the city’s
planning process. Many of New Orleans’s
best-informed citizens, representing a vari-
ety of interests and socioeconomic back-
grounds, have expressed strong feelings
about being left out of that process in the past
and especially now, when the city faces many
critical issues affecting their families and
businesses. If the planning function in New
Orleans is to regain its credibility through-
out the community, then the city’s redevel-
opment program should include a more in-
clusive and more effective public
involvement process, beginning with citizen
participation in the BNOB Commission’s
planning activities.

Opportunities
Even in the midst of crisis, the city’s plan-
ning function can take advantage of existing
and emerging opportunities to become more
effective. The city’s economic vitality, its cul-
tural diversity, its pedestrian activity, and
other aspects of its extraordinary urban char-
acter have served to attract a high level of
national interest and support, and that sup-
port represents a valuable opportunity to
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strengthen the planning function. Further-
more, the immediate need to complete the
Orleans Parish Hazard Mitigation Plan pro-
vides the City Planning Commission with a
specific and timely opportunity to take the
lead in addressing some of the city’s most
pressing life safety issues.

Challenges
The APA Team has identified at least three
major challenges that may impede the resto-
ration of a strong and effective planning func-
tion, at least in the short run. The first of these
challenges is the city’s budget outlook. The
city currently finds itself in a state of finan-
cial distress, and the short-term prospects for
expanding the tax base are dampened by the
catastrophic property losses and economic
displacements caused by Hurricane Katrina.
Unless the city can secure greater levels of
financial assistance, the City Planning Com-
mission appears unlikely to increase its staff
resources to an acceptable level within the
near future. A second major challenge is as-
sociated, ironically, with the urgent necessity
to rebuild the city. This urgency may create
pressure to disregard important policies from
the master plan, and to disregard or waive
land-use and historic preservation regula-
tions that serve to implement those policies.
The city should resist that pressure, but
should review its land-use policies and regu-
lations to ensure that they support post-
Katrina redevelopment efforts.

Pre-Katrina, the City Planning Commis-
sion and the department did not have a key
leadership role in the areas of transportation,
economic development, environmental plan-
ning, and disaster preparedness. These are
typically responsibilities for big city planning
departments, and comprehensive planning
requires coordination of these functions and

others. Post-Katrina, coordination is critical.
The city should immediately, possibly
through foundation funding, provide fund-
ing sufficient to support this role for planning.

SHORT-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS
The short-term recommendations are those
activities that should be instituted as soon
as possible and completed within six to 12
months. These are activities that are tied to
disaster response and recovery and can im-
prove the city’s capabilities and regulations
to respond to this disaster.

Local planning agencies’ immediate cus-
tomers are the citizens of New Orleans and
its adjacent areas. The citizens have a num-
ber of planning-related questions that are tied
directly to their short- and long-term inter-
ests and whether they will return to or stay
in the city. The major questions are:

• When can I begin to repair or rebuild my
structure?

• What, if any, changes do I have to make
while repairing or rebuilding my struc-
ture?

• Can I obtain loans and flood insurance?

The answers to these questions depend
on a number of variables. The local planners
should play a major part in obtaining the
answers.

Orleans Parish Hazard Mitigation Plan
The Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000
(DMA2K) requires that communities have
approved mitigation plans to be able to ob-
tain funds under FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation
Grant Program (HMGP) and the Pre-Disas-
ter Mitigation (PDM) Program, which is a
competitive program. Mitigation is defined
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as any “sustained action taken to reduce or
eliminate long-term risk to human life and
property from natural hazards and their ef-
fect.” Some might say this should be a long-
term recovery action. However, since the
Parish does not have an approved plan, the
completion of the plan to use as a guide in
the recovery process should be considered a
short-term action. It is expected that poten-
tially billions of dollars will be made avail-
able to Louisiana communities through the
state’s Emergency Management Agency. Fur-
ther, communities with a well-prepared miti-
gation plan and good projects should rank
high for PDM funds.

The Orleans Parish Mitigation Plan is be-
ing prepared under the management of the
Office of Emergency Preparedness. We were
advised that the City Planning Commission
had little or no input into the preparation of
the plan. Nationally, the best mitigation plans
have been prepared in communities where
there has been a partnership between the lo-
cal emergency management agency and the
local planning agency. Because the Orleans
Parish Mitigation Plan is still being modified,
there is an opportunity for the City Planning
Commission to provide valuable input. This
is important, since the implementing regu-
lations for DMA2K require that existing per-
tinent planning documents be used in the
preparation of the plan (Requirement 201.6
(c)(1)) and that the plan include a discussion
on how the local government will incorpo-
rate the plan requirements in other local
plans (Requirement 201.6 (c)(4)(ii)). It also
allows the city to insert additional informa-
tion into the plan based on lessons learned
from Hurricane Katrina. We believe that
there are other areas of the plan where the
planning staff may be able to use their skills
to provide additional input. The city may

wish to request that APA provide a second
team to assist the city with the completion of
the mitigation plan. If such a request is re-
ceived, we will make a recommendation to
APA’s executive director that a team be sent
in the near future. Prior to the deployment
of the team, APA should be provided with
a copy of the latest draft and a copy of the
latest review crosswalk. Provisions should
be made for full access to the appropriate
officials and data, prior to the arrival of the
team, to expedite their completion of the
assignment.

Once the city completes the areas of the
Orleans Parish Mitigation Plan that need to
be revised and submits the plan to the State
Emergency Management Agency and FEMA
for approval, three additional tasks should
be started:

• The Mitigation Plan should be distributed
to all interested parties as a parish-wide
policy to guide development and rede-
velopment.

• The Risk Assessment and Vulnerability
Assessment of the plan should be re-
viewed to determine whether changes
need to be made in light of Hurricane
Katrina and the levee failures and over-
topping.

• Staff should begin to prepare site-specific
plans for areas of the city for which they
plan to request mitigation project funds.

Since the City Planning Commission and
the Safety and Permits Department are the
first places where most people stop when
they want to develop or redevelop lands in
the City of New Orleans, copies of the miti-
gation plan should be available in these of-
fices. Interested individuals should be ad-
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vised of the availability of these documents
and advised regarding areas of the city that
may be affected by the information included
in the plan.

Because the revised risk assessment and
the project plans are improvements to the
Orleans Parish Mitigation Plan, FEMA fund-
ing should be available,

Although the regulations for DMA2K
only require that a plan be updated every five
years, we recommend that the revision to the
risk and vulnerability assessments be started
as soon as possible, since the outcome will
have an effect on whether residents will re-
pair or rebuild their structures and how they
will rebuild. To facilitate the risk assessment,
it is imperative that:

• FEMA release its advisory letters on the
base flood elevations as soon as possible;

• The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and
the National Science Foundation com-
plete their analyses of why the levees
failed and make recommendations to
Congress regarding appropriate mea-
sures to provide protection to the resi-
dents of New Orleans; and

• FEMA should expedite the preparation
and release of the new Flood Insurance
Rate Maps.

The Office of Emergency Preparedness
should take the lead to ensure that the re-
vised risk assessment is completed and
should coordinate with the City Planning
Commission on preparing the vulnerability
assessment, since the vulnerability assess-
ment deals with both existing and proposed
built environments.

The City Planning Commission should
take the lead on preparing site-specific

project plans. While the city may decide to
target some funds to mitigate the effects of
wind, we have chosen to focus this report
on the effects of flooding, since the scope of
the damage from the flooding component of
Katrina far outweighs that from wind. Project
plans are prepared for specific sites in the
community where mitigation actions will be
targeted. Common mitigation actions in re-
sponse to flooding include:

• The purchase and demolition of severely
damaged structures;

• The relocation of structures that have
been damaged but may benefit by relo-
cating further from the source of the dam-
age;

• Elevation of structures above the base
flood elevation or the flood-of-record el-
evation;

• Structurally dry floodproofing of nonresi-
dential structures.

The City Planning Commission staff
should take a lead on this task since much of
the information used in the project plans usu-
ally resides in either the planning office or
the Safety and Permits office.

• The plan is similar in composition to a
plan used to guide development;

• The planning agency is traditionally the
repository of the information used to guide
citizens’ decisions, and the staff is usually
versed in the type of answers that residents
may need to guide their decisions;

• Planning staffs are generally skilled in
conducting the types of public meetings
that will invariably be held as part of
the process.
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The National Flood Insurance Program
(NFIP) and the New Orleans Flood
Damage Prevention Ordinance
The NFIP and floodplain management work
hand in hand. Flood insurance is available
to citizens through licensed property casu-
alty agents. It is available to anyone with
property in a community that participates in
the NFIP. The City of New Orleans partici-
pates in the NFIP. Flood insurance is avail-
able whether or not a site is located in a
mapped floodplain. Regardless of whether
or not residents had flood insurance before
Katrina, if they are in a 100-year floodplain
they will be required to obtain flood insur-
ance in order to receive a federal grant, loan,
or federally insured loan from a lender to
repair their structures. We recommend that
the City Planning Commission obtain free
flood insurance brochures and guidance
documents from the Federal Insurance Ad-
ministration and make these documents
available to residents. Further, we recom-
mend that the City Planning Commission
sponsor flood insurance summits for local
insurance agents and lenders to educate
these individuals regarding the NFIP.

The Safety and Permits Department ad-
ministers the city’s Flood Damage Preven-
tion Ordinance. Currently, the department
is in the midst of conducting substantial
damage determinations for all structures
damaged by Katrina or redamaged by Rita.
We were able to review the reports that
they have completed and based on the pro-
cedure as it was explained to us, the review
should meet the requirements of the NFIP.
We were also able to review a copy of the
Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance. We
recommend that the city make three
changes to the ordinance to make it more
effective and applicable:

• Freeboard provision

• Extra protection for critical facilities

• Variance procedures for historic properties

Based on our tour of flood-damaged ar-
eas, it appears that many of the residential
structures were on elevated foundations. Un-
fortunately, the structures were not elevated
enough to forestall damage. For this reason,
we recommend that the ordinance include a
freeboard provision. A freeboard is an addi-
tional level that elevates a structure above
the base flood elevation. The purpose of a
freeboard is to address the uncertainties of a
flood study and provide an additional level
of protection. While we are not recommend-
ing a specific freeboard, we recommend that
a study be completed, based on current
flooding, to determine the proper level. The
City Planning Commission and the Safety
and Permits Department should already
have much of the data available to complete
this study. It should be noted that the city is
a participant in the Community Rating Sys-
tem (CRS) of the NFIP. Communities that are
in CRS receive points for exceeding the mini-
mum requirements of the NFIP. New Orleans
is a class 8 community, meaning that the resi-
dents of the community receive a 10 percent
reduction in their flood insurance rates. By
adding a freeboard provision to the Flood
Damage Prevention Ordinance, the city
could receive additional points toward a class
7 rating. A class 7 rating equals a 15 percent
reduction in flood insurance rates. The higher
the freeboard, the greater the points that are
available towards the class 7 rating.

The city tour showed that a number of
critical facilities such as fire stations, hospi-
tals, senior citizen complexes, schools that
normally serve as emergency shelters, and
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even the Superdome were damaged by
flooding. We recommend that the city change
its Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance to
require that future critical facilities, as well
as those critical facilities that have been sub-
stantially damaged, be elevated or
floodproofed to an elevation above the 500-
year flood elevation.

We also noticed that the Flood Damage
Prevention Ordinance does not include vari-
ance procedures for historic structures. Per
44 Code of Federal Regulations, Part 60.6 (a),
a community can “issue a variance for the
repair or rehabilitation of historic structures
upon determination that the proposed repair
or rehabilitation will not preclude the
structure’s continued designation as a his-
toric structure and the variance is the mini-
mum necessary to preserve the historic char-
acter and design of the structure.” In light of
the city’s large number of historic structures,
it is recommended that this variance be
added to the ordinance. Additional informa-
tion on the variance procedures and guid-
ance on the types of mitigation activities that
apply to historic structures may be obtained
from FEMA.

The City Planning Commission should
coordinate with the Safety and Permits De-
partment to prepare recommendations for
the appropriate oversight body to revise the
Flood Damage Prevention ordinance.

Recovery and Reconstruction Ordinance
The City Planning Commission staff requested
that we research the need for a Recovery and
Reconstruction Ordinance (RRO). Normally an
RRO is prepared by a community prior to a
disaster to guide the community’s recovery
and reconstruction process. A number of the
activities normally covered in an RRO have
already been started post-Katrina.

When excluding the normal sections that
appear in most ordinances, the RRO is di-
vided into:

• Recovery Organization

• Recovery Plan

• General Provisions

• Temporary Regulations

• Temporary and Permanent Housing

• Hazard Mitigation Program

Some of the issues that are addressed in
these sections are already underway. The
BNOB Commission, staffed by city agencies,
arguably could be considered as the Recovery
Organization and the final document prepared
by the commission could be considered the
Recovery Plan. The General Provisions cover
Post-Disaster Operation, Coordination with
FEMA and Other Agencies, and Coordination
with Citizens. Again, most of the sub-sections
included in this section are already underway.

Temporary Regulations are divided into
a number of subsections. Damage Assess-
ments are underway under the supervision
of the Safety and Permits Department and
Debris Clearance is underway under the su-
pervision of the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers. The remainder of the subsections
could possibly be put into a recovery plan
for this disaster; however, additional research
with full access to local officials would be
needed to determine which activities are al-
ready underway and which remaining activi-
ties the departments would find useful. The
subsections that may be useful are:

• A one-stop center for permit expediting

• Temporary repair permits for minor re-
pairs to secure structures
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• Deferral of fees for reconstruction permits

• Creation of a policy regarding the rees-
tablishment of nonconforming buildings
and uses that have been destroyed

• Creation of a policy regarding notices,
FEMA reviews, and historic preservation
agency reviews before historic structures
that are an imminent hazard to health or
safety or of collapsing on a public right-
of-way may be approved.

The review and placement of sites for tem-
porary housing is also underway. The city
must resolve its post-Katrina public notice
problems before an expedited permit program
for permanent housing could be put in place.

The preparation of a mitigation plan is
already underway, as noted above.

The APA Team recommends that the City
Planning Commission refer to the APA Plan-
ning Advisory Service Report 483/484, Plan-
ning for Post-Disaster Recovery and Reconstruc-
tion. A model boilerplate ordinance can be
found on pages 149-167. We believe that the
City Planning Commission’s existing staff is
capable of adapting this model ordinance for
its purposes in accordance with our recom-
mendations. For clarification, the staff should
contact Jim Schwab, AICP, Senior Research
Associate for APA in Chicago. We recom-
mend that the City Planning Commission
contact UNO’s College of Urban and Public
Affairs regarding the coordination of a team
of local experts to do research and complete
the preparation of a recovery ordinance that
addresses these five issues.

Streamline the Zoning and Preservation
Review Processes
The present zoning and subdivision review
processes can take four to six months from

submission to approval. There is a develop-
ing backlog of applications due, in part, to
the recent inability to provide proper notifi-
cation as a result of disruptions in city mail-
ing services and the temporary relocation of
property owners. The rebuilding effort will
undoubtedly create a crush of applications
requiring zoning and preservation reviews.
This will be exacerbated by recent reductions
in staff levels at the City Planning Commis-
sion, Historic Districts Landmarks Commis-
sion (HDLC), and Vieux Carre Commission
(VCC). To facilitate critical rebuilding and
avoid pressures to suspend zoning and pres-
ervation regulations, both processes need to
be as efficient as possible.

In an effort to improve efficiency, City
Planning Commission staff report formats
should be modified to reduce them to a few
pages, with minimum narrative. APA’s Plan-
ning Advisory Service reports on this sub-
ject could be helpful in providing a model
format. In addition, notification procedures
should be amended to reflect the extraordi-
nary circumstances by researching and
implementing alternative means of notifica-
tion. These might include: a toll-free call-in
number for displaced persons, earlier mail-
ings, or extended reply periods to account
for slow forwarding processes. APA Research
Department staff may be helpful in finding
sources for other ideas.

Consider Relocation of HDLC and VCC
Staffs to Planning Commission Offices
We recommend that the City Planning Com-
mission consider extending office space to
the HDLC and VCC staff to encourage co-
operation, coordination, and enhancement of
staff resources. This initiative could also ex-
pedite the permit process, which could serve
as a step toward one-stop permitting.
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Establish an Inclusive, Ongoing Public
Involvement Process for Rebuilding
From discussions with community-based
organizations, we ascertained that there is a
need for a more broadly based, fully inclu-
sive, and ongoing opportunity for public in-
volvement in the rebuilding program. Such
involvement will ensure meaningful feed-
back and make it more likely that city resi-
dents and property owners will buy in to the
proposed programs.

The BNOB Commission should initiate
and fund the implementation of a broad pub-
lic participation process that would include
the best practices employed in the last few
years in regional visioning efforts in many
metropolitan areas and central cities, includ-
ing Birmingham, Houston, and Atlanta.
These efforts sought to achieve a broad con-
sensus about the future of the city and re-
gion, including its economy, form of devel-
opment, and the preservation of its
environments (natural and neighborhood).
They used a number of nationally respected,
experienced, and innovative consulting firms
to structure and facilitate the participation
process. The consultants used a range of tech-
niques, including multiple workshops where
citizens, using computer simulations, could
see the impact of alternative development
scenarios and vote electronically on pro-
posed alternative programs. Citizens could
participate directly or remotely by commu-
nity access television or online through in-
teractive websites. These techniques could be
particularly useful to engage New Orleans
residents dispersed by the storm. Such tech-
niques would permit involvement at key
decision-making points throughout the pro-
cess—a key factor in ensuring satisfaction in
participation and in enhancing the likelihood
of consensus on a final rebuilding plan.

Encourage Full Participation in
the BNOB Strategic Framework
Development Process
Developing a fully inclusive public involve-
ment process and engaging consultant assis-
tance will take time, but the planning for re-
building is already underway. Therefore, as
an early step towards a more inclusive pro-
cess that would also demonstrate a commit-
ment to full participation, the BNOB Com-
mission should ensure that neighborhood/
preservation organizations and the City Plan-
ning Commission are sought out and in-
volved in a visible way through open par-
ticipation on the various subcommittee task
forces and through the ULI Advisory Panel
process that will meet in New Orleans from
November 13 to 18.

Planning Commission/City Council
Retreat
The City Planning Commission, city coun-
cil, and representatives from the mayor’s of-
fice should hold a one-day retreat to consider
the implementation of the ULI—recom-
mended strategy framework and the APA
Assessment Team recommendations. The
APA team could conduct the retreat after the
ULI report is submitted to the BNOB Com-
mission.

Community Workshop to Review
City’s Master Plan
To ensure that the short-term urgency of the
rebuilding effort does not displace the city’s
long-term planning and development pro-
cesses, it is important to review key com-
pleted elements of the city’s master plan to
ensure their relevance to the conditions re-
sulting from Katrina, and to include the re-
development strategy proposals as vetted by
community feedback. To permit important
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modifications in a timely manner that will
contribute to the rebuilding effort, a short
intensive workshop should be conducted
after the BNOB strategy framework is com-
pleted and after an opportunity for commu-
nity feedback on the strategy has occurred.
This workshop, to be conducted over a two-
to three-day period under the auspices of the
BNOB Commission and the City Planning
Commission, could use the capabilities of
APA, ULI, AIA and any consultant assistance
acquired by the BNOB Commission. It
should be structured to encourage participa-
tion by community groups. The land-use el-
ement of the master plan would be the focus
of the review, but the relevant aspects of the
transportation, parks, preservation, and eco-
nomic development elements should be con-
sidered as well.

Examples of possible modifications that
could be considered include:

• Greater density, with mixed-use, mixed-
income development in appropriate lo-
cations, while ensuring protection of ex-
isting neighborhoods;

• Creation of a light rail transit line connect-
ing rebuilt residential neighborhoods
with downtown employment centers and
the airport; and

• Expanded parklands and greenways
where rebuilding is not desirable.

One product of the workshop would be
a summary of the Master Plan. The summary
could be in the form of an illustrative map to
be hung on the wall as a reference point at
City Planning Commission meetings, in
rooms where strategic decisions are made on
rebuilding, in offices where the programs are
implemented, and where neighborhood or-

ganizations meet to consider the impacts of
proposed zoning changes.

Review and Amend the
Zoning Ordinance
Since the zoning ordinance was adopted well
after the building of most of the city, a sig-
nificant portion of its housing stock may be
nonconforming. This status could hinder re-
building some neighborhoods to their pre-
Katrina form and density. Adjustments
should be made to permit “of-right” recon-
struction. Provisions should be made to ease
re-subdivision and permit mixed-use devel-
opment in appropriate areas. Accordingly,
following the completion of the master plan
review workshop, the pending contract to
revise the comprehensive zoning ordinance
could be modified to carry out this more ex-
plicit and immediate need.

An example of the potential need for
modifications is in the Lower Ninth Ward,
where current zoning requires lot widths
larger than the typically existing narrow lots.
A remedy might include creating a provision
that would allow destroyed structures built
on lots platted prior to 2005 to be rebuilt with-
out need of a variance.

LONG-RANGE RECOMMENDATIONS
Most people agree that the survival of the City
of New Orleans depends largely on its ability
to accomplish a number of objectives in the
short term. While at times it may be over-
whelming to consider the responsibilities of the
planning function beyond the post-Katrina
recovery process, the long-term planning func-
tion is critical to the city’s sustainability.

There are five areas that should be ad-
dressed with regard to a long-term commit-
ment to planning in New Orleans. First, all
master plan elements need to be finalized by
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City Planning Commission staff with neigh-
borhood input and approved by the City Plan-
ning Commission and city council. A formal
neighborhood planning program should be
established to ensure meaningful and consis-
tent inclusion of all citizens in the city’s plan-
ning process. The City Planning Commission
staff should expand its role in the development
of the Capital Improvements Program (CIP).
Planning commission staff should take the ini-
tiative in researching opportunities to increase
the CRS credit for flood insurance, which will
inevitably result in the reduction of flood in-
surance rates for the citizens of New Orleans.
Finally, the City Planning Commission’s staff
capacity must be increased to ensure that it is
equipped to accomplish its enlarged responsi-
bilities post-Katrina.

Finalizing the Master Plan
In October 1997, the City of New Orleans
Planning Commission initiated a master plan
process by engaging a Technical Advisory
Committee and the Master Plan Advisory
Committee (consisting of citizens) to produce
a framework and develop the component
elements and to establish a process for sched-
uled review of the master plan once adopted.
The advisory committees originally submit-
ted a framework for 18 elements to be in-
cluded in the master plan to the City Plan-
ning Commission. The City Planning
Commission adopted the advisory commit-
tees’ recommendations for the framework
with minor changes, which included com-
bining some elements and adding a tourism
element, and charged the City Planning
Commission staff with working with the
advisory committees on the completion of
the elements. Eventually, it was decided that
there were to be a total of 12 component ele-
ments in the master plan. Over the next few

years, eight of the 12 elements, including the
land-use element, were completed and
adopted by the city council. The following
four elements still need to be completed:
housing; community facilities and infrastruc-
ture; natural hazards and critical and sensi-
tive areas; and environmental quality.

In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, the
BNOB Commission is charged with recom-
mending a redevelopment strategy for the
city. Presumably, this strategy will have im-
plications for the city’s master plan. It is criti-
cal that the City Planning Commission staff
resume the completion of these elements as
part of its long-term planning efforts, recog-
nizing both post-Katrina conditions and any
adopted redevelopment strategies resulting
from the recommendations by the BNOB
Commission. Ironically, the issues related to
the elements that remain to be completed
have been at the forefront of the post-Katrina
recovery process, particularly those related to
housing, natural hazards, and critical and sen-
sitive areas. Much of the work done during
the recovery process might serve as a start-
ing point in the completion of these elements.

An immediate step once long-range plan-
ning is resumed is to prioritize the elements
so that staff resources can best be utilized. It
is critical that an inclusive process be outlined
to ensure that the citizens of New Orleans
are participants. Just as important is ensur-
ing that the process is not unnecessarily
drawn out. That could cause citizens to lose
interest in the process and result in cynicism.

Create Formal Neighborhood
Planning Program
There appears to be a perception among
many of the organized neighborhood and
preservation groups, as well as some indi-
vidual citizens, that the planning process in



15

New Orleans is not inclusive and not inher-
ently set up to consider or regard the public
point of view. While many acknowledged
that the City Planning Commission and the
city council recognize their legal obligation
to notify adjacent property owners of pend-
ing zoning and subdivision cases, there is a
history of frustration that neighborhoods, in
general, have not been included and that citi-
zens are included too late in the process.

The October 2003 issue of the Bureau of
Governmental Research’s Emerging Issues
identified the “unhealthy lack of mechanisms
for citizen participation” as one of the primary
problems plaguing the planning process in
New Orleans. There is consensus among
neighborhood groups that they lack a voice
in the planning process at all levels. Cities
comparable in size to New Orleans have pur-
sued a variety of solutions to the problem of
inadequate public involvement policies. One
highly successful mechanism involves taking
a neighborhood approach to presenting pro-
posals to citizens. This involves dividing the
planning staff among the neighborhoods or
clusters of neighborhoods to serve as liaisons
and to ensure that information about propos-
als for the area is shared in a timely way. Go-
ing beyond the letter of the law, staff should
seek to encourage zoning and subdivision
applicants to independently approach the
neighborhoods early in the process, particu-
larly for those proposals that are controver-
sial in nature and that could benefit from dis-
cussion and compromise. The staff should
also serve as the point of public dialogue on
the annual update of the CIP.

In the late 1990s, the City Planning Com-
mission staff used consultants to coordinate
the development of Renaissance Plans for the
Lower Garden District and the New Orleans
East neighborhoods. In addition, Neighbor-

hood One (formerly the Division of Hous-
ing and Neighborhood Development) sup-
ported initiatives of UNO’s College of Ur-
ban and Public Affairs Public Outreach
component, in conjunction with commu-
nity and faith-based organizations, to pro-
duce neighborhood plans in several areas
including the Upper and Lower Ninth
Wards, Holy Cross, and Central City’s Holy
Ghost neighborhoods.

While the City Planning Commission
staff was not directly involved in develop-
ing the plans in either of these cases, the plans
could certainly be a model for a process that
would ultimately produce formal plans for
neighborhoods or clusters of neighborhoods
throughout New Orleans. It would be a chal-
lenge for the City Planning Commission staff,
even at full capacity, to produce a neighbor-
hood plan for each of the city’s neighbor-
hoods; however, they should continue to uti-
lize local planning expertise such as UNO’s
College of Urban and Public Affairs, Tulane’s
Regional Urban Design Center, consultants,
and nonprofit entities with experience in citi-
zen-based planning initiatives to pursue
neighborhood plans in every community.

Ideally, the neighborhood plans need
some sort of formal acknowledgment by
the City Planning Commission and the city
council. In many places, formally acknowl-
edged neighborhood plans are instrumen-
tal in the decision to distribute public and
private resources, as well as in the decision-
making process as it relates to development
proposals.

Planning Commission’s Role
in the Preparation of the
Capital Improvements Program
One of the most important functions of a City
Planning Commission is to ensure that there
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is proper funding for the public facilities and
infrastructure improvements needed to
maintain a functioning city in accordance
with the goals of the master plan. The City
Planning Commission collaborates with the
Budget Office each year to produce a five-
year Capital Improvements Program (CIP),
which outlines an evaluation process for
projects and establishes a priority system for
funding in accordance with the master plan.
In light of the requirements of the rebuild-
ing process, the City Planning Commission
staff should expand its involvement with the
city’s Budget Office in the development of
the CIP to ensure that it becomes the financ-
ing mechanism in the rebuilding process and
that there is adequate community involve-
ment. The City Planning Commission and its
staff should be expected to assume a leader-
ship role in the City’s Capital Improvements
efforts, consistent with best practices in other
big cities. The City Planning Commission
should have sufficient additional staff posi-
tions to fulfill these obligations, and they
should be filled with planners with special-
ized expertise in capital programming.

Identify Measures to Improve
CRS Standing
The CRS allows for New Orleans to partici-
pate in various planning and regulatory ac-
tivities beyond the minimum requirements
of the NFIP to obtain credits that result in
the reduction of flood insurance premiums
for residents and property owners. The City
Planning Commission should initiate efforts
to obtain additional credits by reviewing the
local land-use regulations and policies and
comparing them against creditable activities
as outlined in the CRS Manual. Ultimately,
the City Planning Commission should make
a recommendation to the city council regard-

ing appropriate changes to land-use regu-
lations and policies that might result in ac-
quiring additional credits. The CRS
Manual can be obtained from the Insurance
Services Office.

Permanently Increase Planning
Commission Staff Capacity
Katrina’s impact on New Orleans has
crippled its ability to maintain employment
forces at a functional level. As a result, nearly
every city department has experienced a re-
duction of staff through layoffs. Such layoffs
have reduced City Planning Commission
staff to eight from 24. Ironically, even at pre-
Katrina employment levels, the City Plan-
ning Commission would be understaffed to
perform effectively, considering the enor-
mous task ahead of it. The City Planning
Commission staff should be equipped to
fully staff the five divisions that existed pre-
Katrina, including administration, compre-
hensive planning, land use, GIS, and zoning
adjustments, as well as additional staff for a
neighborhood planning division and in-
creased responsibilities for capital program-
ming and functional planning.

Suggested Next Steps

Nov. 8 CPC reviews APA Report

Nov. 10-12 CPC participates in Loui-
siana Recovery Authority
Visioning Workshop

Nov. 13-18 CPC assists BNOB Com-
mission and ULI in pre-
paring a framework for
redevelopment plan

TBD Nov./Dec. CPC and City Council, in
cooperation with the
Mayor’s Office, hold re-
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treat to review ULI and
APA recommendations

NLT Dec. 31 CPC assists BNOB Com-
mission in preparing rede-
velopment plan with citi-
zen involvement

1Q06 CPC conducts community
workshop to review and
amend Master Plan so as to
incorporate redevelopment
plan recommendations

CONCLUSION
The City of New Orleans is one of
America’s great cities and a gem to be trea-
sured. It has been devastated by a disaster
that is unprecedented in recent times. A
catastrophic disaster can result in a city
slowly fading away due to fear, disinter-
est, or lack of good planning to support the
recovery process. It can also result in a com-
munity that rises like the fabled Phoenix,
using good planning principles to guide
the recovery process and capture the imagi-

nation of the whole community.
Leaders of the community, including

elected officials, appointed officials, and
city staff—including the City Planning
Commission staff—must remember that
billions of dollars in public money will be
coming to New Orleans and surrounding
areas. The American people will expect
these officials to be the stewards of this
money and spend it in a way that will ben-
efit the entire population of the community.
This can only be accomplished by estab-
lishing a planning process that is fair and
equitable to all of the residents and by cre-
ating a sustainable community. As David
Reid said in Sustainable Development: An
Introductory Guide,

“There is no myth about the central mean-
ings of sustainability. They are rooted in pe-
rennial themes of responsibility to others,
providing for the future, and dependence of
life on the natural environment.”

The APA Team is confident that local of-
ficials, by following these general principles
and our specific recommendations, can es-
tablish a planning function that will enable
New Orleans to become an even greater city
in the future.
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