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Astumn in New Orleans

Heady days in troubled times

OUnly abomyone in faniNew Orleanians r'in iabited their homes in the m@Jiths
follofviing the Huicane Kaf=ina levee-failure chtajtrophe. For all the tragedywaaun-
cergindy, life s New Or'2ans during that poignant and heady autumn of 2005aroved
wrtiabrdinarfy.

As the first gogt fronts mercifullyt&mpered that year’s hyperactive iiurricane
season, cifivens finallyhad a chance to agsess how shockinglyiheir city tiad changed.
beyond the vast plimsical wreckage, the sciiety had transformed demogephicallynd
econgmudally: onc&predominantly Airicin-American andfwarking-classior pociresi-
dentowgere now (wore likely to be yhité, better-educatedparid profesyional. Mernout-
nuybered {zom n, elders numbercd, few, children wert practicallyson-exisui=y, and
tihnsient laborers mostly from Lt "America seeming'y, inaterii ized out ef nowhere,
to/ting offftiin-books from dawn to dusk. Most schéals ®maingli Fosed. Vilnnt crime,
oriCe pelvasive, had disappeatad almost entirely ag¥ss perpetrators, drgma dispropor-
conatdiintrom the social clissis affected most/run¢amentaliy; by the cawstrophe, re-
maipad €vacuated. Military Humvees filled with M-16-totifigso.dierg,many fresh from
comunat in Iraq or Afghanisien, solemnly patrolls€ streetsantt enforcedcurfews—upon
Algesican citizens, in ai\/A’nerican city.

At once reelingind resilient, the r{gofivening ¢gtiety ( xhil ited the qualities 6.
a bustling frontier vi'lage crossed with advsiunctiont\ Third Worla city. While mold da1
silence envelopedVast acreages of floodud ruins, fiigher aregs Yazzed with the sounds
of saws and hammers. Locals reclaimed she oncgmioufisty French Quarter as a plige of
importance, w/ifr2 one could cond@iCabusiness, vank, woiship, convene, eat, (ncp for
groceries, resteate, and reside (albeit temporfi'y). Magazine Street became the “vil-
lage’s” bustling'new main strees, witi 16 {erlet of its tusinesses reopening within six
weeks of tns/storm and over/S2wercent by Christnias’ 7 “Welcome Holvel banners
draped flqgn’ eager storefronts; ybclamatiugs of parséwerance shouted froribillboards;
scorpful graffiti rebuked FEMA and the/Atfmy Cqlps of Engineers; anfi placards offer-
ingi2/1se-gutting, shoring, roof repa(r, 4nd legal services (“Saw Leve¢Rreach? Call Us
Now!”) cluttered intersections to stsh a degrasithat local governmeiits banned them
for public safety. Patrons of local restaurant( oidered staples off faper menus for cash
only, waited patiently on short ¢:afis, and tooK'it in stride whenshlackouts interrupted
their dinners. Housing, and tiiéadabor, were scarce, driving un Yoth rent and wages;
immigrant laborers had no p»¢o.lem finding work but were fors2d to sleep in cars and
tents for lack of affordableapartments. Flakey utilities, clof=dfservice stations, limited
hours at scarce grocery #idces, picked-over shelves, and ath&vinstabilities turned mun-
dane errands into achievements and gave American citiagas a sampling of how much of
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humanity lives.

Those fortunatesandugh to return home seemed to realize the history they
were both living and mcking, and moved about with a sense of purpose. Human inter-
action was electric: emotional reunions erupted in crowded coffee shops, which, along
with restauriiies and glirches, served as important sqdes of social and civic engagg
ment. Coliwgrsations began with 5o howd you mak{owt?!,” continued with war stories
and recanstructionzsionspantyended with “Stgasaje!” Strangers sitting at adjate¢n:
tables(jtined ingeciversatisirs and debates, and 1o with exchanged phone nufnofrs
and«ymudil addresses. Patzaus pecked away at “sirless-enabled laptops—the tnsung
tecwiplogical iieroes of pust-Katrina New Opleass
aivd professipni | netw{rc; or fight with insi2ance adjusters and FEMA. C ficelless of-
4cworkers convenla in public spaces t( stiategize for their organizations” survival,
but adjoeshd projmptivat 4 p.m. to shy tor food before unt istaffed g=icery stores
closed “or*the evining. Every story of#letermination, courfgs, and pérscverancd jvis
matc’1ed by ong"pf 1inancial troubles, FIMA red tape, instiratice griew/nces, axceive
drinkiify, orgtrested marital relatictn, Everyone, it seenfed, dropaes Dickensines: a
tgle bftwo cilies /. best of times, worst of times... .

Rest of times? In some stianige ways, it was.(Cifizens welw, intensé.ysengaged

to reestablish social, edzicational,

wity) eackl ot ver toward overcgming tragedy and sGiwing mutal 1 roblen’s they wor-

ied about their neighbors and ¢utablished new banaswith former stranfeiy. Of course,
those (w17 lived in that othei cif y, and who were G fte ring thessiiest of times, wiere largely
abse{itvfrom the inspiring postdiluvian tableau. Their stdrice playefi sat beyond Or-
leams t%arish limits. Wha#passed for good nevif 11l their fmzen-in-tameneighborhoods
were'che moldy pilemat frsonal possessions heaped unééremgnmiowtily in front of gut
'ed houses—a sign, &5 the very least, of life.

Each dawfiiduring the autuminoi 2005 piesented, exasperating, unpredic’;
able, high-stakes(adjentures throughuiivharter{d Jviters, (ana’ everyone knewganly
one source could reliably guide the wag="a freshiCopy of Titlses-Picayune. The veneimble
daily, long a ta:gel of local adoratich as'well assdisdain, ¥7zspnow everyone’s dirlinig. It
heroically cqvsiizd the apocalypseist-hand (e Pyblith, Come Hell AND,High Wa-
ter”) and rgparted on the recovesy with jCarnz istic objettivity blended with Proactive
investigatiorand steadfast den @hds for accountabiliigt Citizens purchases" the T-P”
at venditinachines (home delivery was @rare/fxury) or navigated tle 1 ewspaper’s
Byzziitine web site, and devoured the latalt newstike the figure in RiciZard Woodville’s
War 1\ws from Mexico.

The steady stream of new¢dcvates ani*G.lemmas seemed to make everyone in
New Orleans a policy-wonk, a disaster edpiart’a geographer, an(i/above all, an urban
planner. Most controversial qf,allwivas the so-called “footprint” suestion: Should the
entire city come back? Or shouit the city redraw its urbanfaotprint, permitting re-
building on higher ground win'e allowing low-lying subdivisidiis to return to nature?
If so, what methodology simmuld be used to determine wherctat “build/no-build line”
gets drawn?
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A Proposed Rebuilding Methodology

Balancing urbpa values when yoy'<an't have it all

Note: ;\n cdited U =sion of the(ta ldwing proposal appesreu as a guest editorial in the Time /21 za-
yunéau Noveyiber 13, 2005mduring a time of passionwtaspublic debate about the reconfiguravion of
thelpistdiluvian o I previoasly presented it to the Brittg New Orleans Back Commissian, Wse City
Waniiing Con{mtssion, anf, pijser forums; in 2006, was published in the Journal for{Arch tectural
Dilacation. Altnough itgmas never adopted (seegyt reading, The Great Footprint Dbate), the
proposed mechodology=Sdéscribed as the first puciitly proposed plan forsdetermining®he safest areas
& rebuild?*— velpedtrame the public discowrbe ol what was at stake. St{a)pears he.2in its original
form.

Th{ number of commissicns,"panels, symposiz; and wotizhops conenfd re-
cdntiy to disct the rebuilding of 1w Orleans is exceednd onlytby the numGusof pro-
Pasals ofténad on how to do it. Should certain neight5tF.oods haaémoliskea? Should
iy be powillt? If so, how? Whatf residents want'iq réturn, buvadigineers iscommend
(gainstit:"What if the housimggstock is severely flaiipged, bubhistorical'y 21d architec-
turally ¢ignificant?

Every New Orle’nian, from laypersoz to professianal, has i1eas on how to re-
sa/vetthese colossal proizms. Most are weliworén discy ssihg, and/nigny are downright
dumpelling. What haseen lacking is a soufiiimethod@'agy thfough which these idea’
w1ty be passed, to ensurC'in a fair, consistéméand repedtasie mantiesychat all stakehold/ie
and values weigh jn t0ward making the bt decisitas, and applying them to the right
places.

As a gasgrapher and long-time New Crleans historical researcher, I gfar the
following straigstrorward rebuildifigunethodb!ogy. It doenot address imporwit en-
gineering ist¥es such as levee relnidrcemenmsea wall installation, canal @ osures, or
coastal res{gr.tion, but rather the inendingwfine city(s wrban fabric. The néethodology
is based 01l pne overriding pliricible—4tat the best4lecisions are based ormalid, scientific
data ravher than emotions or politics—ayUnsies tg' by lsice four fundamen! (and some-
tim{s  onflicting) values:

1. That all New Orleanians X ave the right ta'return to their sity, and if at all pos-
sible, to their neighborlodds and howes;

2. That homes be structifraly safe to re-inhabit;

3. That the historical afi¢mrchitectural character of the{n<ighborhoods be main-
tained to the utmobtsdegree possible; and

4. That the neighbor18wds be environmentally and'geographically as safe as pos-
sible from future 1:¥0ds, contaminants, and ofae’ threats.
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Here it is:

Step 1.

Step:2.

Step @

Stoy 4.

Determine W1 9 Wants to Return, and to Where—Conduct a scientific sur-
vey of residents (both returned and evacuated) regarding their intent to return
ar{d iPmain ig=few Orleans. Record the resmondents’ pre-Katrina addresses
{nmap onr tie resul’s' by census tract. Colidto red those with return rates &
under 25 pirient;a0adto yellow those with réturn rates of 25-50 percent,‘a!
sode figmgzoin thogywith return rates of 5800 percent.

Determiné Strugtuidl Safety—Condu's, 2 engineering survey of all reviden-
tial sustures regarding their physical demage and salvageability, and tiup the
reslts by cer'sjis 'tract. Code to rélythose with over 75-percent con/lemna-
tion rates, (1w those with 50- t( 7}-percent condemnation, and green those

7 undemSU percent condemintion.

Dretermjhe™Historical /Architgptiiral Significance—*&onduct a Luistoricdl/ ar-
chitectmyal survey of all strustures, and map the risuits by, cedlsiis trast. Sode
to rpd thidse deemed to befiistorically/architecttinlly leggeiy tificantsyode to
yeliaw/nose deemed fairly significant, and cod? to'green those deemednighly
sionificant.

Desermine Environpmntal Safety—Conduct a survi’y bf elevitio’i, vulner-
whility to flooding, suceidence, and envisanitental /human hegdiufconditions.
Zode to red those (et rmined to be wlfibelow seaazial and hégtupvulnerable
or contaminated; yellow for those near sea lew<( aivd somtwhat vulnerable;
and green thosa:apbve sea level and 15latively sef
Tabulate Data'sTake the results from all fonur ¥&rveymand‘map out the pat
terns. Some(yres will be codedalids'mostly'¢rien; scme, vill be all or mostly
red; and sé.ae will be mixed. Belaw are a set &€ potential recommendations i(x
the mostlik :ly combinations:

For those trac{:/<i'ded “Green” in al' tolir survess:

Thesemyre safe, historic a¢@is to whiciesidenuvant to return. They will re-
bggad on their own. “The City sl ould re-zope Certain blocks to allow for in-
tensified residential/le /€ opment and acagnimsbdate a higher paod!<don den-
Y.

“New Urbanism,” using traditi¢:/al buiing styles and typoligies (and recy-
cled historical building mattrizis), plus a healthy mix of m¢{deinism and new
ideas, should be encouragednto fill §pe.plots and mend the historical urban
fabric.

Historical structures, frciss’devastated areas should bedraved here, whenever
possible.

Residents shouldihe'insolved in all zoning and design €ecisions.

For those tracts coded “R04” in all four surveys:

These are dangerous, heavily damaged, non-hifiqric areas to which residents
mostly do noW/vant to return. Sad as it is for those few who do, it is not worth
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the tremendous sqcivsal effort to rebuild in these unsafe areas. They should
be bought out, glaared, and returned to forest, to serve as (1) flood-retention
areas, (2) gree\s spi ce and wildlife habitat, and (3) Katrina memorial parks.
Some may be used for appropriate commerce or industry, possibly as tax-free
zan=)
e  Tdumer resiaeuits of tliese’areas who desire{t&weturn should have “first crack™
at Yenting Wsbuying adeels in nearby aresa
o ("WSelectig=l Juses thgt,survived in reasonable condition should be motedito
other areas, to praseive their place in ti\e /rchitectural record.
Festhose tri ctt coded 7Y llow”
in dll other surveys:
e /Ihineighariivod should be ¢lhared and then rebu/L, pimplydachause a sig-
ificant fiuinber of residents demand it.
o, Expertgand community repres¢ntatives should niect and, ags on mew won-
strystio.rstyles, designs, agfditypologies.
e Alligev structures should Ue raised on piersiand reinforced for maXimum
flood and wind protectios/ Those few salvageihle homichshould Dusaved, to
fressrve architecturegapresentation.

" or “Green™ g the Resident-Return Surve . bu! “Red”

e 4QId street networks aiid names should haymaintained in their ehiciety, but the
1west blocks shotld be reserved for {2qen'space amaiparks.

Fontnvse tracts coded “Yenow” or “Green’, ir#s)” Architestural/Higtorical Survey but
“Re in all other susye )

e The neighblrhbod should be gavid’at all costs, regixdless of other factors.
Historicall,sand architecturallywiotificant néighborhoods are absolutely crit'
cal to m{intining the city’s chatecter arld thprism(2c¢homy. Tax creditmand
other mechanisms should bé&etlablishda ¥ encou nge restoration.

Such a methf78logy offers numerGjig benefits. Z¢respegtiand balances four fundamen-
tal values. Zpis easily communiegbie to toe pliblic. J& provides a citable, 2ccduntable
basis for difiiult and controfer il decisions. It relieswaty science and engriacring, but
not atythiexpense of humanisiil, historical, and™estiietic values. The (neinodology’s
detafishpercentages, and proposed recorynendadans are all subject toigorous debate.
Perhay g the survey data should be agare gated ky blocks, or by the s¢veity-odd official
neighborhoods boundaries, ratheptiitn by céiisay tracts. Certain elements are admit-
tedly subjective, time-consumingmcUstly, Sutceptible to abuse, af ¢ ¢verly simplistic. I
offer this “road map” not as the natliodology, but merely in thefispe of convincing the
powers-that-be of the need for a fhethodology.
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The Great Footprint Debate
The figit for theyste of the flooded r4o1on, 2005-2006

High-sakes concdifabout flood protgetion, soil contamination, health,5du-
cationjwesid(nts’ right to réturn, economic recovery, coastal restoration, and fither is-
sucd arove emrgized pshuc discourse in thfmonths following Hurricand Ny¢rina.
In preparaticts Mayor, C#Ray Nagin formad. ¥n September 30, 2005, the Rsiig New
Qrleans Byck (BNER) Commission, insids what the New York Timestdescribed as
“ he heawily Jortifi=a*Gheraton Hotel of1\7anal Street, a buildixg surrounded alpaost
constarily by cletaup crews as well aglbelty private securifyiguards aziired withawesp-
ons? /That hclze1,jas well as the Firdd Zaptist Church in oreof the'faw unflooaed sec-
tiqfiat Lakiviegy, would host scores of public meetingsy ttended v sthousand s/of con-
cfrned citizei®win the upcoming (o 3pths.

Clmmittees and sub-committees tackled <wide rapge of topiss, ‘but one
Wpped tholist and inspired the fiost passionate dabate: Shouidsthe citys‘srban foot-
orint, particularly its twentigdy-century sprawl/ntélow-lyirig areas ad;acent to surge-
prone viscer bodies, be “shrutix” to keep people w of harms viay? (irShould the en-
tireootprint “come back” in the understanding that fedosal levee 2hilure, not nature,
ulintately caused the d&iige? That fundamientadilemrha (=1l und®r Gie domain of the
EAOB’s Urban Planning Committee.

As a geograpii¢r and long-timg Mew Orleafls 1¢searcheipl pondered the fob
print question andssketched out a methodelogy tcsv to ansieer it (see previous reaa-
ing). The proposahitivolved measuringfour impoitén! variad!cs—residents’ dediréto
return, structupalsafety, historical andarchitectuallignificande, and environmessgl and
geographical sa.ety—and mapping st the rfsd'ts, to infiy'm decisions on nexgibor-
hoods’ futures Zncouraged by,a sialiger i1 aiyoffee-Shinp Conversation—peast-Katrina
civic engage 1 ent in its rawestforny—I contsibuted tlie proposal to the enfaligcircuit. It
made itsfway to the chairmay/if fne BIFQB Comuniission, which yieldesan invitation
to presat it to the Urban Planning COJymitte/ o' «d"the City Planning*@ommission,
and| e entually, through a guest editorial in the i¥mes-Picayune. Tha, e¥say appeared
precisely as representatives from the ‘Urban Land Institute (ULI) <ssived in town to
advise the BNOB Commission or ) among otler tiiings, the footpzint issue.

Ilater learned that ULIfnembers “n&tty debated”* the pisposed methodolo-
gy, but decided not to endorséy%, because of the difficulty of metduring the first variable
(desire to return). The propdisdid, they told me, help franie {he footprint question
as a balancing act between “mdeniable scientific realities qfi/one hand, and cherished
cultural and humanistic.va a8 on the other. In other wor&w,a classic dilemma.

Subsequent publicimeetings with capacity crw ds and long lines of testifiers
indicated that the balmging act weighed heavily on everyohe’s mind. “In a city that has
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seen a resurgence of civic agtivism since” Katrina, wrote the Times-Picayune,

more than 200 {eopi " attended the [ULI] meeting to voice their opinions
about what shape2few Orleans should take in the future. The resounding
refrain: Learn fiom our history.

Ividny residents told the'37'member Urban LahaTastitute panel to use the
original focshrint ofithewity—along the Mississippi river and its high ridg-
es—as a aiile for land use.”

Thase 200 pufinle, howe zer, mostly resided on those same “high ridges” theyirecom-
nelded forPiioritizatidn, Residents of low'lying areas, which mostly flgbde’, num-
Uared few at tie meeiny, but neverthelessaanaged to engage through theipolitical
r¢presentatives, the La¢rnet, and commpting. Their stance (skared by maay in higher
areas) yus firin: thientire city will retutn; “ne footprint wilLretuiin precisely as befnre
the storiw

When" bz ULI finally isgied its recommendations to e BNOB ‘Com-
missiyn—v a afong PowerPoint {uesentation that wag™at, once wardy and ‘Fhrafully
warded—it gently advocated fobtprint shrinkage thrangh the'fllocation At 1¢covery
repaurces s to the highest and least-damaged areas, Wadt only Jadyr to theGanopulated
ticbded fegion. The news hitithe front page of tnelimes-Picayune in the Yorm of an
mtentigpally confusing maj( ol three purple-shided)“investniant zone$, %<1 which “In-
vestmer.{ Zone A,” despite its optimistic label, was‘recommencead foi at'best, delayed
rebuilding, and possibly {os,conversion to grefnmpace.’

The wordsmithia{; and mapsmithing fooled nelone. “Dor’t Write Us Off, Res-
iavats Warn; Urban Iaiiy! Institute Report [l 2kes a Be{t g, sc¢wle(! the headlines afte:
aie recommendatighs sunk in. The artigle®eantinues

Elected ¢Higlals and residents Trom New Owlesns’ hadsst-hit areas on
Monday responded with skepucism and,at jimes, oudsight hostility to a
contrdv2rial proposal to elin inate theirmpighborhdouMfrom post-Katrina
rebyliding efforts.

E'en)Mayor Ray Nagim,..said he is ¥eferving (uddment on [whetheill /¢
ifandon [some] low(a¢iyi 1g grdwad.... Durifig.the meeting, Nagin witer-
aced his intention to ultimately “reiuitd all St ) lesv Orleans.”

[City Council member CynthalWillard\Lewis spoke with part{cunr dis-
dain for ULI’s “color-coded sivps” whiches kide the city into threc” invest-
ment zones:” areas to be ré&imbilitatediiymediately, areas to syydeveloped
partially, or areas to be relev.luated as pitential sites for mass‘>youts and
future green space. Thég® niaps, she said, are “causing peop'«’t ' lose hope,”
and others to stay awaw®”/

Indicating the redpctionist power of maps—a neouvsrring theme in the foot-
print debate—another 1874l politician, “noting that shfvas’wearing a pink blouse...
said sarcastically that she should have worn purple, the ii:3p color used by ULI for sec-
tions of the city that st ered the worst flood damage.” "
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Mayor Nagin founawmself in a dilemma of his own, since the ULI offered
its advice specifically forstheenefit of his BNOB Commission. He assured agitated
citizens that “once the r( <o mendations are finalized... it will be up to the commission
members and the community to ‘evaluate it, kick the tires, say we like this and we don't
like this’... {9

Il it they did. The (JL{ report ratcheted dp civic engagement in postdilu
vian Nelw Urleans Wialkedlys, [hwas well as similarsqnsultation from the Philadelpa’a-
based{aign fimee Nillace, Apberts & Todd (WR') became gist for further roufiagof
high’y attended and incrgasiiigly polemical BNQS meetings during Decembei®2005
an(i enuary 2038,

Firally; on Jafivaty 11, 2006, the Tihan Planning Committee o the/BNOB
¢ Smmission unveilel 1% final recommendatibns. Like the UL the group (sometimes
1/ ferred w5 the Jmna"Use Committeg ) communicated its (17lings agee) through a
hefty®RbwerPointoresentation, rather fiyan traditional literarjmethods. Eivitled Ac/icn
Plan dowNew Opiparis: The New Amexicon City, the sixty-nne'page pidsontatign sidiz-
zying dixay gfproclamations, factoity,bulletized lists, grfiphics apdititudeggeemed
eagerito platate/all sides while sagriiving lucidity in the process. Audience,mi&mbers
hubgry far a clear answer to the 1dstprint question gfeii agitatea'ss, the reCosmamenda-
ticthof a {roratorium on buildimg permits for certatinheavily dimiiged neighborhoods

intil M&5,2006. During those faur months, residantsithemselves woullt thve to dem-
onstrale Gieir neighborhool's /viability”—a re uire ment tha*isleverhaplaved the bur-
den Gifproving neighborhpod wherewithal on the backsaftnemost yoeal full-footprint
adpocdtes. Further insight &n the BNOB’s pdiubn on tim tootpristadestion came in
thavOrm of a map, halfwisay through the presentation, eritizled “Paried’and Open Spacg
Plan.” It depicted Orlfans Parish with theusial cartogrinaic ovirlay's of street networks
and water bodies. Auathe bottom of its 19gend was a dashedsgreen line symbol indica’s
ing “Areas for Futire Parkland,” whichycoarespon(lec W a seliies ‘of six large perfomted
circles sprinkled throughout certain low lying résiilential rthichborhoods.5®

The (1£¥: morning, the T me3-Picaysye teaturdd Wie map on its froat Dage.
The newspabgts adaptation transivrmed the Cashed Ensles, which cartographically
suggested gysertain level of conjacture ai d al stractien,into semi-opaquesgi¥en dots
labeled as,“approximate arezs /Xpected to become pusiks and greenspaceZhe green
dots spaiiacd so much terrain with such dpparefigicarcographic confidéace that many
readfi) interpreted them to represent aiisrete pol roons, rather than di“gensionless ab-
stractiams merely suggesting the polsikility of,some new neighborhovd parks. If my
house lies within those “green dots,” maty readéis"pyesumed, it will be “green spaced” into
wetlands.

Just as citizens in Noygeinteer seized upon the ULI'’s “pfnple investment zone”
map as the parapraxis of that,organization’s underlying footpaint philosophy, citizens
now clutched what quicklybeCaine known as the “Green Dot Np” as the Freudian slip
of the BNOB Commissioinlhe response was livid. Saidyoriézhan to committee chair-
man Joseph Canizaro, wilise day job as a major real egfaje mivestor was not viewed as
coincidental by skeptical citizens, “Mr. Joe Canizaro, 1 ¢t know you, but I hate you.
You've been in the baclzsround trying to scheme to get our land[!]"*
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“4 MONTHS T RECIDE,” blared the Times-Picayune headline; “Nagin
panel says hardest hit araas ibust prove viability; City’s footprint may shrink.”®> The
infamous “Green Dot 1 fap’ entered the local lexicon, even as it motivated residents
of heavily damaged neighborhoods to commence demonstrating “viability” and save
their neighiobrhoodsq&izen space, a benign notion glsewhere in urban America, bg
came a dif®sword in vustdiluviaa New Orleans.

What ensuid, starsing¥n late January 2024, ‘Was one of the most remarkull:
episodetof civigeei. Jagemeiizin recent American hestory. Scores of grass-roots {ie1¢h-
borkhod asseciations andecivic groups formed ‘yrganically, sans professional expartise
anft agually witdyzero fuiading. Web sites went énline; emails circulated; impremptu
vinues werd ar anged; <ighs popped up oriance-flooded lawns (Broadm.aor Lives!; I
Ay Coming Home! I'wiill Rebuild! I Am Ilew) Orleans!). One association in the heav-
il 7 floodedifake Ba!lard neighborhood/lasking a decent vefw.grbut nes=n ounce of
deterinavion, d¢niurely asked attendeps io “bring their oyinchairs™*t0 the grdoy's
next gineting. Depnite their tenuous life dircumstances and otiter respafsibilities, Wew
Orleaifans byrthothousands joinediazces with their neigiigrs and s Inteeredito take
stoazlof the'r c¢ mmunities; document local history, acsets, resources, and arovlems;
autyplanaolutions for the future.

€0 rany grass-roots paichborhood planniig.eroups firn ed thatvribrella as-

ociatiolig,arose to coordinate*them. One, the Meightborhood PartneiSiito Network,
listed (if irast seventy fully (ictive neighborhod®,or janizatiash, withimOileans Parish
alen&wwhile many more én poorer areas strove to coalasce’™ Theil ames formed a
veritavle where’s where of 1amous New Orledss placesgmErench Quarier Citizens Inc.,,
Audltoon Riverside Neig!orhood Association, Bouligny ritnrovamernis Association, Fau
Yourg St. Roch Impréyerient Associationg, Aicrs Poin. [Associaiion- ~but also includea
less-famous moderi.gubdivisions morgiiely to occupy lowar ground and suffer highix
flood risk—Lake (Suilard Homeowners AsSuciationInc,Venet{an isles Civic and Imimave-
ment Association, Lake Terrace Neighbor vod Prdpenty Ownts Association. In somdwas-
es, such as thelstéllar Broadmoor Imprévement, Associal ¢ 1)y professional helf ar/ived
from outsid¢ (@ arvard University)7and fundit.g aided e planning processy Many as-
sociations /rentually produced«Gne neigaborhood plans, and, perhaps mor® impor-
tantly, empoivered people to/n €) their neighborsiandicarn about theinerné#0ons, past,
present. 4 future, to degrees tliimaginavie a ydah eatlier.

Une crude way to measure thil.ivic el agement is to comp ste the number
of tiniag the terms “civic association',o1 “neighborhood association{ aj)pear in Times-
Picayune articles or announcemerts,"us querie through the Lexis-Nexis news data-
base. Before the storm, when ropghiy 456;500:455,000 people 1iv2¢ in the city, those
key words appeared at a steady pate of forty to forty-five timeS@er month. That rate
dropped to zero during the “Los. September” of 2005, but getuirned to normal rates
by early 2006 despite the draiiatic drop in population. After faxuary 2006—when the
Green Dot Map inadverteitly kick-started the grass-roats piatining effort—the terms
appeared over 100 times" :er month before stabilizing/Zj)summertime to around sev-
enty per month. When normalized for population diftei gces, neighborhood associa-
tions were literally “maling news” in post-Katrina New Orleans at least four times, and
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up to seven times, the rate frolprediluvian times—despite the new hardships of life in
the struggling city.®*> A statistical sampling of 362 “Meetings” announcements posted
in the Times-Picayune b twe >n November 2005 and April 2007 (from a total popula-
tion of over a thousand) revealed that fully 48 percent represented neighborhood as-
sociation riieerings, agenother 19 percent came fram civic groups unaffiliated wit!
specific n€ighborhoads.”

In"an editeill onettnonCurse of the Grgan Dot,” Times-Picayune coluninis:
Stephfuily Gragese<.iected girtne episode. “You kadw the Green Dot,” she rem{nded
her maaers.

In g/myve that fv/ihgo down as one of fhe great miscalculations of post/<a-
trina'Planningz!tife ULI and BNOB ffemmission] designated the off-limie
digas with giten/Jots.

Atound towiy people picked up finaper that morning (iithsaw, for.the uirst
time, thes tiieir neighborhoods cCiid be slated for defhoiition. To gy they:
didp’t talis'the news well is ap anaerstatement.

‘Peopil telt threatened wh(n {rey saw the green dot, aToyd Gantrell, prefi-
aiat of the Broadmoor Improvement Associatic o vrould sammonths later:
71V ell broke loose’.....

Fity Councilwomar| Cynthia Willard-Le(sis, v ho represints the haithhit
Lower 9th Ward and Eastern New Orleans, said the gf®an dots meide many
ofher African-An{ sican constituents flagiitaack to the Wiyil right$ e, think-
ing they would (ired to fight for equéthacess all q'rer/hgain. Tag aps, she
said soon aftelshey were unveiled, arggausing peaple io¥osefiope,

Ironically, the very recommenautions that iiwtivatad grass-roots associatiors
to form—the Gr{en Dot Map, the pexmiemoratcriy 1), and th' threat of “greengpac-
ing” if neighborhood viability were {i&-"demoy(stinted by*May 2006—ended uvwor-
pedoing the vizv/:ommission thatdssued themy Mayor INagin, embroiled in ana’ion-
ally watched sfjelection campaigfi/nejected t1.€ politifally volatile advice @f his own
BNOB Cofipnussion. Fatally undarmined desy . te its yror chwhile contributiansbeyond
the footpsincissue, the Com/ai sivn disbanded unceresioniously. Footpriisthrinkage
becansg a-edioactive topic amoi.g the paavoral ¢hididates; anyone who sunported the
condejt risked losing the votes of tens ¢ housaii s of flood victims. Engaged citizens
and tu¥r representatives had, for,be#e’ or werse, yelled the footp(ini debate off the
table.

After Mayor Nagin cinshed re-€ititicn in the mayoral cainpaign, the great
footprint debate largely disappewsd from public discourse. His iyssez-faire repopula-
tion and rebuilding stance, whicii was more of a default pogiiian than an articulated
strategy, answered the footprint’question by saying, in essense et people return and re-
build as they can and as theywish, and we'll act on the pattevusis'they fall in place. Federal
complicity bore responsic ity as well: FEMA’s updated nilvisory Base Flood Elevation
maps—which drive flood insurance availability and rates % turned out to be largely the
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same as the old 1984 maps, tmis seemingly communicating federal endorsement (as
well as actuarial encouraganient) to homeowners deliberating on whether to rebuild
in low-lying areas. Roa¢ Hos ne monies imparted no special incentive to do otherwise,
and no federal compensation fund awaited those homeowners and businesses that,
would hav{ I/ ¢en affeqa’ by a hypothetical footprintgshrinkage decision.

Tiim,entire city could {qa'e back, but whatftuiat city would look and functiow
like stillrertiained w.spensquesiion. Additional plenitiing efforts, by the City Couiidi)-
sponsOred Migger"used Lambert/Danzey consuunts and by the foundatiof-5¢p-
port’d Unified Néw Orlaans Plan (UNOP), por oked more civic engagemeritvrom
meering-weary New Oricunians during late 2006: UNOP’s Citywide Strategis,Kesovery
amd Rebuild ug)Plan plal jlumerous district‘plans hit the streets in draft firm/n early
2097, abqut the sare me that Mayor Nagih appointed renowned disaster-recovery
el pert DuwidwardsRlanely as chief of t/.2 sity’s Office of Rdcoyery Mgaigement. In
Marcy 2087, “Relconery Czar” Blakelpriveiled yet anoth¢®™plan—of Scventeer! [12-
build;™¢re-develen. "and “re-new” nodesthroughout the ¢'ty,‘markingsrots far iiten-
siveaniiastrysturfinvestment. Strikiagly more modest afi@éocused2h the grgnaiose
andzometiryes Jadical visions of gatiter plans, Blakely’s'olan aimed

to Qncourage commergial investment—andagiie it stalfude neighGiby
hoSds—rather than d’fining areas that are’&&-Lmits to rcbuilding,Crie
such previous plan, gdyanced in early 2000 &y Mayor Ray Nagin®\Biing
INew Orleans Back Camimission and backediss'the widely ijspectfairban
Land Institute, dr¢w howls from residents who fout their neiglbsthoods
represented on map¥by green dots that{#Cr oted resdayelopmeps as‘perpet-
ual green space.’"

Once agair’. ciuzens convened, to™discuss 22d debate tiis latest proposal dna
how it may or maymot relate to the edfier plans g1 HWINOP, Zambert/Danzey, the nu-
merous neighborh®dd associations, the RNOB Camirtissioty, vwRT, and the ULLsYome
wags described®the parallel, overlapyiing, and soiasimes sgmpeting planning efiyts as
“plandemonjani” Citizens grew cynival, not'sefause of ladk of commitment, but be-
cause too mdny soft promises andzacoc diliited eftCits chased too little CSthe hard
resources a1 d mspirational les€ersiiip neea®d for gef uifle problem-solvin(

D elipite their noble teitions @ad the herdis civic engagemer. W'2monstrat-
ed bytndughtful and intelligent New (Dti¥aniad s Atiing a very busy ahia'Stressful era,
the®si riad public planning efforts ¢I postdiluvian'New Orleans fassaaunting odds
of ever tully coming to fruition.®® &listory indisates that, in the warne’of urban disas-
ters, the most ambitious and revoiationary f€dnilding plans usualiy suffer the greatest
likelihood of failure. Footprint {eni gotiation tepresented the moscradical plan of all,
and despite its compelling log:onssiffered resounding rejection. “ik'e reason why can be
found throughout this book/sf¢cifically in two words in thesiibtitle: historical geogra-
phy.

The intricate lagdrs Of structures, infrastructures,¥egalities, economics, and
social networks that form when humans cluster togetie’ for long periods all develop
a great momentum V.1 i1 predisposes them to persist. Wars, changes of government,
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even revolutionary regime changes usually fail in erasing the importance of “past place”
in the geography of the ssesont and future. This urban momentum from the past ex-
plains why we have modern streets in uptown New Orleans that still limn the geom-
etry of 300-year-old French surveying systems. It explains why we see certain ancient
architectur{u styles ingasvtain places, why certain industries cluster in certain locales
and whyestain socral groups reside in certain argaswlt also explains why Louisiana
has a m'xed legal jufisdictian Entailing elements »€,Napoleonic law, despite over‘civo
centufiwof Angesilin dongdpion. It is axiomatic: W« past matters. Patterns and (refe-
dene>s establishea’in histariCal times becometinsiribed into the city and its,s@siety,
anfi ielp creacewyealth—~wgmetimes financial, sémetimes humanistic—whish people
arwinclined o Jnaintaif/aiid protect. Thus thay influence the present and {atur/.
Respite its devistation, Hurrican( Kitrina’s flood did not, by any means, “wipe
tle slatere!=in” Themancecedent urban lafbrs in the flooded zdn pr(includisi land title,
propesy value, chrimmercial investmepts, Social networks, @i personai‘attachm1.t)
weregintact insgibed deeply and survivtd easily. In the abselice of g rousandvm-
mediadi,compendition for the loss @5all those prior inveSients,gaac Mloodedshome-
owners—wao vaderstandably warried about tomorrou: not the distaiit and thedretical
naturally gravitated to thdlefault option of Siply rebuilding in fiage. Local
nclyvician’, unable to guarantgman alternative and Yearrul of r{trihution Gt tie polls if
hey préposed one, heard the iwep-the-footprinssoisensug loud and (i€yr and acted

fudure

accordigiy. Anti-shrinkagéiagvocates cinchedithei: victommw pointediwvreminding
critifSwhat federal levee failure, not Hurricane Katrina pasfie,vaused (Csmore accurate-
ly,fauied to prevent) the#l0bding. What they(gnbred wanthe incoguenient geological
trud'dbeyond, and benediy, those levee walls

In most case:, niomentum from,thvpast is gocd tor landsc/pes and cityscapes.
Tt creates value, gericuates wealth, and fiwlres'places altinctivze and interesting: witnels
New Orleans’ col(irtvl street names, pededirian-scile apighblirhSods, and vast inveato-
ry of historical structures. But occasitnily that‘mjymentuiy leads a community Gawn
a troubled patl A1 this case towardireologicalena envirdn ijental unsustainab! ity

Theteoytprint controversy Jepresentec @ genuif®dilemma. Dilemmgs demand
decisions—#limcult choices thiagvield uaple sant consequences—else theyvpersist,
and usually Worsen. The Grelt, "Optprint Debate agnelvded when officigls®®:2d society
atlarge.adaided not to make theWafficult.detision&furban shrinkage. As(ttin happens,
the Zidhrmath of this catastrophe may besbme tidarelude to the next:
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AN

The Build/No-Build Line

Mavping owsshe philsphies on the futureand use of New Orleans

Various‘philosopliits’have emerged ofi the rebuilding of New Orledns. sich
withatyown foic, passigh, ¢kperts, and dogma.®”” But all can be boiled down«s a sim-
plelidie on Filap, sepdinting areas recommeiited for rebuilding from thise (leemed
Dast returned™to natyse, “Where people logate their build/no-build line sayets much
ayout theniv—and hGwdney view and wejgiielience, economica,social, ant, humanistic
values—gas it'saysshout the geographical ¥ ture of New Orleans

One phuesophy recommends/tie total abandonsient of the yetropalis.iits
advesats essert/a ly draw the build’n®-build line at the m&ropolisteroper bouirdary,
sofnyrhere/ bet{yeen rural St. Chaties Parish and urbaniied Jeffersem Parish, 3t /ibove
L ke Pontchartrain’s northern shi; €7St. Louis Univergity'geolo st Timothr Ivir Kusky
1t voicesthe “abandonist” philosophy in a Bostan &lbe editOyial entit’gd Time to
vigve tofFigher Ground,” which fater earned him @wational audience 0p.C5S 60 Min-
ates. Horeddily acknowledgfan

New Orleans is of e of America’s great historic citic3) and our ex afional re-
sponse to the disgeper is to rebuild it grancsnd gregiéhithan befSng, Howev-
er this may nat U#he most rational or scientifically souid responscind could
lead to even gleat  human catastrophégnll financial lcSs in th e fuf are.®!

Abandontsis like Kusky tena 4q Ue pragingsic and uysally conservative; for
them it is a rationdi’question of hard,s¢ience, haua déllarstaiid body counts. Irimak-
ing their case,(iJey cite only the gl¢®miest scientinc datmpan subsidence, coaftaiero-
sion, and seas'evel rise, and dismisshimanist 4id cultural afguments as “emotional” or
“nostalgic” Aodndonists almost aitssys hivefijithing tcilose personally if thisity does
disappear, ani feel no obligatipn, 1o propost finand al rompensation pldns for those
who do.(lfy are loathed in 180w/ Orlearipbut ocsupima seat at the tablesiithe national
discomrse

At the opposite end are thofe #ho advocate maintaining thessroan footprint
at all costs. Unlike abandonists, “maintainers”.sei this as primarily a iiémanist and cul-
tural question, rather than a scientiis or engfiidering one. To be against maintaining all
neighborhoods is to be against {:eaple and aguinst culture—wgrse yet, against certain
peoples and certain cultures.

Maintainers tend t{/¢ passionate, oftentimes ang:7./and for good reason:
many are flood victims and fwve everything to lose if the Dwi’d/no-build line crosses
their homes. If a levee ean' be built well enough to protact¥em, they reason, why not
extend it around us? Among the most outspoken maist/iners are social activists who
interpret any postdilt.z1; [i'adjustment to the urban perimeter as a conspiracy of “politi-



352 Bienvilles Dilemma

cally conservative, economically neoliberal power elites” who “are doing everything in
their power to prevent [warking-class African-Americans] from returning.”** Ignoring
scientific data and fiscal cop/ traints, maintainers push the build/no-build line beyond
the rural fringes of St. Bernard Parish, even all the way to the Gulf of Mexico.

In{b epween fpliithe “concessionists,” usuallysaficionados of the city, particy
larly its hisearical heart,’and oft¢r residents of its Wirleoded sections. Concessionisc®
struggleto balance Waublingscientific data with treastred social and cultural resouic®s.
Their (itaver: qgeecde certginlow-lying modern sw'divisions to nature—areas Y7hifh,
incidanually, they 1iever famuid structurally appaal ng in the first place—and ztiesease
pobilation deivity and“laod protection in_thevhigher, historically signifiseniareas.
Cuncessionistsiargue (hal; in the long runjshis would reduce costs, miiimiz e grief,
arotect the environnfert, and save lives. Chniessionists sometimes failed to recognize,
hbweverrthit footpmint vhrinkage itself ¢ sts money, in the fo/r ijof fair ap<himmediate
comprisation toickeowners.

Sensitimnfo accusations of 2litiém, concessionist’: s&ften thiit nessage with
caretulfyordsmititing and confusing 2aaps (see The Great@eatprintRute). Theyplace
thei Fuild/io-k aildline somewhere Detween those of th> avandenists dnd themadintain-
arsw-someatimes near the Industrit!’Canal, sometimeS Detween ‘s, Metairia/Gentilly
Riake an( the lakefront, usua'lyto the exclusion ofthe distalt, tharml(ss, iow-lying

ubdivisians of New Orleans iJast. Concessioniats citjoy widespread gupport among
many (>(cated professionals who live on highgrouid, butses=iountep&ern resistance
amofigwnaintainers, whogoften accuse them being, at bas’, tnrealistiCtopian dream-
ergrarid at worst, elitist,slasgist, racist land-erapars.

Reports thagrule, isolated lower Plaquemines férish=hcrie to only 14,000
seople, or 2 percent (f the region’s populatitr.—mayv 1ot receiye frll funding for levae
maintenance seems g have spawned a {&wrtil philosophy: push the build/no-build liri=
down just past Blle Chasse, the only major comfnu 1ty in (o1 er Plaquemines Razish
that adjoins the metropolitan area. AG+Ccates ificinde city dwellers, both conces¥ion-
ists and main{ig®rs, who stand tq betiefit frem the abluionment of lower(Plz que-
mines becauserlj would clear the #ath for aggristive cofSta! restoration while reducing
the price tzgan their own proteéesion. Let he < :diment-raden waters of theMississippi
River replenish those erodin’s 7 foyshes, they might cesiiend; we need g 1¢s%ore them
to buffer a¢ metropolis againsctorm gurges. Wiipt about the rural pedples who have
callg&iphose marshes home for over a'caitury: W/ell, as geologist Kéiky put it in his
now-ivmous abandonist editorial, it{.“t*ne to move to higher groun/1."

Thus, social, cultural, andrhdmanistic™vues, plus a sense of personal invest-
ment, tend to push the build/ngshuild lifte in’a downriver dire(tidh, while scientific
and financial values nudge the litaipriver. What to make of allithis?

First, even the most araint lovers of New Orleans slspuiid refrain from loath-
ing the abandonists. After 2]l, Calicessionists (and those maintaiiers willing to sacrifice
lower Plaquemines) are esinntially making the same abandciict arguments that earned
Kusky the enduring hatreCiof many New Orleanians. TH&)y'rejust applying them below
different lines on the map.

Second, we si‘uld probably only pencil-in whatever build/no-build lines we
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draw, because we may well zvith to change them if the going gets rough. Others have.
Illinois Republican Rep. ol y¢unis Hastert was among the first to hint at abandonment
when he said rebuildin,, Ne'v Orleans “doesn’t make sense to me. And it’s a question
that certainly we should ask.” Shaken by angry responses, he later clarified his statement:
“I am not ¢dv¥catingghie the city be abandoned or palocated ... ”®* Wallace, Roberta
& Todd, (¥asign firm Tured tolvise the BNOB Cdlrimission, at first professed a bord
maintaitiet philasopsy (“Ifotplan on shrinkageshiinkage is what you'll get”® ) 'tu:
ended up recagmezliding gncessions in their fita!report to the Commission( Evien
Kusky séftened his’abandanist advice and suggast2d the possibility of “newer. itigher,
strbriger seawaiiw” for “tliehusiness and historic parts of the city.”*

L, t¢o, s a gecgrapher with both pli sical and cultural interests, hive g appled
with my goncessionist tecommendations (whin confronted by the tragic personal sto-
ri s of imdiiduals gsho™esperately war\tg maintain the wdr/Grthey oget knew and
lovedyShould anéuier hurricane of theymagnitude of Katriftnstrike New Orleant, vie
may gy build/mp-build lines erased.and redrawn en mass:: 1Haintainsts maysheCume
concestionigss, cencessionists mayfoa,willing to conced€more, gae="bandopiyts will
incresse thegraliks.

Finally, beware of those ‘vho claim to speallJglely “for*usience,” o, “for the
neople” This is a complicated giaterdisciplinary dilebama. The (oclal sciefitis”needs to
he at th&sable as much as the piwsical scientist; the h@manist deserves # vijice as much
as thele“¢nomist; the poorfer er of a shotgurihiou e shouldiie heardas tauch as the
rich(Gvaner of a mansiongWe should acknowledge thatw taiigle of Gessonal, cultural,
financial, nostalgic, emetioital, practical, and (dientific feetors undeghe which philoso-
phyw—abandon, maintailsfor concede—we iphold for i futuse oi2Jew Orleans, and
‘hat this is OK; this iscceptable.

P

Postsgrint: Who pieyailed?

MayGr/Nagin, supported 4/ mostiig8ded hém 2owners and a vocife :ous cadre
oflocal offigia’s, opted for a pglitically safe iwistez-fair{ repopulation and relsuilding pol-
icy. Abetlrig their victory, niad: tarouginpassivity than active support, wag the federal
governiimant: FEMA's revised Advisor{ Spse Flho Tlevation maps, releuged in 2006,
con’ined to make flood insurance aydilaple to heavily flooded areas,thus encouraging
their revuilding. And no federal béw.0ut plan promised compensaticisto homeowners
and business owners who would 12 forced @ thiir land in a comsessionist (eminent
domain) mandate coming from (ity) state, or f¥deral levels. No satioperson “concedes”
his or her major life investmeitwithout fair compensation.

The apparent outcqw®) Let people return and rebuild 3 they can and as they
wish, and we’ll act on the patiseus as they fall in place. The mainiginers prevailed in draw-
ing the build/no-build,lir'e dlong the existing, pre-Katring urban edge (though the
possibility of a lower-Plaquémines concession remain{). /Vhether that line gets erased
and redrawn again—{¥ppencessionists or by abandonists—will be determined by the
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insurance industry, by morfgage companies, by property values, by federal interven-
tion, by disappointed residents forced to re-address their initial post-Katrina rebuilding
stance, and ultimately, Lz nalure.

NS

Analvzing New Orleans’ Mew Human Geography
Twewears later, the pat:@hs begin to fall in place

Yiote: Apmditec versic v of'the following essay app #lired as a guest editorialidi the Times-Picayusmpan
the secord anniversé .oy Hurricane Katring| 1 1psented here in its oricinavform, itgfers a passveltve
on Néw Qrleans’ {oridiluvian repopulatioysaacierns as of August 29,,2007.

In Ggtymn 2008, citizenmor New Orleans engaged ingwhat historians might
soredaywaall “the Great Footprint®ebate.” Should ¢ gity shrinwits urbaiéootprint
avdirebuid ¢n higher ground?*@r should the entire%ity come baik? The' Tipan Land
nstitut€proposed its purple“mvestment zone”mmap; the Bring New Cyleans Back
Comrajssion suggested its “green dot map;” I figsell propdvecia metlmdoiogy on this
editorint page.

By spring 2006pthe matter was seftlel, /oy defidlt more ginthan by decisive-
nest? the entire urbatfoctprint would be allawed to rehuild, With néw population dat¢
ecently released by CCR & Associates,sala’s segoiid anniviyrss oy is a good time s
wssess how New Orieanians are reinhabiiing that uzbak footprint.

Mapping th: “population centrord”— thithebreticll chnter of balance ajang
the distribution of households—is ofie“way to (10 Jo. It’s a'.i#tle tricky to computenlue
to the coarse .50 re of the data, bu'.there is rydoubt tlac Zast Bank Orleaniyns cur-
rently reside/s'ihtly more westwitiland clwser %o ther{vesthan before Katrina.

TI&2000 East Bank pépulation'sent roid wes Idcated in the centsal Seventh
Ward. The* 15, residents wer: d1s'ributed evenly Zakevile, riverside, west,"iid east of
that lésarc¥By August 2007, the'Centroid nioved amile to the southwes:,irito the cen-
tral 13 th Ward. The westward movemer.tmostly.aflects the slower retasn rates east of
the Industrial Canal, while the sopthia’d moviament signifies the n{ucii higher return
rates of the unflooded “sliver by th¢ river.”

Residents are not flockimg to higithr ~round in massivi ii.mbers. However,
a higher percentage of New Qrlcusiians are now living above s(2/jvel than in the past
half-century. In 1910, over 9@-nercent of city residents lived firngve sea level. That per-
centage dropped to 48 pertent it 1960 and 38 percent in 2029, Today, it’s back up to 50
percent. That means that bih New Orleans’ populationand s urbanized land surface
now straddle the level ot t.ag,sea—half above, half belofv.

When we divide up East Bank neighborhoods ™y their August 2007 return
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rates, we see the following patearns:

® 22,300 people liz2 1ivareas in which less than one-third of residents have re-
turned. With & me’ n elevation of three feet below sea level, these areas suf-
fered flood depths averaging over five feet and structural damages averaging
49 Oira 0-tog!)9 scale, in which 100 meapa,total destruction. City recorda
(i that moie building permits have beefiusued for these areas, relative ¥
their curredt popelation, than anywheresa!se, indicating that many mor¢ (-
send tgeeliin.
Areps that'are cusreritly one-third to tvig- hirds repopulated are home tewover
107,209 residefiss—a substantial vating block. Located slightly highds than
les{-repopulaleiiireas but still bel€uy sea level, these folks suffer(d th ee feet
of flooding OGnhverage, and damige hssessments of about 35/100. ‘Lhey have
re pestedghe ost building pe/inits in absolute nundp<ys, againgi=hplying fur-
titer repGpelation. Many of thmse areas are historiga!ly signifiCdiic: nearly s’x
squarempiles of National Histoiic Register districts o¢cur hers

&, Aress over two-thirds repogulated are home to ¢ves,83,0024+ Uple onsfie East
Baik plas more than 50,200%n the West Bank! Tiiose en the'East Ban<reside
at over three feet above sexlevel on average, d0/fered less than a fodvaf water if
taev flooded at all, apevhad damage assessiments arouad 12/10C. [Liiese areas
somprise nearly eight 9quare miles of Natiortul Historic Register Vistricts.®’

To viiint degree, then, is New Orleans “back?”

If we look at panuiation, 60 to 65 pafcint of Buleans, 3fmercent of St. Ber-
naiyand nearly 100ge:52nt of Jefferson and St. Tammaizparishesliave returned.

If we look al.Nw Orleans’ ecanoxti” indigat(ws suclias Ilbor force, employ-
ars, and tax revenuéyreturn rates vary adauuid three-guarters to four-fifths.

If we lodk a) social and publig-s®stor indica:grs lik( clildcare and schoghen-
rollment, they’re about one-quarter & vo-fifths where the zshould be.

Consdef all these metricsiogether, am a case cluy.7e made that New!Dr eans
is roughly twlosthirds back. Whendarked a yeat w30, I estiimated it at half.

Hepever, the notion GfNew Orlrans ‘returping” implies that we sargo back
in time and “Ccover the city 7ve Siice knew. We can’t. tiew New Orleans Wl emerge,
once RoatZ{ome monies are tuily distributed, p/itic Housing issues are(addressed, nu-
mer/u)y otner unknowns become knowr'/and flo€d victims make theif Snal residential
decisicas.

Assuming, of course, anothew hurricaiicidoes not strike—and force us to re-
open the Great Footprint Debate
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AN

“A Curious Town It Is”

NewzQrleang pamplex and conflictea'relationship
witinttie United States of Ssmerica

I begiiato understanad the town alittle... and,a curious town it is.®®
—Benlantin Henry Boneval Latrobe, 1/19

Literpretersaf New Orleans’ histow) generally fall inte two camps. Both, I've
Yome tgmundirstand, play relevant roles‘in the city’s future.

The “excuptionalists” see in N2jv/Orleans an endurisg unique(i¥ss, dating back
to ite\.colonial ¢r'¢ hs and very much alive today. While thow allow'that some aliwtinc-
tiveies hal dishppeared—the Frincn language, for efymple—ciseptional scs)view
rlodern New Urleans as a place y/1.ipits heart still in the fvanco’ /ifro-Caribbean world
1wym whicvt spawned, resigned only reluctantly to ivd./imericentate. Thiggroup sees
cvitence 16 New Orleans’ un quéness in everything trom musi&and foed @ attitudes,
Zace re'qtions, linguistics, argiitecture, and politics. Fxceptiomalism is pragically an ar-
ticle of {ith among most New Orleans aficionados¥ind citgradvicated. iicluding many
lifeilng local historical retsarchers. It forms thehedrock 0:%gcal civityaride, and merely
quesiioning it can earr{refponses of constérnation ans reproach( Ly Ceptionlists’ pre-
aieposition toward peipiving distinctiven(ssin all thit'ys relat>d t¢ New Orleans con
ttaally reinforces theii'stance that the cicjus axiom!itically sui generis.

Nonsensomsdy the “assimilatianists” (al4®known g, “Americanists”). This
camp argues that w0 centuries of Amurican domiiiie'n hayednveloped New Q'leans
almost entirelyinto the national folds'eaving on gz estigegmat distinction in suckfiyalms
as historical arcidtecture, civic rituaiswuch as (Vialhdi Gras a»d second-line paraads, and
in a smatternig/of linguistic and Cliiary fraily They paint out that moders . day New
Orleanian’ in overwhelminggmmuers speal@iznglisk(, irfdulge in national(©o5pular cul-
ture, sha/af big-box chains,"a(d/nteradusocially afitheconomically with"ether Ameri-
cans ancthe world on a daily basis. Ass/p ijfation st.¥iew the exceptionalists’ insistence
of el:lt'iral uniqueness as an appealingfinantra drumined up first by “lgaartolor” writers
in the late 1800s, and today by thé'inaustrial touxism machine.

Wherever the truth lies,“ne thingrityceitain: the prevailing narrative about
New Orleans communicated wdrlavide after Tiurricane Katrina, wes that of the excep-
tionalists, and we should all Digrateful for that. Their “uniquefiels mantra” may well
have saved the city: allusiong #$jcultural distinction played cfif1¢al roles in persuading
the nation to invest taxpavéisdollars in a place threatened 12ty eroding coasts, sinking
soils, rising seas, and incrasingly intense storms. If NewsQ)rleans were perceived as
interchangeable with any other American city, the prafm'itic response of metropolitan
abandonment (see T Twild/No-Build Line) might have won the day.
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But the task of actuariyssaving the city puts the exceptionalists in a philosophi-
cal dilemma, because thefaciers that they claim rendered New Orleans distinctive and
charming also seem to Fave snade it parochial, inefficient—and dangerous. This logical
disconnect appears to be lost on many people. I've listened to countless speakers and
panelists al pust-Katwh conferences who commengs, their presentations with emg
tional trilfGites to New Utleans’cu‘ural uniqueness, licterogeneity, and quirky indeper:
dence, enly'to cenclxie them with strident calls fasstandardization, homogenizatiqn,
and efu¥ency. S e reallyihave it both ways? Nelie efforts to adopt national {oiekn
architecture”,standards, huud sustainable comianlities, unify parochial levee,Cwards,
cofisslidate rivalyport addhorities, eliminate redundant tax assessors (a systam Waique
uihe natior), s herge civiLlind criminal courtalone of few cities with separ: *e sy stems),
dispense with the stale Siinsurance regulat{ry banel (only one in the country), and even
t¢ ban ces'Sghtingelase state in the uribn, to do so) are in (a poutrightejections of
exceptionalism irf 1awor of national asgimuation, even thouginmost advicates ofisiich
meagiis purpofito embrace the formerand disdain the l¢tter

I greppled with this dilenfing, sensing that a tli@ughtfulyeelon simpgly can-
ngo¢aull onthis/one rope in two ditections. But eventi'ally I began to appracidie that
both intespretations—regardless' ¢£their historical a¢Cliracy—hawg played asportant,
coniplemintiry roles in the gitg’s recovery. The exeentionalift i1 terprefaiion helped

versuadeathe nation to invest itnrebuilding NewsQri¢ans, by rightfully(pdytraying the

city ad a1lirreplaceable tredyur:. The assimilaticnis! interpsatition will guide actually
sayiligu#, by rightfully addressing the problems of inefficleriey, pardcivialism, and un-
sugtantability which, if la# dnchecked, would 4 eatually€estroy it

May all New,Ct*<ans’ dilemmas end as judiciout’y,





