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OVERVIEW

In post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans, government officials attempted to “redevelop” historically
African-American neighborhoods off the map forever. This threat galvanized locals to push back and
rebuild their beloved neighborhoods. 9 years after the flood, the Big Easy is an ongoing experiment
in achieving social and environmental justice.

By Emily Gertz

On August 29, 2005, a wall of water surged over and through the levees of

New Orleans, drowning lower-lying neighborhoods like the Lower Ninth

Ward. Since then life in these communities has never been the same.
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Madonna and destruction in the Lower Ninth Ward a few months after

Hurricane Katrina. Image credit: Infrogmation of New Orleans

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/infrogmation/8170054717/), CC by

2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/)

But standing on a street in the Lower Ninth on a recent tour with a group of

journalists, I saw rows of compact, strikingly modern pastel-hued homes.

Unlike the narrow, “shotgun-style” houses that were flooded up to their

rooflines after Katrina, these houses sat high up on pilings. Their ground

levels were given over to parking or other transitory uses that could be

easily sacrificed in another deluge. On days like this muggy, bright

September morning, the 4-kilowatt solar energy arrays that gleam on the

rooftops of these houses power appliances and send extra energy back into

the grid.

One of the new Make It Right houses in the Lower Ninth Ward. These

modern homes are elevated to withstand future floods and include

solar panels and efficient appliances. Credit: Emily Gertz

The street looked neater than my street in Brooklyn, and the houses were

charming. Without knowing that a brutal tragedy had struck this

community less than 10 years ago, I would not have guessed at the

challenges and upheaval that its residents have faced since. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/infrogmation/8170054717/
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But good design isn’t in itself a solution to the persistence of power politics,

racism and class inequalities. 

Green Dots Galvanize Action

About a year after the flood of 2005, New Orleanians awoke to discover

“the green dot map” - a new draft plan for rebuilding the city - published in

their local paper, the New Orleans Times-Picayune. The map featured big

green circles over parts of town – including the Lower Ninth Ward and

other heavily flooded, generally African-American neighborhoods – that

were designated as too high-risk for re-development. Instead, these areas

would be turned into park lands that would collect and drain water from

future storms.

City officials said that the goal was to make New Orleans after Katrina

more livable, walkable, and sustainable. It seemed unobjectionable enough

to urban planners and other interested citizens across the country: Why

rebuild in areas sure to flood again? Why let people return to

neighborhoods where nearly 1,600 died?

In the Lower Ninth and across New Orleans, locals were still trying to

navigate the maze of insurance policies, FEMA programs, and other

bureaucratic barriers standing between them and rebuilding. To them the

plan was a shock and a racially charged attempt to wipe whole

neighborhoods – communities that had existed across several generations

of families – off the face of the city.

Activist Darryl Melek Wiley, a 40-year veteran of the Louisiana

environmental justice movement, described the green dot map as an

attempt to make New Orleans “smaller, richer, and whiter.”

Eve Troeh, news director of New Orleans public radio station WWNO,

likened the plan to using resilience as “an excuse for crapping on people.”
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Seeing that map galvanized the green-dotted communities to push back

against a planned New Orleans that excluded them. They organized around

both rebuilding and exposing the racial and economic freight carried by the

innocuous-sounding label “high-risk.” 

Today, at the north end of the Lower Ninth, community members are

restoring Bayou Bienvenue. Once a freshwater swamp alive with wild

animals (and local hunters), and thick with cypress trees and other

vegetation that protected communities inland from storm damage, the

bayou had been transformed in the decades before Katrina by drainage

projects and levees, into a brackish, algae-covered waste. These days local

activists are collaborating with the National Wildlife Federation to replant

the cypress trees and restore the area to its former swampland glory, while

also preserving access to the bayou as a local green space.

Nearby Holy Cross was another neighborhood significantly damaged by the

2005 flood, and then green-dotted in the 2006 rebuilding plan. Here a

nonprofit called Global Green (the US branch of Green Cross International)

is spearheading environmentally sound reconstruction for local

homeowners. Global Green is also looking into “blue credits” – monetizing

the ecological value of low-carbon or carbon-neutral construction – as a

means to finance Louisiana coastal restoration.

To the west of the French Quarter, the Broadmoor neighborhood was

targeted in the 2006 reconstruction plan to become a depopulated water

drainage area. But today the community’s rebuilt Rosa F. Keller Library

and Community Center is home to the Green Dot Cafe. Broadmoor

embraces the label that once symbolized the city’s intent to erase it from

the map.

In the Lower Ninth, the Make It Right Foundation, which actor Brad Pitt

founded in 2007, has commissioned architects, held community design

meetings, and fine-tuned the results to arrive at environmentally sound

house plans that take local needs into account. The foundation now

finances home construction, and has used various government rebuilding
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and rezoning programs so that residents can return to home ownership.

Make It Right finished its 100th home in May and plans to build another

50. 

Cesar Rodrigues of the Make It Right Foundation describes the

widespread, catastrophic devastation in the Lower Ninth Ward after

Hurricane Katrina. The red spots on the map are lots where houses

have not been rebuilt. Credit: Emily Gertz

With their high elevations, the Make It Right homes are expected to endure

future floods with ease. Meanwhile, their breeze-corralling doors and

windows, solar power systems, insulation, and lower-energy appliances

help their owners live more securely and contently in the present. These

measures have substantially sliced monthly energy costs for the residents,

from $150 or more per month to $40 to $50. According to Cesar Rodrigues

of Make it Right, the money that residents once poured into energy bills or

maintenance now goes towards health care, education, food, owning a

reliable car, or some luxuries.

The U.S. Green Building Council has dubbed the new Lower Ninth the

greenest neighborhood in the country, Rodrigues said, although the

futuristic designs turn some people off. “We often hear, ‘They don’t seem to
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belong here,’” he said. “People have a very romanticized idea of what New

Orleans is.”

Quiet, almost too quiet

At 11 am on a recent Thursday morning, the neighborhood was peaceful.

Nearly deserted, in fact. Residents might have been at work, or indoors

ducking the intense early September sunlight. But the quiet is mainly

because so many people have never returned. 

In the Lower Ninth the number of residents has plummeted post-Katrina.

Only about 3,000 of some 14,000 residents who lived there before the

storm – a majority of them African-Americans – had returned as of late

2013. During the same period, the population of New Orleans as a whole

has taken a much smaller hit: down 19 percent, from 480,000 to 390,000.

Interspersed among the Make It Right homes are empty lots, some of them

marked by concrete steps that are the only remnants of houses torn down

since the flood. Urban planners are trying to make these spaces neat and

attractive. The little grassy sward where I stood for now is doing duty as a

“water park” designed to catch and hold storm runoff.

It’s a “progressive use of vacant land,”said David Lessinger, director of

planning and strategy with the New Orleans Redevelopment Authority. 

Louisiana’s “The Road Home” program has dedicated $9 billion to helping

displaced New Orleanians get back into their homes, Lessinger said. But in

cases where owners didn’t want to return (or became so dispirited by the

barriers to rebuilding that they gave up trying), he went on, the state

offered to purchase their properties. Louisiana has turned some of the lots

it’s been unable to resell – like this one – into pleasant mini-parks that

absorb water and adorn the neighborhood while waiting for the real estate

market to turn.
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As Lessinger spoke, I found a shaded spot on a bench set next to a small

pool landscaped with native, drought-resistant plants. Swallowtail

butterflies and huge dragonflies flitted among the chartreuse leaves and

yellow flowers. Beyond the pool benches punctuated the space, grass and

trees extending to the edge of the next lot.

The programs I learned about on this field trip – Make It Right, Global

Green, and others — have helped nudge post-Katrina New Orleans away

from “business as usual” racism, towards being a leader at incorporating

social and environmental justice into rebuilding after a disaster. But it’s an

unfinished experiment, much to the frustration of those still on the road

home rather than safely arrived, and those still struggling to bring back

their beloved neighborhoods.

I see similar forces at work in New York City, where I live, in the wake of

Hurricane Sandy. These injustices and the questions they raise are long-

standing in America. Now climate change is demanding that we confront

how we’ve failed to solve them. What is our answer going to be?

Banner image credit: Emily Gertz
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