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Abstract

In rebuilding after the largest disaster in our nation’s history—Hurricane Katrina—
New Orleans has faced two key challenges: (1) how to enable all residents, including 
those with the fewest resources, to return to the city without recreating pre-Hurricane 
Katrina vulnerabilities and the inequities they represent; and (2) how to prioritize 
limited redevelopment resources. A citywide recovery strategy was necessary to 
address these challenges. 

The purpose of this article is to examine the planning processes and the difficulties the 
city has faced in developing its recovery blueprint. Two interrelated, yet distinct, tensions 
played out through these processes: (1) tension between the need for “speed and delibera-
tion” (Olshansky, 2006) in formulating a recovery blueprint and (2) tension between 
the relative weight afforded professional and resident assessments and priorities in setting 
recovery agendas. These tensions, accompanied by unanticipated resident distrust of 
government and professionals and the failure of city officials to designate quickly a 
single agency with the authority to guide a comprehensive recovery planning process, 
slowed the development of a citywide rebuilding strategy.
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Section 1. Introduction
On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana, southeast 
of New Orleans. Sections of the levees protecting New Orleans breached from storm surges, flood-
ing 80 percent of the city. In many areas, the water stood for up to 6 weeks and, in some places, 
the flooding was as deep as 10 to 15 feet. Most of the streets were inundated (UNOP, 2006), and 
more than 100,000 residential structures were flooded; of those structures, more than 78,000 were 
severely damaged or completely destroyed (HUD, 2006). Damage to infrastructure and public 
facilities was equally catastrophic; for example, of 126 public schools, only 7 had no damage and 
more than half had damage that exceeded 25 percent of their replacement value (UNOP, 2006). 
The schools, like much of the city’s infrastructure and public facilities, had also suffered from years of 
deferred maintenance. Although the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is providing 
resources to repair infrastructure and public facilities to pre-Hurricane Katrina levels, the resources 
are not, in many cases, adequate to bring those facilities to levels that approach current standards.

With such extensive damage, rebuilding any city would be difficult. The situation was more com-
plex in New Orleans, however, because of its trenchant pre-Hurricane Katrina problems. With a 
July 2005 population of a little more than 452,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007), New Orleans had 
been losing population since 1960. Population decline was accompanied by an increasingly polar-
ized, slow-growing economy and extreme poverty. Although the flooding impacted 77 percent of 
the city’s population (UNOP, 2006), affecting people and neighborhoods across sociodemographic 
lines, Hurricane Katrina disproportionately affected African Americans, renters, people with low 
incomes, and the elderly, exacerbating many pre-Hurricane Katrina inequities (Hartman and 
Squires, 2006; Laska and Morrow, 2006; Logan, n.d.).

Because New Orleans faced so many pre-Hurricane Katrina problems, rebuilding the city as it had 
been was impossible. Many people hoped that New Orleans could be rebuilt better. New Orleans 
could have good schools, less violence, higher paying jobs, and better city services and could 
be less susceptible to damage from future flood events. Some observers outside New Orleans, 
however, questioned whether New Orleans should be rebuilt at all, given its vulnerable location, 
declining population, and relative poverty. If the latter argument had any merit, it quickly became 
moot as residents and business owners, relying on savings, insurance money, and other resources, 
returned to New Orleans and began to rebuild. In July 2007, nearly 2 years after Hurricane Katrina 
made landfall, the city had an estimated 300,000 residents, two-thirds of its pre-Hurricane Katrina 
total, and redevelopment was occurring throughout the city (Eggler, 2007).

In rebuilding after the largest disaster in our nation’s history, New Orleans has faced two key chal-
lenges: (1) how to enable all residents, including those with the fewest resources, to return to the 
city without recreating pre-Hurricane Katrina vulnerabilities and the inequities they represent and 
(2) how to prioritize limited redevelopment resources.

In addition, rebuilding has had to occur at three, interrelated scales: (1) the individual/household 
level, (2) the neighborhood level, and (3) the citywide level. Each rebuilding level involves cor-
responding decisions and actions.
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1.	People have been making individual and family decisions about returning and rebuilding their 
properties and acting on these decisions. 

2.	 Individual decisions both depend on and affect neighborhood recovery. Residents who have 
decided to return are committed to rebuilding their neighborhoods and thus work with neighbors 
to (a) make sure property adjacent to theirs is not abandoned, (b) clean the streets, (c) advocate 
for those who need help, and (d) encourage nearby institutions and businesses to rebuild. 

3.	Decisions about infrastructure, public building repairs, and city service priorities must be made 
at a citywide scale. 

Inevitable, but necessary, tension exists among these scales of decisionmaking. Although individual 
and neighborhood actions can and should influence citywide rebuilding strategies, simply allowing 
neighborhood efforts to filter up to the municipal level will not always enable city officials to make                    
difficult decisions. Not all facilities can be rebuilt at once, and, after a disaster has occurred, enough 
money is never available for every project (Olshansky, 2006). Scarce resources will inevitably benefit 
some neighborhoods more than others, and the situation in New Orleans begged for a citywide 
plan to reduce future flood risks and prioritize rebuilding in the most equitable way possible. 

To address these challenges, New Orleans Mayor C. Ray Nagin initiated a citywide recovery 
planning process in September 2005. Almost 2 years and two planning processes later, the city 
has adopted multiple plans with differing priorities as its official recovery document. A citywide 
reconstruction framework is just taking shape through the designation of 17 damaged business 
zones targeted for investment. 

The purpose of this article is to examine the planning processes and the difficulties the city of New 
Orleans has faced in developing its recovery blueprint. We identify two significant sources of conflict 
or tensions that played out through the recovery process: (1) tension between the desire to rebuild 
quickly and the deliberation necessary to craft credible programs and policies to ensure safe and 
equitable rebuilding (Kates et al., 2006; Olshansky, 2006) and (2) tension in striking a balance 
between professional and resident guidance in the planning processes and establishing citywide 
rebuilding priorities. We demonstrate how residents are critical in rebuilding efforts but also how 
neighborhood efforts are not enough. The failure of local officials to designate a single, accountable 
agency to oversee recovery planning hindered the development of a clear, citywide rebuilding 
strategy. Furthermore, in failing to anticipate and comprehend resident distrust, local government 
missed an opportunity to engage residents early on in a constructive dialogue about the difficult 
decisions the city had to make to reduce risk and facilitate an equitable and efficient recovery. 

In the following sections, we discuss the tensions and local government missteps that impeded the 
development of a citywide recovery strategy. In Section 2, we detail three (of four) post-Hurricane Katrina 
citywide planning processes and the city of New Orleans Office of Recovery Management’s (ORM’s) 
recovery strategy, discussing how the tensions between “speed and deliberation” (Olshansky, 2006) and 
between resident and professional guidance played out in each of them. Each process approached 
planning and participation differently, and we discuss the consequences of using differing ap-
proaches as well as how the processes built on one another. In Section 3, using risk as an example, 
we discuss the differences in professional and resident knowledge and how these differences have 
resulted in conflicting recovery priorities and strategies. In Section 4, we focus on neighborhood 
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rebuilding efforts and provide an example of a rebuilding policy negotiated between residents and 
professionals. Finally, in Section 5, we highlight lessons from New Orleans for other cities that are 
strategizing disaster recovery plans. 

Section 2. Multiple Processes in Search of a Plan: The Planning 
and the Participants
Planning in a postdisaster environment poses both opportunities and challenges. New Orleans 
experienced an unprecedented level of neighborhood activism as residents returned and began 
rebuilding. Residents were attentive to activities at all three scales of rebuilding and were ready to 
participate, an ideal situation for participatory planning. Additional participants add complexity to 
planning processes, however, and residents were also wary that some proposals might impede their 
rebuilding efforts. The two tensions that we mentioned in the introduction—(1) tension between 
the need for speed and the need for deliberation in formulating a recovery blueprint and (2) ten-
sion between the relative weight afforded professional and resident assessments and priorities in 
setting recovery agendas—also played out through these processes. 

In the 2 years following Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans has had five citywide recovery planning 
schemes. The mayor appointed the Bring New Orleans Back (BNOB) Commission in the fall of 
2005. In the spring of 2006, the city council implemented a neighborhood planning process, the 
New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan (NONRP), more colloquially called the Lambert 
plans. The Louisiana Recovery Authority (LRA), the state agency charged with planning and 
coordinating rebuilding efforts and serving as a conduit for federal aid to the city, initiated a distric-
twide and citywide planning process funded by a consortium of local and national philanthropies 
in the summer of 2006. In January 2007, the mayor established the Office of Recovery Manage-
ment to coordinate the overall recovery process. The Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) also led a planning process that resulted in plans issued in August 2006; the plans have 
had little influence within Orleans Parish, so we will not discuss the FEMA process further here. 
In this section, we examine the first four of these distinct recovery planning efforts to explain what 
they accomplished, what differences exist among them, and what accounts for the approaches each 
scheme took. 

1.	BNOB. The BNOB Commission’s planning effort, a top-down process driven by professional 
planners and designers, resulted in a citywide plan that focused on urban design and land use 
solutions to reduce risk from future flooding, prioritize redevelopment resources, and sustain 
key services for a smaller projected population. 

2.	NONRP. In contrast, the city council’s NONRP planning process, drawing from a community 
development and organizing framework that developed neighborhood plans for all flooded 
areas, identified resident-generated priorities and policies concerning what each neighborhood 
needed to rebuild. Unlike the BNOB Commission’s process, the NONRP process was based on 
the assumption that all areas of the city would be rebuilt. 



27

Planning, Plans, and People: Professional Expertise, 
Local Knowledge, and Governmental Action in Post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans

Cityscape

3.	UNOP. The Unified New Orleans Plan, the subsequent philanthropic-funded process, worked on 
two spatial scales: the districtwide level and the citywide level. Planning teams produced 13 district 
rebuilding plans and 1 citywide plan. The district plans offered primarily urban design and land         
use solutions that drew on previous neighborhood planning efforts and on information from 
a series of UNOP-sponsored district and neighborhood meetings. The citywide plan proposed 
policy-oriented or regulatory mechanisms to prioritize rebuilding and promote safer development.

4.	ORM. After these three planning processes, ORM was charged with developing a recovery 
strategy, a difficult task given the lack of coordination from plan to plan.1 

Although all four recovery planning approaches have merit, given high levels of both community 
activism and resident mistrust, not all were equally effective. The mayor, when designing the 
BNOB Commission, did not fully acknowledge the need for a participatory process to both 
build residents’ trust and foster dialogue among all stakeholders about rebuilding strategies 
and concerns. The city faced a significant conflict between needing to act quickly to get the city 
up and running and developing an inclusive, deliberative recovery process. This problem was 
compounded by the fact that most residents, particularly those hardest hit by flooding, were (and 
many remain) scattered throughout the country. Those residents who have returned have done so 
at uneven rates and often only temporarily to inspect their destroyed houses and belongings. 

The planning process needed to be designed to foster participation. Governmental entities often 
include residents because doing so leads to more effective programs and policies. Participatory 
processes can be a way to share information, both for the government to convey information and 
for agencies to obtain information from residents about local areas and priorities; build trust and 
knowledge about a process or project; and lead to better, substantive decisions through discussion 
and information sharing (Beierle and Cayford, 2002).

During the first process of the BNOB Commission, meetings were open to the public, but they 
were not designed to include nonprofessional residents. Out of perceived necessity, they oc-
curred before most people returned, residents had to seek them out, and engaging residents as 
participants was not a priority. Subsequently, many residents opposed the BNOB Commission’s 
proposals. The processes that followed emphasized more deliberation with residents. They were 
still designed to be quick and took between 4 and 7 months (exhibit 1).2 Nonetheless, the longer 
the planning took, the more it was viewed as a roadblock to recovery. Both public officials and 
residents involved in planning processes want action and can become tired of endless streams of 
planning meetings without clear outcomes (Helling, 1998). Residents continued to attend meetings 
throughout each process; they feared not attending might hurt their neighborhoods, but they 
were ready to stop planning and start implementing. They were also exhausted by their individual 
rebuilding efforts and struggle to create a normal life for themselves and their families. 

1	 Many stakeholders viewed the emergence of multiple processes as a power struggle among elite groups in the city to guide 
the direction of the development. The stressful situation and competition for scarce resources in postdisaster environments 
can also exacerbate existing divisions (Olshansky, n.d.).
2 All three processes did their best given impossibly short timeframes.
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The Bring New Orleans Back Commission: Resistance to a Top-Down Process 
In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans Mayor C. Ray Nagin appointed the BNOB 
Commission in September 2005. The commission, a group of 17 business and community leaders 
selected to assist and advise local officials with rebuilding the city, created seven committees 
(Culture, Economic Development, Education, Government Effectiveness, Health and Social 
Services, Land Use, and Infrastructure) to develop rebuilding plans for their respective sectors by 
the end of 2005. The commission’s Land Use Committee, led by Joseph Canizaro, a local developer 
with strong ties to the White House, drew heavily on a rebuilding strategy proposed by the Urban 
Land Institute, a national land use and real estate think tank. The Land Use Committee hired 
Philadelphia-based planning firm Wallace Roberts & Todd to advise the committee and assimilate 
its discussions into a coherent plan. The committee’s preliminary recommendations, announced in 
January 2006, included shrinking the city’s footprint to sustain key services for a smaller projected 
population, imposing a 4-month moratorium on building permits in flood-affected areas, and 
implementing a 4-month neighborhood planning process in which residents of the city’s 13 plan-
ning districts would be able to prove the viability of their neighborhoods by demonstrating that a 
significant proportion of the residents wanted to return. The recommendations also included the 
conversion of some properties in badly flooded areas to parks with water management systems. 

Exhibit 1

Post-Katrina Planning Process Timeline

BNOB = Bring New Orleans Back. NONRP = New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan. ORM = Office of Recovery 
Management. UNOP = Unified New Orleans Plan. 

Notes: The solid lines indicate approximate start and finish dates for the planning processes; the dotted lines indicate periods 
when the processes became public but had not yet begun.
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The public outcry was immediate. The BNOB planning process and the commission’s heavy 
representation from the business community fueled citizen distrust of the commission and its 
recommendations. Although the mayor was careful to appoint eight African-American, one Latino, 
and eight White commissioners, many residents, particularly African Americans, did not view the 
commission as representative of their interests. As Barbara Major, an African American and the 
only community activist on the BNOB Commission, noted, “I think some people don’t understand 
that an equal number of black and white isn’t the same as equity” (Rivlin, 2005: 11). The BNOB 
Commission likewise exacerbated long-standing tensions between the mayor and the city council. 
While the mayor put together the BNOB Commission, the city council assembled a rival, although 
short-lived, advisory committee on hurricane recovery. The mayor appointed then New Orleans 
City Council President Oliver Thomas to the BNOB Commission only after receiving significant 
pressure from the council (Burns and Thomas, 2006). 

A smaller city footprint suggested that some residents would be prohibited from returning, and 
New Orleans would become more White and more affluent. Shrinking the city’s footprint was 
particularly unpopular among African Americans, who made up nearly 70 percent of the city’s 
pre-Hurricane Katrina population and were much more likely than White residents to live in flood-
devastated areas of the city (Donze and Russell, 2006). No policies, other than some very general 
statements about mixed-income housing, were proposed to facilitate residents’ return to other parts 
of the city. In the absence of such alternatives, shrinking the footprint was ultimately viewed as a 
means to keep many African Americans from returning. 

Residents across the city demanded the right to return to their houses in their original neighbor-
hoods, prompting the mayor and the city council to reject proposals for a smaller footprint and, 
instead, allow redevelopment in all areas of the city, even those most vulnerable to future storm 
damage. Those residents most exposed to flood risk, and those most severely affected by Hurricane 
Katrina, were the least trusting of the BNOB rebuilding process and the professionals involved in 
assessing risk. They did not believe their interests were adequately represented among BNOB Com-
mission members and the BNOB planning process, nor did they think that the political leadership 
and business community had served them well historically. Distrust, which should have been 
anticipated, had far-reaching consequences because, in the face of strong opposition, the city’s ad-
ministration pulled back from the BNOB’s suggestions without further discussing or refining them. 

The structure and timing of the BNOB planning process contributed to residents’ fears that their 
interests would not be reflected in the rebuilding plans. As noted at the beginning of this section, 
although the BNOB meetings had been open to the public, they occurred when most residents, 
particularly those hardest hit by the flooding, had not yet returned to the city. As a result, the meet-
ings were attended primarily by professionals and residents who had been able to quickly return to 
the city and were not a representative cross-section of the city’s pre-Hurricane Katrina residents. No 
attempts were made to ensure that more people participated in the BNOB meetings.

It was not solely the ideas generated by the BNOB Land Use Committee that engendered fear; it 
was the way the information was conveyed. The local newspaper, The Times-Picayune, ran a front-
page article on the Land Use Committee’s plan the morning it was presented to the public (Donze 
and Russell, 2006). The article contained a map with large green dots over areas at higher risk to 
flooding, visually suggesting that those areas should be converted into park space or green space. 
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Although the reporters attempted to convey that the green dots were not finalized decisions, a 
newspaper article was inadequate for explaining the complexity of the proposals and it was unable 
to engage in a discussion with a city of people still mourning their losses and trying desperately 
to decide how to move forward. Many residents understood that all green areas were slated for 
green space, and the green dot became a threat to neighborhood residents. Rather than be “green 
spaced,” residents organized to prove the viability of their neighborhoods. 

The New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan: Formalizing Neighborhood 
Planning 
The BNOB Land Use Committee proposed a neighborhood planning initiative, which was to be led 
by local architect Ray Manning and former dean of the Tulane School of Architecture Reed Kroloff, 
to help neighborhoods establish their viability. It stalled, however, because FEMA was unwilling 
to fund a multimillion dollar planning process and the commission failed to secure funding from 
other sources for Manning and Kroloff’s work. Despite the absence of a formalized process, neigh-
borhoods, acting on their own, continued to organize and plan.

In December 2005, the city council passed a motion (Motion M-05-2005) to establish a neighborhood 
planning process. In contrast to the proposed BNOB process, the city council intended to facilitate 
recovery of all flooded neighborhoods. In the spring of 2006, the city council hired Miami-based 
Lambert Advisory and New Orleans-based SHEDO, LLC, to offer assistance to neighborhoods and 
develop plans for 49 of the 73 neighborhoods that experienced flooding depths of 2 feet or more. 
The purpose of the New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan, more colloquially called the 
Lambert plans, was twofold. The city council wanted to focus the disparate efforts of all the neighbor-
hood groups and to provide technical assistance to develop project lists for procuring funding to 
facilitate the rebuilding of neighborhoods citywide. Although some residents and planners criticized 
this approach, research on city recovery from disasters has found that cities generally rebuild with 
similar urban form and that residents resist relocation efforts (Kates et al., 2006; Olshansky, n.d.). 

Lambert Advisory and SHEDO contracted with numerous New Orleans-, Boston-, and Miami-
based firms; held more than 100 formal meetings in the neighborhoods; attended additional 
meetings with organized neighborhood groups and helped groups form in other areas; met with 
individual residents; and produced plans that incorporated all flooded neighborhoods. The plans 
identified needed repairs to infrastructure and public facilities and included proposals to rebuild 
neighborhood and regional commercial centers. With estimated costs at $4.4 billion, the projects 
were divided into early-action (critical), mid-term (needed), and long-term (desired) categories 
(NONRP, 2006).

The city council, responding to the pushback from city residents, opposed several of the BNOB 
Commission’s recommendations, and the assumptions underlying the NONRP reflected these con-
cerns. Three assumptions addressed risk from future storm events: (1) with the help of the federal 
government, the storm protection system would be designed to withstand a 100-year storm;       
(2) stringent building codes would be enacted to limit wind (but not flood) damage from future 
storm events; and (3) the city would develop an effective evacuation plan to ensure that loss of life 
in future storms would be averted. A fourth assumption focused on what parts of the city would be 
rebuilt; NONRP respected the existing street grid and urban structure and planned for the recovery 
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of every neighborhood (NONRP, 2006). The final NONRP plan emphasized the need for adequate 
storm protection for the entire city, including areas considered higher risk, instead of emphasizing 
safe rebuilding practices to reduce relative risk within the city. This plan contrasted with the initial 
BNOB proposal to shrink the city’s footprint or create an internal water management system that 
would convert some residential land to open space. The NONRP approach was consistent with 
the city council members’ charge to represent their constituents, many of whom wanted their pre- 
Hurricane Katrina neighborhoods rebuilt and protected.

NONRP proposed four citywide policies to address key impediments to recovery that residents 
articulated. To partially combat the “jack-o’-lantern effect”—an unplanned mix of occupied 
and vacant houses throughout areas of the city devastated by Hurricane Katrina—the planners 
proposed a “lot-next-door” program that gave property owners the first opportunity to buy the 
lot adjacent to them, a program the city subsequently enacted. The planners highlighted a need 
for new, safer housing for seniors and outlined a strategy to facilitate its development. They also 
outlined a method for the city to direct money that would eventually be available from reselling 
property the state acquired through The Road Home Program, Louisiana’s Community Develop-
ment Block Grant-funded housing recovery program, to low-income neighborhoods that needed 
investment before Hurricane Katrina and needed additional reinvestment.3 Finally, in response 
to an overwhelming desire for revamped neighborhood and regional commercial centers, while 
acknowledging that city governments have relatively less influence on this area of development, 
NONRP suggested an incentive program to encourage commercial revitalization (NONRP, 2006). 
By focusing on all flooded neighborhoods, the process also reassured residents that their neighbor-
hoods would not be designated “unviable.”

All four policies reflected neighborhood-scale concerns that would have a citywide impact. Profes-
sional and nonprofessional participants bring different types of information and thinking to the 
conversation (Fischer, 2000). When considering their own neighborhood, residents will more 
likely focus on detailed knowledge and systematic concerns about the neighborhood and examine 
the specificity of the situation. Professionals bring their disciplines’ priorities and systematic 
thinking to rebuilding challenges. They will be less knowledgeable, however, about a particular 
neighborhood. Although the planners proposed policies to address major issues across the city, 
three of the four policies were within-neighborhood instead of between-neighborhood strategies, 
even though the actions were needed throughout the city. The fourth policy was citywide in scale, 
but it was a longer term strategy to direct resources to economically distressed neighborhoods. 
None of these was a strategy for prioritizing among neighborhoods in the short term.

A motion (Motion M-06-460) to accept the NONRP plans policies was unanimously passed by the 
city council on October 27, 2006. The motion directed that the plans be sent, along with select 
BNOB and Sewerage and Water Board of New Orleans projects, to the LRA. 

3 The Road Home Program entitles property owners to rebuilding funds (based on a formula that takes into consideration 
property value and damage minus insurance proceeds) and alternatively gives property owners the opportunity to sell their 
houses. The program includes a smaller, competitive component for rental buildings with one to four units that makes 
funds available for larger developments that provide affordable housing. The rental programs have an explicit criterion to 
choose neighborhoods that do not have high levels of “concentrated poverty.” Because some neighborhoods have very low 
homeownership rates and high poverty rates, these areas will receive little benefit from either the owner-occupied or rental 
housing recovery programs.
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The Unified New Orleans Plan: Integrating Participation in Difficult 
Decisionmaking 
As the NONRP process was winding down, a third planning process, UNOP, got off the ground. 
The explicit thrust behind the new process reportedly was that the LRA would accept only a citywide 
plan that addressed both the flooded and unflooded neighborhoods. After FEMA decided not to 
fund the BNOB’s neighborhood planning initiatives, representatives from the LRA approached the 
Rockefeller Foundation for financial support (Nee and Horne, 2007). The foundation contributed 
$3.5 million to the UNOP planning process. UNOP secured an additional $1 million from the 
Greater New Orleans Foundation and the same amount from the Bush-Clinton Katrina Fund. 

UNOP became public in June 2006 with the issuance of a request for proposal (RFP) for planning 
teams. Representatives of Concordia Architecture & Planning, a local firm that acted as project 
manager, began attending community meetings to explain the process. UNOP’s emergence caused 
confusion among residents about the legitimacy of the city council planning process that had been 
well under way when UNOP was announced. Although initial proposals for the UNOP process called 
for shutting down the city council planning efforts, the council’s opposition to the idea prompted 
the decision that the UNOP process would integrate previous planning efforts into a single, city-
wide rebuilding plan (Warner, 2006) that would be used to guide the investment of public rebuild-
ing funds and secure additional resources from federal, state, private, and philanthropic sources. 

The Community Support Organization, a nonprofit association, and a nine-member advisory com-
mittee, composed of representatives from the Mayor’s Office, New Orleans City Council, City Plan-
ning Commission (CPC) of New Orleans, and Greater New Orleans Foundation and five citizens 
(each representing one of the five city council districts), acted as the UNOP fiduciary and advisory 
agent. UNOP held public meetings in August 2006 to enable community members to provide in-
put to the teams of local and national planners to which they would be assigned, and the planning 
teams officially held their first neighborhood meetings in October 2006. The planners produced 
plans for each of the city’s 13 planning districts, and a separate team produced a single plan known 
as the Citywide Strategic Recovery and Rebuilding Plan (or the citywide plan).4 The result was a 
5- to 10-year blueprint for recovery that identified 95 capital and infrastructure projects totaling 
more than $14 billion in federal, state, and private funding. The plan was completed in January 
2007 and approved by the CPC in May 2007. 

Among the UNOP citywide plan’s core principles was the decision to rebuild New Orleans as a 
“safer, stronger, and smarter” city through a number of voluntary programs designed to protect 
those residents most vulnerable to future flood events and enable all areas of the city to be rebuilt. 
Specifically, the plan proposed financial incentives for elevating homes to the FEMA Advisory 
Base Flood Elevation, rebuilding slab-on-grade homes on piers or with first-floor basements, and 
“clustering” households and businesses in areas that could support higher population and had less 
flood risk or could be made safer through flood-resistant designs.

4 	Planning district boundaries were determined during the completion of the 1999 Land Use Plan by the New Orleans City 
Planning Commission.
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The concept of clustering represents a compromise between forcibly shrinking the city’s footprint 
to restrict redevelopment in the most flood-prone areas and permitting redevelopment to continue 
throughout the city in a haphazard or unplanned manner. Although clustering has received praise 
from some local officials, the concept remains vaguely articulated. Because clustering is an abstract 
idea, not a well-defined policy or program, it has yet to gain traction among residents and, con-
comitantly, has faced no strong resistance from the public. It remains unclear where the financial 
incentives to encourage clustering would come from, how local officials would administer cluster-
ing programs, if encouraging relocation on a voluntary basis would produce substantial clustering, 
and, finally, what clustering would look like. 

Although UNOP brought explicit discussions of risk back into the rhetoric concerning rebuilding, 
it was criticized from different sides. The Bureau of Governmental Research (BGR), a local watch-
dog organization, derided the citywide plan for failing to include any long-term, comprehensive 
flood protection projects (BGR, 2007a; BGR, 2007b). Moreover, BGR argued that, although the 
plan identified the vulnerability of specific areas to future flooding, it did not address location-based 
vulnerabilities in its proposed programs. Furthermore, because the plan’s programs were vague and 
relied on voluntary actions instead of government mandates, critics have questioned the plan’s useful-
ness as a guide for the city’s future development (BGR, 2007a; BGR, 2007b). The plan’s lack of clarity 
was heightened by the absence of maps showing where its various recommendations might apply. 

For UNOP planners fearful of a public backlash, a certain level of abstraction was necessary; green-
spacing of neighborhoods was not an option, and place-specific recommendations threatened to 
derail the process. The emphasis on individual decisionmaking reflects residents’ uneasiness about 
mandates despite their desire for the creation of standards for reducing flood risk (AmericaSpeaks, 
2006). Mandates not only threaten the sanctity of individual property rights, but many low-income 
and minority residents view them as mechanisms to keep them from returning to the city. As one 
ORM official described public perception, “recommendations to reduce flood risk equal ‘ethnic 
cleansing’” (Nance, 2007). 

In June 2007, the city council passed a motion adopting the BNOB, NONRP, and UNOP plans along 
with two community plans: (1) a plan developed by residents of the city’s Broadmoor neighborhood 
and (2) the People’s Plan for Rebuilding the 9th Ward (also known as the People’s Plan), developed 
by the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN)—as the Citywide 
Strategic Recovery and Redevelopment Plan. The LRA accepted this plan later that same month. 

The city’s recovery plan needed to fulfill both communicative and substantive objectives. It had to 
convey to the LRA and to potential developers, philanthropic organizations, and federal agencies 
that the city had a credible rebuilding strategy. To rebuild effectively, the plan also should have 
included a strategy to focus infrastructure repairs and target funds given that not all improvements 
would occur at once and resources would be limited. Although the adoption of the citywide recovery 
document communicates to a national audience that city officials and residents have agreed on and 
adopted a roadmap for rebuilding, it is uncertain at this juncture as to what degree it will be able to 
guide rebuilding because it incorporated multiple plans with differing approaches and priorities.

In hindsight, instead of designing a new planning process, UNOP organizers should have added 
a citywide infrastructure recovery strategy to the ongoing process and, if necessary, expanded 
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NONRP’s scope to include unflooded neighborhoods. These efforts would have been a more ef-
ficient use of time and resources, and they would also have lessened confusion about the planning 
efforts. The possibility of doing this, nonetheless, was hampered by too little time to come up with 
a workable collaboration and differing perspectives represented by NONRP and UNOP. On one 
hand, BGR and some LRA representatives were concerned that the NONRP planning process was 
viewed as “business-as-usual Louisiana politics” (that is, corrupt or potentially corruptible). On the 
other hand, many residents thought that UNOP was not only circumventing the democratically 
elected city council but also representing White, elite interests and would shift resources from 
flooded to unflooded areas.

The Office of Recovery Management: Developing a Citywide Strategy 
As UNOP was finishing the city’s last planning process, Mayor Nagin established the Office of Recovery 
Management to coordinate the overall recovery process. In December 2006, the mayor appointed 
Edward Blakely, an internationally recognized disaster recovery expert, to head the office. Blakely 
began working at ORM in January 2007, and, in February, he announced the names of five key ORM 
staff members, including a planner, lawyer, developer, business owner, and environmental planner. 
Four of the five staff members had lived in New Orleans before Hurricane Katrina occurred. The 
city gave ORM an annual budget of $500,000, which was supplemented with $1.54 million from 
the Rockefeller Foundation, Ford Foundation, and Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (Donze, 2007; 
Hammer and Donze, 2007). 

Blakely and his office were greeted with enthusiasm. In what many perceived as a leadership 
void, someone who confidently offered direction was greatly welcomed (Howell, 2007). Blakely’s 
belief in his primacy, however, at times caused difficulty. In February 2007, The Times-Picayune 
reported that Blakely threatened to quit if his office was not in control of $117 million that the 
LRA designated for recovery projects in Orleans Parish. The LRA thought the newly restructured 
New Orleans Redevelopment Authority would receive the money. This was not the first time that 
Blakely had insisted on absolute control, having previously stated that FEMA recognized him as the 
only authority setting priorities for the city of New Orleans. FEMA had suggested that ORM be the 
coordinator of recovery efforts using federal disaster funds (Hammer and Donze, 2007). 

On March 29, 2007, ORM announced its preliminary rebuilding strategy. From the start, Blakely 
expressed a need to identify trigger projects that would spark further development, stating that he 
hoped to have “cranes in the sky” by September (Bourbon, 2007), and ORM designated 17 target 
areas to receive a first round of funding. Blakely asserted that the target areas were chosen based on 
science, not politics (Krupa and Russell, 2007). The areas were, nonetheless, distributed through-
out the storm-damaged areas, and the largest projects were in areas that had suffered the most 
damage. The two target areas slated to receive the most investment, the 80-acre Lake Forest Plaza 
Mall in New Orleans East and an area in the Lower 9th Ward, were also locations that, according 
to the UNOP assessment and the latest U.S. Army Corps of Engineers risk maps, were in drainage 
basins with less storm protection infrastructure and, therefore, were at greater continued risk.

The target areas were designated as “rebuild,” “redevelop,” or “renew” zones based on the amount 
of damage they had sustained (Krupa and Russell, 2007). The projects, drawn from the NONRP 
neighborhood and UNOP district plans, range in size from a farmer’s market to a town center on 
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the Lake Forest Plaza site. Because two areas designated as renewal zones were located in New Or-
leans East and the Lower 9th Ward and other heavily damaged areas such as Gentilly and Lakeview 
have designated target zones, a columnist for The Times-Picayune speculated that the plan would 
lift the “curse of the green dot” (Grace, 2007). 

ORM staff have suggested that the larger zones will encourage clustering, a UNOP policy recom-
mendation. In this case, clustering refers to a process of targeting improvements so that residents 
and businesses would have incentive to concentrate in that area. Blakely’s view of the purpose of 
clustering differed from that of the UNOP planners. The UNOP planners promoted clustering to 
reduce flood risk and allow for efficient service provision; when asked if he supported turning 
areas into green space or retention ponds, Blakely responded that economic development was his 
goal and that he would like to see “spaces that produce green dollars in the recovery areas. It’s a lot 
better to have a small factory knocking down a (storm) surge than a blade of grass” (Hammer and 
Donze, 2007). In the former case, the city would have to acquire and maintain greenspace. In the 
latter, the property would be privately held and generate tax revenues. 

Even though many residents welcome an established strategy, those living outside the target areas 
are concerned about whether their areas will receive needed infrastructure improvements, according 
to opinions expressed at the June 13, 2007, meeting of the Recovery Committee. ORM identified 
funding sources totaling approximately $1.1 billion from federal grants and bonds, but, at the time 
of this writing, the funding sources had not yet been secured.5 ORM also has not provided details 
about what incentives, if any, other than rebuilt infrastructure, the city eventually hopes to offer 
developers in the target areas or how funds will be distributed among the areas.

Section 3. Government Efforts To Promote Safer Rebuilding 
Strategies: Disagreements Between Experts and Residents
After experiencing catastrophic events such as Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, many people might 
expect that rebuilding safely would be the city’s foremost priority. In New Orleans, however, the 
issue continues to be one priority among many. In New Orleans and elsewhere, local governments 
are often unwilling to take action to manage development in a manner that reduces natural hazards 
despite the losses suffered by residents as a result of disasters. Burby (2006) attributes the failure of 
local government to mandate safe rebuilding practices to uninformed decisionmaking about urban 
development. To characterize local government action as merely uninformed, however, fails to 
explain the complexity of postdisaster planning and decisionmaking and the role politics plays in 
determining how recovery takes shape (Laska and Morrow, 2006; Wisner, 2004). 

After a disaster occurs, city officials must make decisions quickly to guide all individual decisions 
that will be made and reduce uncertainty for individual decisionmakers (Haas, Kates, and Bowden, 

5 Proposed revenue sources include $260 million in general obligation bonds approved by New Orleans voters 10 months 
before Hurricane Katrina occurred; $300 million in “blight bonds,” which would use city-owned blighted property as 
collateral; $117 million in Community Development Block Grant funds; $324 million from monies that the state of 
Louisiana put aside to cover the local match on Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)-financed projects; and 
$57.4 million from FEMA hazard mitigation money. 
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1977b, discussed in Olshansky, n.d.). The time immediately following the disaster is also the win-
dow of opportunity that cities have to initiate any significant changes (Johnson, 1999, discussed 
in Olshansky, n.d.). In New Orleans, the city gave precedence to the residents’ desire to return to 
their homes over policies that would reduce risk from natural hazards. Acting on the advice of out-
side and local professionals, the mayor initially supported citywide solutions to rebuild a safer New 
Orleans. A key misstep of the mayor and the BNOB Commission was not anticipating the level of 
skepticism and hostility to rebuilding proposals and underestimating the commitment residents 
had to rebuilding their neighborhoods. The BNOB Commission members also failed to acknowledge 
that residents had a plan in mind—the same city, only better (Haas, Kates, and Bowden, 1977a)—
and had not had sufficient time to come to terms with their loss and contemplate a new landscape. 
Facing fierce public opposition to the BNOB proposals, the mayor, in the midst of a reelection run, 
distanced himself from his commission’s recommendations in favor of a “free market” approach 
that enabled residents to rebuild anywhere.6 Strategies for reducing and managing risk from future 
flood events fell away from the discussion about how the city should rebuild. 

In dropping the risk factor from the rebuilding discussion in the first few months after the flooding 
occurred instead of attempting to mediate between conflicting priorities, local leaders missed an 
opportunity to empower residents to address risk. Fearing another policy reversal on the city’s 
part and the release of FEMA flood maps that would require home elevation and thus make 
redevelopment in the most heavily flooded areas more costly, thousands of residents rushed city 
hall in the first months of 2006 to obtain building permits before the maps were released. The city 
encouraged homeowners in the hardest hit areas to have their official damage assessments reduced 
to less than 50-percent damaged to enable them to rebuild their homes without having to elevate 
them (Meitrodt, 2006). Although the city’s hands-off position toward rebuilding in flooded areas 
satisfied residents’ desire to return to their homes quickly and at the lowest cost, it did so at the 
expense of measures that could reduce risk and limit future losses. The fear and anger caused by 
initial announcements of a building moratorium and a smaller city footprint intensified the speed 
and determination with which residents sought to return to their homes despite the risks associ-
ated with rebuilding. 

The decision to develop community-generated solutions directed the subsequent NONRP planning 
process, and the city council explicitly prioritized every neighborhood’s return. It turned to profes-
sional planners to guide the process and offer technical assistance, and NONRP planners offered 
policies to address the most pressing concerns that arose in the neighborhood meetings. The prior-
ity concerns that the professionals addressed shifted from citywide risk reduction, the prioritization 
of limited recovery resources, and the efficient delivery of services in the BNOB plan to housing 
and neighborhood recovery. Although the UNOP citywide plan brought risk reduction back into 
the rebuilding discussion, in the absence of the political will to implement and enforce government 
mandates to ensure a “safer, stronger, and smarter” New Orleans, UNOP planners proposed a num-
ber of voluntary programs to increase resident safety. The impact of these programs, which have yet 
to be fleshed out and funded, is questionable, particularly in light of the fact that they have come 
too late for residents who have already returned and rebuilt their homes. 

6 The uncertainty that has permeated rebuilding efforts has prevented markets from operating efficiently.
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Understanding Risk
The challenges that local officials and planners in New Orleans face highlight the conundrum that 
the appropriate actions to take in recovering from disaster are highly contested and not always 
clear. Disagreements between experts and residents on how to rebuild have led to inconsistent 
policy prescriptions, prolonged the planning processes, and enabled unsafe redevelopment. 
These disagreements may reflect a lack of residents’ understanding of or concern about hazards, 
differences in how individuals and groups perceive risk and make decisions, and/or distrust of 
government officials and experts (Fischhoff, 2006; Laska and Morrow, 2006; Pelling, 2003). They 
also likely reflect the differential ability to pay for steps needed to reduce personal risk.

Local government inaction often is reinforced by lack of citizen concern about hazards (Burby, 2006; 
May, 1991). Failure to understand risk can result in the absence of residents’ support for government 
standards to reduce risk or can cause noncompliance with such regulations (Laska and Morrow, 2006). 
Despite residents’ resistance to early recommendations that would limit the city’s vulnerability to 
future flood events, evidence indicates that concerns about future flooding and hazard mitigation 
are foremost on the minds of New Orleans’ residents. In a survey of two planning districts hit hard 
by Hurricane Katrina, residents ranked concerns about the levees and future flooding among the 
top concerns influencing their decisions about whether to return to or stay in New Orleans (Laska, 
Gremillion, and Nelson, 2007; Laska et al., 2006). In March 2007, nearly all (93 percent) respon-
dents polled by Louisiana Speaks stated that funding and implementing the coastal recovery plan 
was important; 80 percent of respondents found it very important. These results were consistent 
between African-American and White respondents (Louisiana Speaks, 2007). During Community 
Congress II, one of the large-scale community meetings that was part of the UNOP process, more 
than 2,500 residents of New Orleans weighed in on rebuilding issues, including hazard mitigation. 
When asked what should be done to reduce flood risk, 71 percent of participants expressed a 
high level or very high level of support for the creation and enforcement of mitigation standards 
(AmericaSpeaks, 2006).7 

The apparent contradiction between residents’ desire to return to their neighborhoods regardless 
of the environmental and economic risks of rebuilding and their concern for reducing their 
flood vulnerability reflects the fact that decisionmaking in postdisaster environments occurs in 
conditions of information scarcity and uncertainty and tremendous complexity. As a result, Pelling 
(2003: 70) notes, “decisions therefore take place within the context of bounded rationality. In this 
way, individuals who may otherwise have been perceived as acting irrationally in failing to reduce 
environmental risk in living environments can now be seen to have acted rationally in uncertain 
and possibly hostile informational and political environments, and to have been risk-averse in a 
world of multiple-layered risks.” To residents faced with rebuilding their lives and communities, 
protection from future hurricanes and flood events is one of many concerns. Equally as worrisome 

7 Hazard mitigation happens at multiple scales, including individual, neighborhood, citywide, and regional levels. Support 
for citywide or regional efforts, such as building safer levees or investing in coastal restoration, does not necessarily mean 
support for local standards. Likewise, the enforcement of local standards does not ensure that the city of New Orleans will 
be safe from future flooding. New Orleans will not be safe without regional protection, and regional measures have gained 
almost unanimous support. Resident support for citywide or regional measures is likely due to the fact that residents have 
little direct responsibility for them.
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is the loss of social ties and support systems, livelihoods, local culture, and the ability to make their 
own decisions about how and where to rebuild. Moreover, in the absence of any mechanisms that 
would enable residents of the most flood-prone parts of the city to move to safer areas, residents 
returning to New Orleans have been left with no other viable alternative than to rebuild in place. 

Distrust
Residents’ fundamental distrust of government and experts also blocked local government officials 
from addressing risk. The response to the BNOB process and recommendations highlights the 
initial distrust many residents felt for both local and national professionals and the government.8 
Although residents responded to specific proposals, the very fact that the initial response was 
resistance indicates that, instead of assuming governmental agencies and their representatives 
were looking out for city residents, many felt they had to protect themselves from the planners and 
decisionmakers. 

The distrust of government officials and expert opinions was deeper than skepticism about the 
BNOB proposals and must be considered within the context of a history of discrimination and 
mistreatment. Development patterns that place some people at more risk than others reflect social 
disparities associated with race and income (Hurley, 1995; Laska and Morrow, 2006). The uneven 
distribution of environmental hazards has been well documented (Bullard, 1994, 1990; Hurley, 
1995; Pastor, Sadd, and Hipp, 2001; United Church of Christ, 1987), and efforts to draw attention 
to and end these patterns have been termed “environmental justice.” 

Many residents, particularly African Americans, believed that their concerns and neighborhoods 
were neglected before the storm occurred. New Orleans East and the Lower 9th Ward, the two 
flooded areas that had weaker levee protection, are predominantly African American. Many resi-
dents of these areas articulated this injustice and suggested that their need for flood protection had 
gone unattended before Hurricane Katrina occurred. 

Federal redevelopment policies such as urban renewal and highway development have repeat-
edly hurt African-American and low-income neighborhoods and residents nationwide, and New 
Orleans has been no exception. In the 1960s, when Interstate 10 was constructed along Claiborne 
Avenue, it cut through an African-American neighborhood and destroyed a vital retail corridor, and 
the recent HOPE VI redevelopment of the St. Thomas public housing development (now called 
River Garden) resulted in a net loss of affordable units to townhouses constructed for middle-
income residents (Bagert, 2002). 

In addition, in New Orleans, residents have not forgotten the 1927 Mississippi River flood. Other 
cities’ attempts to raise their levees benefited White residents at the expense of African-American 
residents. In Greenville, Mississippi, for example, the police department forced African-American 
men into service shoring up the levees; if someone refused, he was beaten, jailed, or, on occasion, 
killed (Barry, 1997). On April 29, 1927, New Orleans officials dynamited a stretch of levee south of 
the city to protect New Orleans at the expense of the residents in downriver parishes. The decision 

	8 Residents distrusted all levels of government and governmental agencies, but we discuss those aspects that had the greatest 
effect on the planning processes. 
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to flood downriver parishes was particularly heinous given that victims were promised compensa-
tion that they never received and officials had the option of dynamiting an upriver stretch of 
the levee that would not have affected any residents. The officials, however, wanted to inspire 
confidence that New Orleans was ready for business and, for that purpose, the upriver cut would 
have not have given the same sense that New Orleans was safe from disaster (Barry, 1997; Kelman, 
2003; Powers, 2006). 

In the context of these historical precedents—systematic federal policy failures, the experience of 
African Americans during the 1927 flood, and the city’s proven willingness to breach the levees to 
protect one part of the region at the expense of another—many residents in New Orleans believe, 
or at least find it probable, that the breaches along the New Orleans Industrial Canal that flooded 
the Lower 9th Ward when Hurricane Katrina struck were intentional. Although this belief might 
appear irrational to outsiders and government officials, it highlights a powerful distrust regarding 
government protection of African Americans’ interests. 

Poor response to a disaster can further weaken belief in government (Ganapati, 2006). In New Or-
leans, the levee failures and the disastrous response to Hurricane Katrina reinforced residents’ dis-
trust of the federal government. Distrust permeated the planning processes because many people 
had no confidence that the proposals were in their best interest. When Mayor Nagin appointed the 
BNOB Commission, he failed to recognize that many visible BNOB Land Use Committee members 
would fuel suspicion because it was precisely developers such as Land Use Committee co-chair 
Joseph Canizaro who might benefit at the expense of ordinary residents. 

Many African Americans viewed BNOB proposals as a means to keep them from returning to the 
city. This fear has been particularly acute (and hardly unreasonable) in light of the lack of viable 
policies or programs proposed by planners or local officials to help residents in the most flood-
prone areas consider means of successfully returning and rebuilding safely. Instead of developing 
such programs, city officials responded to pressure from residents in unflooded areas who resisted 
temporary housing and increased density. In the fall of 2005, as the mayor’s office and FEMA staff 
developed a list of trailer sites, they were met with resistance, and areas that exhibited more pro-
pensity toward collective action (as measured by voting rates before Hurricane Katrina occurred) 
were more successful in preventing trailer parks from being placed in their neighborhoods (Aldrich 
and Crook, 2006). When UNOP planners raised the possibility of proposing infill housing in 
unflooded neighborhoods in District 3, a planning district with significant income disparities, the 
response from residents in the district’s wealthier, unflooded neighborhoods was negative, accord-
ing to opinions expressed at the October 11, 2006, UNOP informational meeting for District 3. 

Even when residents and experts agreed on the facts—which areas were less safe, who was dispro-
portionately affected, who would be in danger—these factors alone did not result in fair policies 
that ensured that residents could return. The concern that some people will comparatively lose out 
is supported by research on previous disasters. Not all groups recover at the same rates, and those 
with more resources rebuild sooner and better (Haas, Kates, and Bowden, 1977b; Olshansky, n.d.). 
Following Hurricane Andrew in South Florida, recovery assistance was not distributed evenly, even 
among those with similar needs (Peacock, Morrow, and Gladwin, 1997), and after the 1994 Northridge 
earthquake in Los Angeles, areas with higher numbers of socially disadvantaged residents received 
less federal residential assistance than other affected areas (Kamel and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2004).
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Despite the degree to which residents were wary of governmental actions, UNOP, a foundation-
funded process operating outside of government, invoked equal or more suspicion. Although 
UNOP proponents hailed the effort as a resident-driven process, many New Orleans residents 
perceived the effort as one that would benefit White, wealthy residents; divert scarce rebuilding 
resources from flooded to unflooded neighborhoods; circumvent the city council planning process 
and independent, grassroots planning efforts; and create a public process to justify the BNOB 
Commission’s earlier findings.9 Furthermore, although the concept of clustering introduced in the 
UNOP citywide plan offers a middle-ground alternative between unplanned rebuilding throughout 
the city and proposals that prohibit rebuilding in the most flood-prone sections, some residents 
have suggested that clustering is just another attempt to deny them the right to return to their 
neighborhoods (Green, 2007).

The scientific rationale behind the planning proposals—assessments of storm patterns, safety in 
elevation, growing coastal erosion and the need to stem it, limited safety from levees, and the fear 
of increased frequency and intensity of storms due to changing weather patterns and global warm-
ing—did not engender the support that many professionals expected. Accompanying the distrust 
of government was skepticism toward scientific and technological knowledge and professional 
expertise (Fischer, 2000).

Despite the political and social context in which communities and city officials make planning                 
decisions, many professionals continued to present—and even believe in—scientific and techno-
logical information as the sole determinant of future action instead of using it as a basis for deliberating 
over potential responses (Klosterman, in press). In New Orleans, the planners initially presented the 
citywide risk reduction proposals as a rational path to recovery instead of outlining the trade-offs 
present among various approaches. In many circumstances nationwide, community groups have 
developed enough knowledge about hazards to challenge industry experts with opposing interpre-
tations, further undermining expert claims about scientific objectivity (Fischer, 2000).

Although New Orleans residents were quick to pick up the facts from the experts, they worked 
toward different outcomes. As planners proposed restricting the redevelopment of predominantly 
African-American parts of the city on the grounds that they were too unsafe to rebuild, many resi-
dents of those neighborhoods viewed such proposals as a means to keep them from returning to 
the city and the language of risk as something that could be used against them. In some instances, 
residents of neighborhoods hit hard by Hurricane Katrina attempted to shift the focus away from 
the relative risks associated with particular neighborhoods and adopted a “we’re all at risk” rhetoric 
that instead emphasized the risks the entire city faced.

Information Scarcity
Distrust was exacerbated by the lack of information about the city’s recovery strategy and how 
much power would be vested in the plans created. Overwhelmed with the sheer scale of Hurricane 
Katrina’s devastation and with being severely understaffed, city agencies too often failed to convey 
the basic information residents needed. For residents returning to New Orleans, the most impor-

9 Although the mayor and city council have accepted the UNOP plans, from their initial perspective, UNOP represented 
interference from the state and an unnecessary duplication of ongoing planning efforts (Williamson, 2007).



41

Planning, Plans, and People: Professional Expertise, 
Local Knowledge, and Governmental Action in Post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans

Cityscape

tant first steps in rebuilding their lives were not immediately obvious. Some people, especially 
those with personal financial resources, immediately began rebuilding their houses, while others 
waited—for guidance from the city, for the revised FEMA flood elevation maps, to see if their 
neighbors would return, for insurance money, and, later, for Road Home checks. Residents’ lives 
were in disarray because of the flood, evacuation, and temporary living quarters. In addition, they 
were returning to a city where information was hard to come by. 

When residents began to return in the fall of 2005 and the winter of 2006, they needed informa-
tion about how to get services, whether their neighborhoods were safe to occupy, if they would 
have police and fire protection, and what the city’s plans were. If their homes had been damaged, 
they needed to understand the damage assessment and decide whether their homes should be 
demolished. If they decided to rebuild, they needed to understand available mitigation options. 
Compounding these various issues, they were absorbing all this information while in a true clinical 
state of shock, which is typical in postdisaster environments (Olshansky, n.d.). 

Although decisions were being made, residents were unclear about who the decisionmakers were. 
In addition, with the absence of adequate communication, many residents were unconvinced that 
the decisionmakers’ priorities supported their own. Local officials did not have all the answers 
residents needed. City agencies did not know, for example, when a given street would be fixed or 
when the revised FEMA flood maps would be released. An understanding of what was known and 
what was yet to be determined was nevertheless important for residents. In addition to furthering 
the disbelief that the city was functioning effectively, the ongoing confusion advanced the sense 
that if anything was going to be accomplished, residents had to do it themselves. At times, engaged 
residents felt as if they were working against the city. The most visible officials—the city council 
members—bore the brunt of all rebuilding questions from their constituents, which taxed their 
busy offices and supported the perception that answers were hard to come by. Now, 2 years after 
the storm, this condition still fundamentally exists.

Section 4. Post-Hurricane Katrina Engagement: What 
Neighborhood Activism Can Accomplish
The unprecedented engagement in planning efforts by New Orleans residents has greatly influ-
enced the direction of rebuilding. Fearing they would be prohibited from rebuilding, residents 
immediately resisted the BNOB Land Use Committee proposals and began proving the viability 
of their neighborhoods. New organizations sprang up overnight, and established organizations 
turned their attention to recovery, including searching for their neighbors to determine who would 
return and evaluating the conditions on every neighborhood block.10 Soon, however, the residents’ 
discussion shifted from proving neighborhood viability to taking charge of the recovery because 
they felt less confident that the leadership was in fact leading. News and media stories frequently 
report ways in which residents continue to perform functions that, before Hurricane Katrina, the 
city would have done. Examples abound: picking up debris, gardening median strips, getting 
construction companies to fill potholes, posting makeshift street name signs, and trimming trees 
on public land.

10 New Orleans had an active base of neighborhood organizations before Hurricane Katrina. The storm provided a sense of 
urgency and helped reinvigorate many established organizations.
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Neighborhood organizations across the city also began to plan their neighborhoods’ recovery. Ac-
cording to the CityWorks Directory of Neighborhood Organizations for Orleans Parish, more than 
200 neighborhood-based groups are located throughout the city (CityWorks, 2007). Numerous 
umbrella organizations have also been established. The Gentilly Civic Improvement Association’s 
board, for instance, is composed of leaders from most of the 23 neighborhood organizations in 
Planning District 6. Other organizations, such as the Neighborhoods Partnership Network and the 
Planning Districts Leadership Coalition, act as networks and coalitions with differing degrees of 
formal structure.

Post-Hurricane Katrina activism was to be expected. Evidence from other cities recovering from 
disasters suggests that disasters spur activism. Ganapati (2006) found that new social networks 
developed among affected people after the 1999 earthquake in Golcuk, Turkey, and argues that 
after such a significant event, people who were affected might increasingly want to determine their 
fate. The 1985 Mexico City earthquake damaged downtown neighborhoods that housed, em-
ployed, and provided basic services for hundreds of thousands of residents. After the earthquake 
occurred, residents organized to challenge and redirect the city’s response priorities (Davis, 2005). 
In Homer, Alaska, after the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, emergent groups immediately formed to 
protect fisheries, while others later took on diverse projects such as rehabilitating otters, cleaning 
beaches, and establishing cleanup priorities (Button, 1993). In all three places, residents responded 
to immediate needs that the government did not satisfactorily address. New social networks were 
also necessary for residents as they faced losses, decided how to rebuild their lives and their cities, 
and procured resources and other assistance. 

The evacuation from New Orleans disrupted existing social networks, and new organizations needed 
to be formed. Long-lasting social and familial networks had been fundamental to residents’ attach-
ment to the city and the neighborhoods where they lived. Nonetheless, these social networks did 
not always translate into structural change in the sense that, despite these connections and a strong 
faith-based nonprofit sector, significant portions of the pre-Hurricane Katrina population had low 
incomes, attended inadequate schools, and had few employment opportunities. Ganapati (2006) 
differentiates between the cognitive components of social capital—trust and reciprocity that create 
supportive networks—and the structural components—civic networks that achieve structural 
changes through collective action. In New Orleans, there is a strong consensus that the cognitive 
elements of social capital before Hurricane Katrina were very strong; however, the structural com-
ponents may not have been as strong, or at least sufficient, to overcome the economic, social, and 
political challenges. In this new environment, the focus was on creating organizations to facilitate 
structural change and, as a result, successful rebuilding. 

Engagement took different forms. New community organizing institutions such as the People’s 
Hurricane Relief Fund and Oversight Coalition and Common Ground Collective joined established 
community organizers such as the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now. 
Community organizing institutions differ from other neighborhood- and community-based orga-
nizations in their approach. Although many neighborhood organizations focus on specific issues 
and work within the existing political structure, community organizing institutions also attempt to 
change the social and political structure that produces inequity (ACORN, n.d.; Common Ground, 
n.d.; People’s Hurricane Relief Fund, n.d.). These distinctions can become blurred in practice   
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(Saegart, 2006); thus, these organizations focused on both meeting immediate needs, such as 
gutting houses, cleaning streets, and providing information, and attending to more structural ques-
tions of justice, including advocating for the right to return, opposing demolition in low-income 
neighborhoods, and focusing on the fact that low-income African-American neighborhoods had 
been hard hit and their residents faced structural obstacles to return. ACORN also initially partici-
pated as a planning team in the UNOP process but ultimately carried out an independent planning 
effort that resulted in the People’s Plan that included the 9th Ward (ACORN, 2007). 

Neighborhood residents met to share information and determine whether others intended to rebuild; 
many residents also wanted to develop organizations with formal structures and build their capacity 
to undertake specific recovery and redevelopment projects. Numerous neighborhood organizations 
established community development corporations (CDCs) to address redevelopment in their 
neighborhoods. The Mary Queen of Vietnam Church in New Orleans East established a CDC 
in June 2006. In the past year, according to information reported at the City Council Recovery 
Committee Meeting on May 30, 2007, the CDC has distributed $21 million to small businesses, 
organized to close a landfill near the community, and is working to develop senior housing. The 
Hollygrove and Broadmoor neighborhoods also have active CDCs. The Lower 9th Ward organiza-
tion Neighborhood Empowerment Network Association (NENA) applied for and received funding 
to open a community center and hire staff to help residents work with contractors, negotiate The 
Road Home Program, and provide other services that returning residents needed.

Community groups have targeted local rebuilding issues and simultaneously taken on citywide 
or regional problems, including affordable housing, wetland restoration, landfill and storm 
debris management, historic preservation, levee integrity, and future storm protection. Because 
much work will be initiated and funded by the federal and Louisiana state governments, groups 
have advocated for programs and funding and, in the process, have highlighted their priorities, 
raised awareness of these challenges, and acted as watchdog organizations. As noted earlier, 
this important grassroots work throughout the city, nevertheless, does not offer a framework for 
making difficult decisions about how to prioritize limited redevelopment resources. These issues 
are particularly contentious given that some neighborhoods stand to benefit more from the city’s 
investment decisions, or at least benefit sooner, than others do. 

Policymakers and residents also have collaborated to modify mitigation policies. Broadmoor, one 
of the neighborhoods lowest in elevation, was “green dotted” by the BNOB process. As a result 
of local activism, Broadmoor residents have pushed FEMA to consider the idea of “buying out” 
basements; residents can currently use National Flood Insurance Program Increased Cost of Com-
pliance funds to remove all items from their basements if their homes’ main floors are above the 
FEMA Advisory Base Flood Elevation levels. Broadmoor residents are trying to get FEMA to buy 
out a portion of their mortgages if residents are unable to use their basements. Although mortgage 
buyout might not happen, it exemplifies the type of solution that a dialogue between residents and 
professionals can develop. During the planning process, city officials avoided such dialogue, did 
not encourage or reward mitigation efforts, and lost an opportunity to work with the residents to 
develop risk reduction strategies. 

After a disaster occurs, community involvement should be anticipated because people must rebuild 
their lives. Demand for participatory democracy emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, when people 
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nationwide demanded more influence over policies and programs that did not always work in their 
best interests. Innovations in participatory urban governance have been a quiet revolution in U.S. 
cities (Sirianni and Friedland, 2001), and New Orleans has many models from which to draw to 
establish long-lasting networks. Although it is too early to assess the long-term changes associated 
with post-Hurricane Katrina activism in New Orleans, demand for government access by residents 
and assurances by the city council provide hope or awareness that open discussion has indeed 
become an expected priority. In the words of one resident, spoken at the June 13, 2007, City 
Council Recovery Committee Meeting, “the growing passion we have in this city for participation 
will accept no less.”

Section 5. Conclusion: Lessons From New Orleans
The recovery planning processes in New Orleans highlight important planning lessons that will 
enable other communities to contemplate the recovery-strategy tensions that inevitably arise in the 
wake of disasters and to consider the key needs that must be addressed. An understanding of these 
tensions and needs may help communities alleviate or avoid some of the oversight and missteps 
that have impeded postdisaster recovery in New Orleans.

Anticipate the Tension of Timing in the Pace of Recovery Planning
The tension between the conflicting needs for speed and deliberation in recovery planning has 
surfaced in both the development of policies to ensure a safe recovery and the planning processes 
to create a citywide recovery framework. Although the tension of timing is to be expected in a 
postdisaster environment (Kates et al., 2006; Olshansky, 2006), it was exacerbated by local govern-
ment missteps. 

In the “rush to rebuild the familiar,” (Kates, et al., 2006: 14,656) residents rejected the proposed 
building moratorium that could have provided sufficient time to engage residents, planners, and 
officials in a dialogue about the difficult tradeoffs the city faced and could have facilitated the 
development of policies or guidelines that would have helped residents rebuild their homes and 
communities more safely. Local government should have anticipated residents’ negative reaction 
and responded to their concerns in a way that would have encouraged conversations about the 
most contentious issues. Instead, the mayor, seemingly caught off guard by residents’ response, dis-
tanced himself from BNOB recommendations and skirted those important discussions altogether. 

A deliberative, participatory recovery planning process was necessary to ensure that residents 
would help guide the rebuilding of New Orleans and to foster support for associated policies. 
A participatory process could also help incorporate residents’ and other stakeholders’ different 
knowledge bases and priorities in recovery policies. Although thousands of residents took part in 
the various processes, many became tired of the endless stream of planning meetings. For some 
residents and leaders, planning was seen as a roadblock to recovery. Planning fatigue and residents’ 
demand for implementation illustrate important weaknesses of participatory planning: participa-
tory planning is slow, and it can be difficult to sustain energy and confidence during the process. 

Such weaknesses are heightened in a postdisaster setting, considering the fragile emotional state 
of many residents and the numerous demands on their time. The time required for any delibera-
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tive process can be taxing. In New Orleans, this fatigue was aggravated by multiple, competing 
planning processes that heightened the confusion and anxiety common in postdisaster recovery 
and cast doubt that planning would actually accomplish anything. An organized process would at 
least convey that the meetings were accomplishing concrete objectives and, even if the amount of 
time spent on planning seemed endless compared with the need for quick recovery, the time spent 
would feel purposeful.

Develop a Plan To Plan
Having a “plan to plan” in the aftermath of a disaster can increase the speed and transparency of 
postdisaster decisionmaking. Such a plan would outline what work needed to be accomplished, 
how it would be accomplished, and who would accomplish it. Because recovery planning involves 
stakeholders with competing priorities, it is particularly important to designate an agency or authority 
to guide and oversee a process with well-defined ground rules and an explicit intent to integrate 
divergent interests into a coherent and fair recovery blueprint. Designating a single authority to 
oversee recovery planning and subsequent implementation efforts would also eliminate duplicative 
efforts by rival agencies or authorities. 

The absence of a single authority or agency to oversee post-Hurricane Katrina planning fundamen-
tally compounded the confusion about recovery and rebuilding in New Orleans. The City Planning 
Commission, the city-chartered body responsible for planning, was largely overlooked by the 
multiple processes. The CPC, however, was granted the authority to review and recommend the 
recovery plans and, therefore, would have been an appropriate agency to oversee a comprehensive 
recovery planning process from the start. A single agency could have streamlined the process and 
eliminated duplication of efforts, thus saving valuable time, resources, and residents’ energies and, 
potentially, could have quelled tensions between the mayor and the city council and between city 
and state officials. The designated agency, however, would have to have the capacity to do the 
work and, depending on the size of the agency before the disaster and the scale of the disaster, this 
capacity might require augmenting. In New Orleans, the CPC’s capacity was decimated. Already 
understaffed before Hurricane Katrina occurred, the CPC lost two-thirds of its staff in the drastic 
city employee layoffs that occurred immediately after the storm made landfall (Eggler, 2005). 
These poststorm cuts reflect a lack of recognition by city officials that such systematic planning was 
important for the city’s successful recovery. 

Anticipate Residents’ Distrust of Government and Professionals
In New Orleans, a second type of conflict resulted from the differences in how residents and 
professionals perceive the risks associated with rebuilding and many residents’ deep distrust of 
government and professionals. The residents’ fierce resistance to original proposals to rebuild New 
Orleans safer and smarter, while seemingly irrational to some observers, was not irrational at all. 
Residents were considering the multiple threats they were facing—the loss of control over where 
they could live, the loss of tightly knit neighborhoods of extended families and friends, and the 
fear that political decisions would serve developers before residents and wealthy residents before 
low-income residents. Safety from future flooding and access to services were only two of their 
many serious concerns. 
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Differences in how residents and professionals perceive risk also reflect the great distrust many 
residents have of government officials, professionals, and subject matter experts. In New Orleans, 
planners proposed restricting the redevelopment of predominantly African-American parts of the 
city on grounds that they were too unsafe to rebuild; however, because they offered no viable ways 
for residents to return to New Orleans, reducing risk would have eliminated African-American 
neighborhoods. As a result, some residents viewed discussions of risk as a means of exclusion and 
“shrinking the footprint” as a euphemism for efforts to make New Orleans a more White, more 
affluent city or as a means for “ethnic cleansing.”

Planners and public officials need to anticipate and expect distrust. They need to acknowledge that 
vulnerabilities to hazards and disasters are products of the social, political, and economic systems 
(Blaikie et al., 1994), and they must understand the implications of the policies and programs 
they propose. Gilbert F. White, considered the “father of flood-plain management,” wrote in 1942, 
“Floods are ‘acts of God,’ but flood losses are largely acts of man” (Bourne, 2007).

Planners must also recognize that existing divisions within a city will also be exacerbated in the 
stressful postdisaster circumstances. Although public officials or a designated agency must develop 
a deliberative, participatory planning process to build trust in the process’ outcomes and ensure 
that the plans will, in fact, reflect the interests of multiple stakeholders, these goals are difficult to 
accomplish because of the significant time pressures and intensification of existing differences. At 
times, outside experts might be able to facilitate collaboration because they have less invested in 
specific outcomes. Outside participation does not guarantee neutrality, however, and outside pro-
fessionals must build relationships and trust and must understand the basis for existing divisions if 
they intend to bridge them.

Anticipate Engaged Residents
Activism among residents should be anticipated and supported. Activism and the deep commit-
ment to the city it represents are key elements of resiliency. Planning processes need community 
members to help set priorities and devise projects. To the extent that the planning processes 
can facilitate building skills and capacity to further neighborhood recovery, they will help with 
long-term rebuilding and ensure that residents throughout the city develop technical expertise. To 
build confidence instead of cynicism, however, the participation must result in measurable, visible 
outcomes benefited by the residents’ participation.

In New Orleans, many people hope grassroots energies will grow, the city will develop mechanisms 
to support and incorporate resident participation, and neighborhood organizations will continue 
to build their capacity to undertake recovery and redevelopment projects at the neighborhood 
level and more effectively inform citywide rebuilding policy. The Office of Recovery Management 
has been tasked with developing such a strategy, and the proposals thus far have indicated that the 
ORM is mindful of residents’ concerns and realistic about the priorities that must be set. 

Residents alone cannot do everything, however. Although community energy and efforts and local 
knowledge can and should shape and direct citywide policy, neighborhood efforts cannot substi-
tute for finalizing that policy. Citywide disasters necessitate hard decisions that will be unpopular 
with some segments of the population. When such decisions have been identified—for example, 
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where to direct scarce resources or where to place temporary housing—the process by which those 
decisions are being made should be transparent and decisions should be made at the city level. 
To the extent that engagement can be participatory, it should be, but engagement itself cannot 
replace the fulfillment of substantive objectives, and decisionmaking must continue in the face of 
opposition. Trust among people and entities is one of the most important factors in communities’ 
resiliency. If a government is to gain and maintain its citizens’ trust, it also must act effectively and, 
in the process, sometimes make difficult and unpopular decisions.

The decisions a city must make after a disaster occurs are complex, and professional expertise will 
be necessary. Because nonprofessionals will be active, professional experts should contribute their 
knowledge and technical assistance to ensure that residents not only have the information they seek 
but also have access to the knowledge they need for making difficult decisions. Outside profession-
als must participate in the process with a willingness to work with local residents and profession-
als. Instead of solely offering expertise or assuming that their professional assessments are correct, 
professionals should acknowledge that few straightforward solutions exist for rebuilding priorities 
in complex social and political environments. They must engage as knowledgeable participants but 
be able and willing to adapt their expertise to local circumstances (including cultural and political 
contexts). They must also recognize what they do not know while contributing what they do know.

Understand What Planning Can and Cannot Do
The New Orleans planning processes have been both important and frustrating for city residents, 
as is typical in postdisaster circumstances. Despite those challenges, residents participate because 
their recovery depends on it. Although some degree of frustration must be anticipated, allowing 
planning to perform many functions can ensure that everyone’s time is at least well spent.

Plans were needed to convey to investors, the federal government, and philanthropic organizations 
that the city had a recovery strategy and to lay out what that strategy was. Both objectives had to be 
clear to participants, including what specific outcomes could and could not be expected. Although 
plans are never final or absolutely determinative, they are influential. For example, the target areas 
that the ORM decided on were identified in the New Orleans Neighborhoods Rebuilding Plan and 
UNOP processes, and the specific proposals in the plans will guide future development. 

Planning can do so much more. Plans are limited and, at best, act as guides for future develop-
ment. The relationships and visions spawned from planning, however, can inspire and sustain 
residents throughout a long rebuilding process and help direct efforts to fulfill shared goals. The 
planning process can and should build relationships and create collaborations among a wide array 
of stakeholders. In addition, in postdisaster circumstances, if necessary, the process can also be 
used to disseminate basic information and ensure that all residents have access to accurate infor-
mation from the city and other involved entities.

Although no planning process can make amends for past injustices or benefit everyone equally, 
building trust in the city and recovery efforts is something that it can begin to do. To build trust, 
the process and policies must be fair. Ultimately, some people will comparatively lose out and will 
be individually dissatisfied—and, although cities will recover, not all individuals in those cities will 
fare well (Olshansky, n.d.). A worthwhile objective would be to design policies that would neither 
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be perceived as or have the effect of sacrificing any group’s safety or inclusion under the guise of 
betterment for the city as a whole. 

Recovery after a large disaster will be slow, but the passion that people have for their cities ensures 
that, even facing an arduous path, residents will return and rebuild. Unprecedented resident 
activism demonstrates both residents’ capacity to grow under adverse conditions and the strong 
attachment residents have to New Orleans. Both are indicators of resilience and ensure that New 
Orleans will recover. New Orleans residents can never lose sight of the goal: to not only recover 
but to rebuild better and create a city where all residents, including those with the least resources, 
have an opportunity to safely return and thrive.
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