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Land of Dreams

As a new Obama Administration trumpets hope, post-racial politics, and an end to the neglect of America’s 
infrastructure and environment, one place is barely humming to the music.

Some three and a half years after Hurricane Katrina devastated much of New Orleans, the city remains depopulated, 
deprived of adequate schools and hospitals (among many other basic services), plagued by violent crime, and stuck 
even deeper in the inequality and poverty that the Katrina relief debacle so graphically revealed.

None of this is news, as the national media’s non-coverage of New Orleans sadly attests.  What does still surprise is 
the city’s own, persistent rejection of an audacity of hope in favor of a mendacity of despair.  In this land of dreams, 
who dares to dream of tomorrow’s New Orleans?

Through history, and especially U.S. history, urban disasters have sparked fast, imaginative economic and physical 
rebuilding, including landmark public works that have turned regional boomtowns into world cities (think Chicago 
post-fire, San Francisco post-earthquake).  Perhaps taking its own world fame for granted despite the long slide in 
both its economy and quality of life, New Orleans post-Katrina has rejected a wealth of such big-picture thinking, both 
donated and paid-for: environmental analysis, urban planning, architectural innovation, economic mapping. Its current 
rebuilding approach is stubbornly local, incremental, and fragmented. Worse, it reeks of cynical racial politics, including 
such myths as “greendotting”—a supposed conspiracy to devalue minority and /low-income properties by marking 
them for future open space, much as the very real practice of redlining once marked no-lending zones.

Local micro-planners may see themselves as Jane Jacobs defying the bulldozers of a new Robert Moses, but the 
parallel is flawed.  Jacobs defended vital, teeming city neighborhoods like New York’s Greenwich Village against 
destruction by freeways and scorched-earth public housing. New Orleans politicians are defending lifeless, vulnerable 
shells, while opposing the choice of dense, mixed use, mixed income neighborhoods on safer ground within the city, 
including new parks to enhance real estate values and mitigate tomorrow’s wind and water impacts.

The little plans are politically safe, at least for now.  Big plans, to be sure, raise more questions, add more risk, involve 
more upheaval, and offer no guarantee of success.  Planner Pierre L’Enfant was famously fired for tearing down a 
house in the path of one of his new Washington, D.C. avenues, and 100 years later citizens protested the massive 
tree-cutting, landfill and flood control operations that created today’s Mall and Lincoln and Jefferson Memorial sites.  
In the 1850’s few New Yorkers imagined that a rocky wasteland of slaughterhouses and squatter huts could become 
the apparently “natural” Central Park, much less the rate of return on today’s Fifth Avenue apartments.  (In more 
recent times the economics of Atlanta’s Centennial Olympic Park were an easier sell, creating prime office building 
sites out of car repair shops and parking lots.)  And then there is Baron Haussman’s Paris, a project that began with 
a rolling disaster of overcrowding, disease, and political upheaval, displaced thousands of people, destroyed historic 
neighborhoods, and created a city so beautiful that it still outdraws all the Disney properties combined and could 
probably survive on tourism alone.



This leaves out the ultimate disaster-prone tourist city.  Venice has been predicting its own watery death for hundreds 
of years now, and its decay, last-minute salvation, gorgeous rebuilding, and further collapse are all part of its hothouse 
appeal.  It is the semi-habitable museum New Orleans could become.

Or, with some vision and guts, New Orleans could become its own kind of Paris, unshakably charming but also 
inhabited, rich, and reasonably safe.  (The food would taste as good, the music sound better, and the waterways, 
wetlands and parks far outclass the Bois de Boulogne.) It would truly be a place where people come to party and stay 
to live, patching up the city’s great past, but also continuing its role in inventing America’s future— hopeful, post-racial, 
environmentally sane.

What’s missing now is the leadership to shape a whole city, to present residents rich and poor with visionary choices 
that look beyond the next street corner or the next levee.   Whatever the virtues of the Corps of Engineers, their job 
is to control our waterways, not dream our dreams.  In hoping only to block the next storm surge, we are a long way 
from the dreams of a Thomas Jefferson, who understood both the value of Louisiana and the importance of New 
Orleans as the key to a continent. We lag far behind the genius of a Louis Armstrong, creating a new world art form 
from sweat and a battered trumpet.  And we forget even the dynamism of a Huey Long or a Moon Landrieu, who 
assumed building boldly was the people’s right.

Not every city requires a planning czar—a Haussman or Robert Moses. But a damaged, demoralized city does 
need positive leadership, not a campaign to discredit every long-range vision as a conspiracy theory.  “Entrusting” 
neighborhood planning to a few remaining, struggling homeowners is only slightly less cynical than turning the 
management of a ruined hospital over to the patients.   

A community organizer named Barack Obama clearly understands that localism and micro-consensus can only do so 
much on the face of an infrastucture crisis like the one in New Orleans.  It’s time for comparable leaders at the city 
and regional level to step forward, to dust off a few of the better big scale proposals, and apply a little Louisiana–style 
audacity.  

Can big dreams still succeed at this late date?  

Yes. They can.
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