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Program Summary:
An adaptation strategy holistically addressing coastal community 
resilience, integrating risk management with planning for stormwater 
infrastructure, housing, transportation, economic development, 
education, recreation, and culture.

Program Statement:
In a region with a thriving coastal economy and a rich culture 
endangered by flood risk, this adaptation strategy outlines measures 
to enhance community resilience, economic prosperity, and quality of 
life for everyone in the region. It aims to address the myriad human, 
economic, and environmental impacts of past and future floods, 
through transformative regional thinking across six parishes and 
more than five million acres of land and water.

To develop aspirational but realistic visions for tomorrow’s coastal 
communities, the team led a massive outreach effort to gather 
information and ideas while harnessing the experience and ingenuity 
of local citizens. This effort included an extensive and rigorous 
planning process of more than 70 engagement events, more than 
$41 million in project investments designed by residents and 
stakeholders, and seven strategy documents highlighting takeaways 
and recommendations. The result is a comprehensive planning 
strategy that synthesizes cultural and economic needs with the 
impending reality of sea level rise, offering an urbanistic and 
ecological vision for coastal communities adapted and thriving deep 
into the Anthropocene.



MP250.02
Mississippi Delta: Beauty, 
Opportunity, Risk

Coastal Louisiana links America’s 
heartland and the Mississippi River 
Valley to the Gulf of Mexico and the 
rest of the world. A vital center of 
commerce and culture, the region is 
positioned to become a global leader 
in long-term adaptation and 
resilience.

Risks and Vulnerabilities

Louisiana is the most flood prone 
state in the US, and its risks extend 
to all three major types of flooding—
coastal (surge and tidal), fluvial 
(riverine), and pluvial (intense rain 
events). While structural 
interventions like levees, pumps, and 
floodgates are vital to mitigate flood 
risk, complete protection is 
impossible. Adaptation is necessary, 
and as a comprehensive approach 
includes structural risk reduction 
systems and ecological restoration 
efforts.

Adaptation must also include a 
large-scale rethinking of where and 
how development takes place in the 
future—and also where and how it 
does not.



MP250.03
Project Background: 
The Coastal Zone

The project area includes 
Louisiana’s six coastal Parishes 
most affected by Hurricane Isaac in 
2012. The team conducted a year-
long planning effort that incorporated 
broad ranges of expertise, including 
planners, community leaders, 
stakeholder groups, elected officials, 
philanthropies, NGOs, and nearly 
3,000 coastal residents. In doing so, 
the program worked to align three 
perspectives: (1) community vision, 
(2) best planning practices, and (3) 
changing environmental conditions.

The project takes a commonsense 
approach to connecting stormwater 
systems, building patterns, 
transportation networks, economic 
development, and cultural 
preservation so that they may 
complement one another and 
increase capacity to adapt to 
changing risks.



MP250.04
Changing Conditions: 
The Fight to Adapt

According to Louisiana’s Coastal 
Protection and Restoration Authority, 
more than 1,900 square miles of 
Louisiana land have sunk into the 
gulf since the 1930s, and an 
additional 4,120 square miles could 
be lost in the next 50 years. With 
less wetland buffer, the state’s 
coastal regions will face increasingly 
high storm surge and flood risk that 
will impact families and residents 
across the region. The value of 
Louisiana’s coastal zone can be 
neither fully stated or accurately 
measured. The region offers 
immense economic, environmental, 
and cultural value, and failing to 
adapt it to evolving threats would be 
detrimental to the entire country and 
to the Americas at large.

Projections indicate that Louisiana 
will continue to lose land faster than 
it can be rebuilt. Thus, the State’s 
challenge is greater than one of 
coastal restoration, and the 
emerging practice of managed 
retreat must play an increasing role 
in planning for the next fifty years.

Planning analysis included surficial 
uses, infrastructure networks like 
energy and transportation systems, 
and, crucially, elevation and the 
underlying geologic features of land 
and water that inform all aspects of 
life on the delta.



MP250.05
Future Flood Risk

The project’s adaptation strategies 
are organized into three risk zones, 
categorized as low, moderate, and 
high risk based on NFIP DFIRM 
floodplain data (for areas inside of 
levees) combined with storm surge 
data from the Coastal Protection and 
Restoration Authority (whose models 
include precipitation, 
evapotranspiration, sea level rise, 
subsidence, storm frequency, and 
average storm intensity). A key 
challenge of the planning process 
was synthesizing this 
comprehensive risk map.

This section drawing shows a 50 
year vision for coastal Louisiana 
across the various conditions of the 
six parishes. In such a flat and low-
lying landscape, sectional thinking is 
a powerful tool for discerning the 
morphology of the coastal landscape 
and for understanding risk zones, 
which in turn inform the visions for 
resilient coastal settlements. 



MP250.06
Planning at Multiple Scales in 
Time and Space

Modern technologies have allowed 
development in low-lying wetlands. 
Water is pumped out, lowering the 
groundwater level and protection 
that natural wetlands afford.



MP250.07
Best Planning Practices and 
Community Input

The project team brought 
transdisciplinary expertise from a 
multitude of fields, including public 
policy, planning, architecture, 
stormwater management, 
communication, and sociology. With 
this diverse base of knowledge, the 
team worked to align proposed 
policy, programs, and projects with 
future environmental conditions and 
goals of coastal communities. In 
order to develop community driven 
plans and projects, the team drew 
heavily on resident input and vision. 
The team engaged residents across 
the coast through five rounds of 
public meetings, seeking to 
understand residents’ perspectives 
on the impacts of increased risk and 
the most popular strategies to adapt.



MP250.08
50 Year Parish Visions

The team created parish-specific 
plans that also account for 
prototypical conditions replicable 
elsewhere in Louisiana. Each parish 
strategy includes six pilot project 
proposals, with one project per 
parish voted on by residents and 
funded by federal grant for design 
and construction.

For river parishes like the one shown 
at left, the next half century will likely 
bring an influx of population to the 
high ground near the river. This 
parish is in the process of 
constructing a new back levee 
against the marshes of Lake 
Pontchartrain, which will provide 
much-needed structural protection 
from storm surge. But the levee will 
also create the same urban bowl 
condition as New Orleans, where 
stormwater has to be pumped out 
from inside the levee and can easily 
cause flooding in low-lying areas. 
Unless space for water is maintained 
inside the levee, the marshy land will 
dry out and exacerbate subsidence. 
Thus, development should continue 
to hug the natural high ground at the 
banks of the Mississippi, and land 
close to the new levee should be 
kept saturated with stored runoff. 



MP250.09
36 Catalytic Projects, Programs, 
and Policies

Based on resident and stakeholder 
input, the team identified and 
developed schematic designs for six 
catalytic projects in each of the six 
parishes (36 total) to implement the 
numerous adaptation strategies. 
Residents of each parish reviewed 
the six strategies and voted on their 
preferences, helping decide which 
projects received pilot funding.

Pilot projects range from adaptive 
reuse to new construction, place-
specific programs to prototypical 
green infrastructure. 

At left, one of the recommended 
projects for a harbor of refuge and 
seafood market, located on high 
ground near the intercoastal 
waterway in Houma.



MP250.10
50-Year Parish Visions

These strategies for each of the six 
project Parishes align with current 
and future flood risks, community-
developed goals, and planning best 
practices. Visions address 
comprehensive community resilience 
and identify the most promising 
opportunities for coastal 
communities to remain viable and 
vibrant.

At left is the 50 Year Vision for an 
outer coastal Parish. Facing 
immense threat from coastal land 
loss and sea level rise the outer 
coastal parishes should focus on 
concentrating development inland 
while fortifying protections and 
raising key infrastructure on the 
coast. Additionally, these outer 
parishes will be some of the first in 
the country to have to resettle 
residents from the highest risk 
zones.



MP250.11
36 Catalytic Projects, Programs, 
and Policies

These examples of high ground 
catalytic projects take advantage of 
low-risk areas well positioned to 
receive population growth displaced 
from the coast. Higher density, multi-
generational residential and mixed-
use development is prioritized, while 
stormwater is stored onsite to 
alleviate pressure downslope. 

The Village-in-the-Woods model 
consumes only 6% of available land 
using smart growth techniques, and 
thus provides sustainable 
opportunities for economic growth. 
This model manages natural and 
engineered systems holistically for 
increased resilience, promotes 
focused mixed-use patterns for more 
walkable and bikeable 
neighborhoods, and enhances the 
often reductive suburban identity of 
the new neighborhoods.



MP250.12
50 Year Parish Visions

Occupying the outer delta of the 
Mississippi River, this Parish faces 
the gravest threat from sea level rise 
since so much of its land is exposed 
to storm surge. New development in 
the Parish should be concentrated  
inland on the highest ground to the 
north, while existing structures in 
high risk zones should be raised and 
fortified. Ultimately, the Parish will 
need to consider a moratorium on 
permanent residences outside the 
levee system, and will require 
significant state and federal 
assistance to resettle its affected 
communities as the mouth of the 
river is consumed by rising tides. As 
coastal restoration projects are 
prioritized around larger population 
centers in Louisiana and around the 
world, officials must ensure that 
policies are in place to support the 
equitable resettlement of those 
forced inland from the peripheries.



MP250.13
36 Catalytic Projects, Programs, 
and Policies

Adaptation to a changing coastline 
includes resettling those on the front 
lines. This project is a strategy for 
the resettlement of a historic tribal 
community facing dire land loss in an 
unprotected high risk zone to a site 
outside of the 500 year flood plain.

The envisioned outcome is a 
systems based approach to 
community led planning and group 
migration, intended to capture, 
transfer, and nurture a community’s 
relationships and socioeconomic 
value. While a coastal community’s 
deep connection to the rhythms and 
bounty of its land and water is 
irreplaceable, the approach works to 
sustain social and cultural bonds and 
provide opportunities for residents to 
sustain their self sufficient lifestyles.

Funded by the same federal grant as 
the wider adaptation strategy, this 
relocation project is being designed 
by the same strategy development 
team (under separate contract) and 
will hopefully create a replicable 
model for inhabitation across the 
future delta.
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Credit Slide

This slide will not be seen 
by the judges.  It replaces 
what in past years has 
been in the sealed 
envelope.

Please fill out the 
information requested to 
the left.  As with other 
slides please set the 
correct Entry Number 
above; OK to leave slide# 
as “x”

Some of this information 
will be added to the slides 
when used for the Awards 
Presentation at the AIA 
Louisiana Convention.

Note: on this slide if you 
run out of space please 
adjust font size as 
necessary or move more 
information to the second 
column.

Please submit 2 Power 
Point Submissions on CD  
as indicated on the 
instructions sent to you with 
your entry number (one 
w/credit slide and one 
without).

Project Name:
Louisiana’s Strategic Adaptations for Future 
Environments (LA SAFE)

Project Location:
Southeast Louisiana
Jefferson, Lafourche, Plaquemines, St. John the 
Baptist, St. Tammany, and Terrebonne Parishes

Owner/Client:
Funder: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD)
Partners: Louisiana Office of Community 
Development-Disaster Recovery Unit (Lead Partner);
Foundation for Louisiana (Partner)

Architect(s) of Record:

Waggonner & Ball
2200 Prytania Street
New Orleans, Louisiana 70130

Project Team:
Waggonner & Ball: Design Lead, Vision and 
Adaptation Strategy Development
Concordia: Community Engagement Design Lead, 
Meeting Results and Analysis, Program and Policy 
Strategy Development
Center for Planning Excellence: Adaptation 
Strategy Lead Author, Parish Captain, Outreach and 
Engagement (St. John the Baptist and Terrebonne 
Parishes)
GCR: Parish Captain, Outreach and Engagement 
(Jefferson and St. Tammany Parishes)
APTIM: Parish Captain, Outreach and Engagement 
(Lafourche and Plaquemines Parishes)
Pan American Engineers: Project Management 
Support Services, Cost Estimating
UNO-CHART: Process Evaluation, Meeting 
Documentation, Demographic Analysis

Consultants:
Other Partners: Franklin Associates; JCW; NOVAC; 
Coastal Communities Consulting; Greater New 
Orleans, Inc.; Coalition to Restore Coastal Louisiana; 
Restore or Retreat; Restore the Mississippi River 
Delta; National Wildlife Federation; Environmental 
Defense Fund; Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation; 
Gulf Restore Network; Bayou Interfaith Shared 
Community Organizing; Lower 9th Ward Center for 
Sustainable Engagement & Development; Zion 
Travelers Cooperative Center

Photographer(s):
LA SAFE Team (Slides 2, 7)
FEMA (Slide 2)
All drawings by Waggonner & Ball
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