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Introduction  
 
From its early beginnings, free and enslaved 
people of African descent were integral to 
the development of the city of New Orleans. 
Today, New Orleans' local economy rests 
largely on Black music, food and other 
cultural traditions that attract millions of 
tourists to the city annually. Racial 
inequities, however, have long defined Black 
life in the city. The disproportionate impacts 
of COVID-19, gentrification, displacement of 
long-time residents, income, wealth and educational inequality, and environmental injustices 
experienced by Black residents reflect the consistent, patterned effects of structural racism. 
 
Beyond pointing 
out the history and 
impacts of 
structural racism 
in New Orleans, 
this city profile 
highlights the 
efforts of 
community 
activists, 
grassroots 
organizations and 
city government to 
disrupt the legacy 
of unjust urban 
policies and 
decision-making. 
In this brief we 
also offer working 
principles for 
Black-centered 
urban racial 
equity. Though not 
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intended to be a comprehensive source of information, this brief highlights key facts, figures 
and opportunities to advance racial equity in New Orleans.  
 
CURE developed this brief as part of a series of city profiles on structural inequities in major                 
cities. They were originally created as part of an internal process intended to ground ourselves               
in local history and current efforts to achieve racial justice in cities where our client partners are                 
located. With heightened interest in these issues, CURE is releasing these briefs as resources for               
organizers, nonprofit organizations, city government officials and others who are coordinating           
efforts to reckon with the history of racism and anti-Blackness that continues to shape city               
planning, economic development, housing and policing strategies. Residents most impacted by           
these systems are already leading the change and leading the process of reimagining New              
Orleans as a place where Black Lives Matter. We hope this brief provides a useful source of                 
information for building understanding and supporting the deep and sustained work needed to             
build healthy, just, and sustainable cities and communities. 

The Changing Color of New Orleans 
 
New Orleans is now home to fewer than 
400,000 people,​2​ down from ​nearly 500,000 
prior to Hurricane Katrina in 2005.​3​ ​In the 
intervening years, the city’s population and, 
in particular, its working-class Black 
population,  have diminished drastically.​ In 
many of the city’s Black  neighborhoods, such 
as the Seventh Ward and Lower Ninth Ward, 
many long-time residents were unable to 
return after the disaster.​ Many historically 
Black areas were never fully rebuilt.​4​ ​In 2000, 
14,008 people lived in the Lower Ninth Ward, 
but by 2018, there were fewer than 4,500 
residents.​5 

The percentage of Black women living in the 
New Orleans metropolitan area has 
decreased dramatically from 47.2% to 37.3% 
since Katrina, suggesting that the affordable 
housing crisis and Hurricane Katrina have had 
a particularly devastating impact on Black 
women.​6  
 
A 2018  study by researchers at Arizona State 
University and Georgia State University, 
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looked at the association between neighborhood damage inflicted by Katrina and gentrification. 
Overall, it found that hurricane damage was positively associated with the likelihood of a New 
Orleans neighborhood having gentrified in the 10 years after Katrina, and that gentrification 
was more likely in neighborhoods that had worse physical damage.​7​According to a 2016 survey 
released by Louisiana State University, there were significant racial differences in perceptions of 
Hurricane Katrina recovery with nearly 80% of white residents in New Orleans believing that 
Louisiana has mostly recovered compared with only 59% of Black residents.​8  

Inequity in New Orleans is further intensified by rising homes prices. A 2018 Tulane University study 
found that home prices increased in certain parts of the city by 30% in a 6-month period. The study also 
found that between 2012 and 2016 more than 13,000 people moved to New Orleans, many of them 
affluent, with disposable income, and able to afford sky-rocketing home and housing rental prices.​9 

While New Orleans has long been a tourist town, Airbnb and other short-term rental companies 
have contributed to ​‘tourism gentrification’ in many parts of the city ​in the years since 
Katrina​.​1011​ The city’s Tremé neighborhood, once regarded as the nation’s ​oldest 
African-American neighborhood​, is now nearly 45% Airbnb and other short-term rentals. This 
massive shift has increased rent prices and property taxes for those who live in the 
neighborhood, forcing many Black residents to relocate to the suburbs. The number of Airbnb 
rentals citywide grew from 1,905 in 2015 to 6,508 in 2018. Investors own 85% of them, some 
living as far away as San Francisco or New York City. A report by the Jane Place Neighborhood 
Sustainability Initiative has shown that the highest concentrations of short-term rentals outside 
of the Central Business District are in predominantly Black neighborhoods such as Central City, 
Tremé, the Seventh Ward, and Leonidas/Pigeon Town.​12 

Poverty and Economic Inequality 
 
The New Orleans poverty rate is 23.8% according to a 2020 report by the Data Center.​13​ People 
of color in the city struggle more on average than their counterparts nationwide, while white 
New Orleans residents generally had better economic outcomes than white residents in other 
cities across the country.​14​ Median household income among Blacks is only $25,806, compared 
to $64,377 for whites. There are approximately six times as many Black residents living in 
poverty in New Orleans as there are white residents.  
 
Black workers in New Orleans have an unemployment rate of 15.3%, which is three times 
higher than that of whites, only 5.1% of whom are out of work. Only 43% of Black residents 
own their homes, as opposed to 54% of white residents.​15  
 
Black high school graduation rates are improving in Orleans Parish and stand at 78% as of 
2018.​16​ Promoting high school ​completion can be an important anti-poverty strategy; however, 
increasing high school graduation rates especially for Black residents in New Orleans should be 
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pursued along with efforts to combat racial discrimination in hiring practices and strategies that 
ensure fair access to employment opportunities, and jobs that pay a livable wage and provide 
paid sick leave for workers.  

Declining Housing Affordability, Rising Evictions 
 
The ​Greater New Orleans Housing Alliance​ says the city needs more than 33,000 affordable 
housing units by 2025 to address a housing-costs crisis.​17​ ​In 2019, the housing advocacy group 
HousingNOLA noted that the city had a net loss of 183 affordable-housing units between 
September and August 2018. The group gave the city a “D” grade for its affordable housing 
efforts.​18  
 
From 2005 to 2016, New Orleans rents rose by 17.6%, while income increased by only 10%, 
according to an Apartment List analysis. The research revealed that in New Orleans, 57% of 
renters spend at least 30% of their income on rent and over 31% spend more than half of their 
income on housing. Out of the 100 largest cities, New Orleans ranked near the bottom at 93rd 
in terms of affordability for renters, making New Orleans one of the least affordable large 
American cities.​19​ ​Half​ the city’s Black residents spend more than 30% of their monthly income 
on housing, compared to only 34% of white residents.​20 

New Orleans has an eviction rate nearly twice the national average, according to a 2019 study 
conducted by Loyola University’s College of Law and the Jane Place Neighborhood Sustainability 
Initiative. The study found that 24,000 residents were displaced in less than four years,​21​ and 
neighborhoods with higher risk of eviction correlate with historical patterns of redlining. 
Researchers also noted that ​evictions in New Orleans disproportionately affect Black women.  
Additionally, in block groups that were over 90% Black, one out of every four renters faced an 
eviction order. These block groups make up only 29% of the block groups in New Orleans but 
51% of the evictions. In contrast, in block groups that were predominately white, one out of 
every 24 renters had an eviction order ​in the last three years.​22​ Block groups are statistical 
divisions of census tracts that usually contain between 600 and 3,000 people.​23 
 
The percentage of Black homeowners in New Orleans dropped from 51.1% in 2012 to ​48.7% in 
2016​.​24​ Recent data show the Black homeownership rate in the city has continued to drop with 
approximately 47.1% of Black residents owning their homes compared to 73% of white New 
Orleanians in 2018.​25​ This decline mirrors the decreasing homeownership rate and net worth 
occurring among Black Americans nationwide since the 2007 financial crisis. 
 

 

 
Last Updated 08/09/2020 

4 

http://housingnola.org/main/about_us
https://prosperitynow.org/files/PDFs/profiles/Racial_Wealth_Divide_in_New_Orleans_RWDI.pdf


 

 
  

 

Historical Snapshot 
The Chitimacha were the original 
inhabitants of New Orleans. With 
colonization, many Chitimacha were 
enslaved, killed, and displaced by 
white settlers.​29  

Black people have lived in and shaped 
the culture of the New Orleans region 
from the early days of the founding of 
the city approximately 300 years 
ago.​30​ New Orleans was a major port of 
entry for the African slave trade in the 
United States. The selling of enslaved 
Africans occurred throughout the city 
including in the Central Business 
District, French Quarter, and hotel 
rooms and courtyards.​31  

In 1892, an Afro-Creole man named Homer Plessy was arrested in New Orleans for violating a 
railway segregation statute. Many reformers sought to use his arrest as an opportunity to 
challenge the constitutionality of segregation in the South. In 1896 the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision that “separate but equal” accommodations were not 
inherently unconstitutional, setting a precedent for legalized segregation for another 50 years 
until the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954.​32 

The 1900’s brought further institutionalization of 
segregation with local zoning ordinances that kept 
Black residents out of mostly white 
neighborhoods. In the 1930’s Black neighborhoods 
received a  “hazardous” label as part of the 
redlining process. The lending maps determined 
who could attain home loans.  

The 1950’s and 60’s brought many new 
construction projects including Louis Armstrong 
Park and the I-10 overpass as part of urban 
renewal efforts. These projects displaced large 
numbers of Black residents in New Orleans.​33 
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Following the Brown v. Board decision and racial integration of schools in 1960, large groups of 
white people, especially mothers, gathered to block Black children’s paths as they attempted to 
enter school buildings. The groups often spat at the children, hurled racial slurs, slashed tires 
and threatened further physical violence. The White Citizens Council organized a rally of more 
than 5000 in front of New Orleans’ William Frantz Elementary School. Owing to numerous 
death threats, federal marshals had to be called in to escort Black children into the school. Ruby 
Bridges, who endured harassment from white adults and whose story has been famously 
captured in books and on film, was among the first Black students to integrate elementary 
schools in the South.​34 

In response to the school integration policy, many white residents fled the city in the 70’s. This 
coincided with the city becoming a popular tourist attraction.​35​However the city’s Black 
residents, by and large, received little economic benefit from this increased tourism. Over the 
last 50 years, whites residing outside of the metro area have increasingly capitalized on the 
region’s tourist economy, first in the French Quarter, and then followed by the city’s Faubourg 
Marigny and Lower Garden District neighborhoods.​36 
 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 had a devastating impact on many of the city’s Black residents and 
neighborhoods. The Federal response exacerbated existing inequities and contributed to an 
uneven recovery. For example, the federally-funded, state-administered Road Home program 
offered rebuilding grants at the lesser of 
pre-storm value of damaged homes or the cost 
to rebuild. Many homeowners in predominantly 
white neighborhoods had higher pre-storm 
values and received higher grant awards than 
did homeowners in predominantly Black 
neighborhoods. Prior to the hurricane, white 
families were also more likely to be fully 
covered by flood insurance than were Black 
families. The New-Orleans based Data Center 
notes that this was true even when the homes 
were of the same size, age and damage. In 
2008, the Greater New Orleans Fair Housing 
Action Center filed a lawsuit against the United 
States Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) and the State of Louisiana. The lawsuit alleged that the Road Home grant 
formula was discriminatory. In 2011, HUD agreed to a $62 million settlement.  
 
State and local efforts also made an equitable recovery from the hurricane more difficult. As 
part of its hurricane recovery strategy, the State of Louisiana used eminent domain to seize 265 
homes, mostly from Black residents, to make room for a new hospital. The city of New Orleans 
continued plans to demolish 5,000 units of public housing even after the hurricane. 
Additionally,  local ordinances  restricted the rebuilding of apartments and developments using 
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low-income housing tax credits, and instituted a moratorium on multifamily construction. A 
blood-relative ordinance banned residents from renting an apartment or single-family home to 
anyone but a relative. A 2015 Louisiana State University report found that 70% of long-term 
white residents returned to New Orleans within a year of the hurricane, compared with only 
42% of long-term Black residents.​37​ The combined failures of the federal, state and local 
response efforts led to an inequitable recovery in New Orleans.​38  
 
Following Hurricane Katrina, Latoya Cantrell, who was then the president of the Broadmoor 
Improvement Association, helped to organize protests against the neighborhood being turned 
to parkland and helped to rebuild the neighborhood. She would go on to be elected a city 
council member in 2012 and was reelected in 2014. In 2017, she was elected mayor, making her 
the first Black woman to become mayor in New Orleans’ more than 300-year history.​39  

Health and Health Insurance Coverage 

The impact of structural racism is reflected in the prevalence of underlying health conditions 
among Black New Orleanians, which has increased the risk of severe illness and death from 
COVID-19. Asthma, diabetes, hypertension and other chronic conditions are higher among 
Black New Orleanians than their white counterparts.​40​ ​Obesity impacts about 42% of Black 
residents, as opposed to 33% of the white residents.​41​ People who live in New Orleans’ 
predominately white zip code 70124, are expected to live 25 years longer than residents who 
live in zip code 70112, which is 75% Black, according to a 2018 report by the independent​ ​Data 
Cente​r. Infant mortality rates among Black women are more than twice as high as the rate 
among white women. As of 2018, there are approximately 7 Black infant deaths for every one 
white infant death in New Orleans.​42​ In 2016, the percent of white New Orleans residents 
between the ages of 18 and 64 without health insurance was only 10% compared to 14% of 
Black residents and 33% of Latinx residents.​43​Additionally, Black women in Louisiana have 
historically had among the highest rates in the United States of being uninsured.​44 
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COVID-19 Pandemic 

Compared to other parts of the country, New Orleans has faced some of the starkest racial 
inequities amid the COVID-19 pandemic. ​The predominantly Black communities of New 
Orleans’ West Bank have seen much higher infection rates than majority-white 
neighborhoods.​45 ​Essential workers throughout the country are on the frontlines of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and people of color are overrepresented in a number of essential 
industries in New Orleans, according to a Data Center report (Figure 1 below). The report found 
that 56% of all the city’s retail jobs are held by people of color. Nearly 62% of retail workers 
earn less than $30,000.​46​ People of color also represent about half the transportation and trade 
workers, and almost half of the health care and social aid employees. Within the New Orleans 
metro area’s essential workforce of color, 76% of workers are Black and 14% are Latinx.​47 
Women of color are also overrepresented among those holding low-wage essential jobs.  

In May, a group of sanitation workers in eastern New Orleans went on strike after their 
demands including hazard pay and paid sick leave went unmet.​48  

 

Figure 1: Demographics of essential workers by essential industry group (2014-2018) 

(The Data Center, 2020)​41 
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Orleans Parish which encomapasses 
the city of New Orleans, had an 
alarming infection rate of 892.1 COVID 
cases per 100,000 people as of April 6. 
This was higher than that of New York 
City, Los Angeles, and Miami combined. 
A rate of 38 deaths per 100,000 people, 
is one of the highest in the country.​49 
The geographic distribution of 
COVID-19 by census tract is depicted in 
Figure 2 above.​50​ The map shows that 
most cases of COVID-19 have been 
concentrated in predominantly Black 
neighborhoods. Several factors explain 
these disparities.  

Low wages are much more common in 
communities such as the ​Lower Ninth 
Ward, which was 93% Black in 2018 
and where the  average resident earns 
about $33,000 a year.​51,52​ The ​Seventh Ward​ (78% Black in 2018)​53​ and Central City 
neighborhoods (71% Black in 2018)​54​ are the most densely populated, with gross densities of 20 
to 23 dwelling units per acre. In contrast, neighborhoods such as the Venetian Isles are the least 
dense with less than 1.15 units per acre.​55​ Residents in more densely populated areas are 
considered to be at higher risk of contracting COVID-19. Similarly, living in multi-generational 
housing may increase the risk of exposure to COVID-19 for seniors. Twelve percent of Black 
Americans aged 60 years and up live with their ​children and ​grandchildren, compared to 3.8% 
of whites.​56  

Criminal Justice and Police Violence 
Black New Orleanians experience significant racial inequities in policing and incarceration. Black 
men in New Orleans are arrested at twice the rate of white men, while Black women are 
arrested at 1.6 times the rate of white women. Black men comprise 88% of the jail population, 
but make up only 19% of New Orleans’ total population.​57 
Contributing factors to these disproportionate arrests and incarceration include inequities in 
pretrial detention and policing in the city.​58​ For example, a 2018 study found that Black 
residents in New Orleans were more likely to be required to pay bail, have higher bail, be less 
likely to be able to afford bail and more likely to remain incarcerated before trial.​59​ ​Overpolicing 
is a major driver of racial inequities in arrests and incarceration. In 2016 in New Orleans, 85% 
percent of those arrested for marijuana-related offenses were Black and 94% of felony 
marijuana possession arrestees were Black.​60  
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New Orleans police have a long history of violence against Black people. In the 1980s, at least 
13 people filed lawsuits against the city claiming police had mistreated them, or killed relatives, 
in response to the death of a white officer. The lawsuits were a result of what became known 
as the ‘Algiers 7’ incident where police conspired to punish Black people in the Algiers 
neighborhood of New Orleans. The city would eventually agree to pay $2.8 million to settle the 
lawsuits.​61​ Following Hurricane Katrina in 2005 police killed numerous Black people including 
James Brisette and Ronald Madison.​62​ In 2011 a United States Department of Justice 
investigation,  found that the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) had engaged in “patterns 
of misconduct that violate the Constitution and federal law,” including racial profiling and the 
use of excessive force.​63​ The New Orleans police department has been under a federal consent 
decree since 2013.​64 
 
In response to more recent police killings of Black people, the New Orleans Police Department 
is under pressure to adopt more transformative reforms. Local activists have demanded that 
money currently going to NOPD be reallocated to other community interests including housing, 
mental health services, and education.​65​ The demands are supported by local organizing groups 
including the Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition and Black Lives Matter. Community groups 
have organized events, engaging thousands at events  in Duncan Plaza, at City Hall, on Decatur 
Street, on the blocks surrounding Jackson Square as well as the Central Business District.​66,67,68  

Homelessness 

Although New Orleans has made significant strides in reducing its homeless population, more 
than 200 women and over 700 Black residents were homeless in the city in 2019.​69  
 
Historically the majority of those facing homelessness in New Orleans have been Black.​70 
Formerly incarcerated people in New Orleans are 10 times more likely to be homeless 
according to a 2018 report by the Prison Policy Initiative. Homelessness is even more likely for 
Black women at or over the age of 45. The report also notes that people who have been 
incarcerated multiple times are twice as likely to be homeless as those who have served only 
one term.​71  

Hunger and Food Insecurity 

Families that are food insecure ​lack the financial means to comfortably feed their household. ​In 
2018, ​23​% of New Orleans residents were food insecure.​72​ In addition to the financial resources 
needed to access healthy foods, families need convenient access to food outlets such as 
grocery stores. The national average is one grocer for every 8,500 people. In New Orleans, it’s 
one in 14,000.​73​ Community gardens and farmers markets have helped to fill this gap; however, 
the 2018 report ​Hungry at the Banquet: Food Insecurity ​compiled​ ​by the city’s Loyola University 
notes that the closing of two urban farms in predominantly Black communities further 
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exacerbated racial inequities in healthy food access. The report acknowledges that most urban 
gardening projects in post-Katrina New Orleans were established by white people and cites 
research that suggests that when food projects are initiated and maintained by white groups on 
behalf of communities of color, it can further entrench systems of privilege and inequity.​74​ The 
issue is particularly critical in the predominantly Black neighborhoods of Central City, 
Hollygrove, and the Lower Ninth Ward.​75​ Until 2010, the latter did not have a single grocery 
store,​76​ and 25% of its residents lack transportation to get to healthier food sources.​77 

Climate Change and Environmental Inequities 

In 1985, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention set the standard for lead-poisoning 
intervention at 25 micrograms of metal per deciliter of blood. In the following years, many New 
Orleans children were regularly testing at levels well above that standard. In 1987, residents in 
New Orleans’ St. Thomas housing development filed a lawsuit against the Housing Authority of 
New Orleans (HANO). The lawsuit  was eventually settled with a consent decree demanding 
that HANO take action to abate lead in its units. HANO struggled to remove the lead and in 
1991 alone HANO settled over 60 lawsuits related to lead. HUD forced the city of New Orleans 
to cede control of HANO developments to third-party managers. The third party manager did 
not remove the lead either.  
 
In 1994, HUD inspectors visited 150 HANO units in predominantly Blacks neighborhoods, 
finding that almost all units had problems including peeling lead paint, asbestos exposure, and 
massive roach infestations. Hundreds of mostly Black women had blood lead levels up to 50 
micrograms and above.​78​ A report by the New Orleans Inspector General, released in 2017, 
showed that New Orleans has still failed to get the problem of lead poisoning under control. 
The report found multiple violations of federal law.​79 
 
Black residents are more likely to live in neighborhoods that are susceptible to flooding and 
other negative effects of climate change.​80​ Higher elevation areas in New Orleans have been 
found to be more likely to gentrify after Hurricane Katrina. These areas will likely continue to be 
the target of this phenomenon, often called ‘climate gentrification.​81​ Additionally, the 2018 
New Orleans Health Department Climate Change & Health Report noted that exposure to poor 
air quality in the city falls along racial and socioeconomic lines and that poor Black communities 
are disproportionately exposed to chemicals and other air pollutants.​82 

The Path Forward: Promising Policies and Strategies  
Racial equity and justice advocates are building upon New Orleans’ long history of Black 
organizing and grassroots activism. As in many cities across the country, there’s a powerful 
movement afoot to dismantle structural racism and resist the forces of inequitable urban 
development. This movement seeks housing and tenants’ rights, community-led urban 
development, jobs that pay a livable wage, and reallocation of funds from police to services and 

 

 
Last Updated 08/09/2020 

11 



 

 
  

 
programs that support health, safety and sustainability in Black communities and lower income 
communities of color. Increased activism and advocacy around racial justice issues in New 
Orleans has led to important measures by city and state officials, including actions that have 
altered criminal background checks to make them more transparent; reduced ex-offenders’ 
barriers to public housing; reformed zoning laws to protect low-income residents; and 
improved public transportation.​83​ Some recent efforts in New Orleans to advance racial equity 
are highlighted below.  
 
COVID-19 Response 
In 2020, Louisiana apportioned $500,000 of its COVID-19 Response Fund towards the creation 
of a COVID-19 Health Equity Task Force.​84​ Additionally New Orleans’ mayor announced an 
initiative to provide 1.8 million meals a month to those in need throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, a first of its kind nationwide.​85 

Housing Justice 
The New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial Justice and other advocacy groups including Voice 
of the Experienced successfully pressured local agencies to enact less punitive public housing 
policies.​86​ The Housing Authority of New Orleans recently passed an admissions policy 
pertaining to criminal records that limits lookback periods so landlords don’t automatically 
deny tenants a lease ​for housing​, and so they make individual assessments of people who’ve 
had a prior conviction.​87  
 
Seeking to cut down on the displacement effects of Airbnb units and other short-term rentals, 
the New Orleans City Council unanimously ​approved ​a package of regulations in January 2019 
that make it illegal to convert “whole home” investment properties into short-term rentals in 
residential zones.​88​ The Council also approved a set of ​Smart Housing Mix​ policies, including 
mandatory inclusionary zoning and requirements that private developers create affordable 
housing when they build new projects.​89​ The policies required that in neighborhoods such as 
the French Quarter and the Central Business District, developments must include 10% 
affordable units. Neighborhoods including Tremé, Bywater, and the Lower Garden District must 
set aside at least 5% of the units in a multifamily project.​90 

In 2015, the New Orleans City Council voted unanimously to clarify Neighborhood Housing 
Improvement Fund (NHIF) policies so that expenditures from 2017 were more in line with the 
original mission of improving housing while combating blight. The fund provides millions of 
dollars “that directly result in the production or rehabilitation of homeowner or renter 
occupied housing that is affordable to low- and moderate-income residents.” The ordinance 
also states that neighborhood stability is to be fostered through remediation and rehabilitation 
rather than elimination of unsafe and deteriorating conditions.​91 

Transportation Equity 
 
I​n 2014, the transit advocacy group Ride New Orleans released their analysis in a report entitled 
The State of Transit in New Orleans: The Need for a More Efficient, Equitable, and Sustainable 
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System​.​92​ In 2019,  the New Orleans mayor released a plan focused on developing a more 
equitable transportation system. Elements of the plan include developing a program that 
provides discounted transit passes to lower-income riders and youth and linking transportation 
to affordable housing including working to establish direct transit connections to New Orleans 
East, Algiers, Central City, the 7th ward and establishing incentives to encourage affordable 
housing along high-capacity transit lines.​93  
 
City ​Government and Nonprofit Racial Equity Initiatives 
In 2016, the city of New Orleans created the Equity New Orleans strategy, which attempts to 
embed racial equity into all parts of the city government’s operations. City staff held four 
community listening sessions, conducted hundreds of interviews and focus groups, and 
responded to a  survey to better understand the perceptions and priorities surrounding equity 
for the New Orleans government. The city also compiled existing data from external reports, 
national datasets, and metrics from ResultsNOLA, to understand the inequities in New Orleans. 
The city then made a number of changes focused on implementing an equity strategy including 
investing in equity from the City’s General Fund and  engaging communities.In 2017, the city 
officially launched its equity strategy which included establishing an Equity Office, working with 
all city departments to create equity teams and equity plans, engaging with staff about how to 
use an equity assessment tool, including equity as part of the budgeting process and in the 
city’s performance management system, requiring racial equity training for employees, and 
developing inclusive hiring and community engagement strategies among other tactics. The city 
is also working to expand employment and business opportunities for people of color, 
reforming it’s justice system, expanding affordable housing, reducing the murder rate especially 
for Black men, devloping a plan for health equity, and developing a resiliency strategy. ​94 

Also in 2014, the city launched  Welcome Table New Orleans which brought people from 
different backgrounds together to share their experiences with race over three years. Welcome 
Table meetings occurred in eight different groups across New Orleans in the Mid-City, 
Carrollton, Algiers, Central City, New Orleans East and St. Roch neighborhoods. Funded by the 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation and implemented in partnership with the Urban League of Greater 
New Orleans amongst other partners, the conversations resulted in 22 reconciliation projects 
and participants feeling more comfortable talking about race, including the impacts and root 
causes of structural racism.​95 
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Working Principles for Black-Centered Urban Racial Equity 

There is still much work to be done to dismantle the legacy of structural racism in New Orleans. 
This includes confronting the legacy of anti-Black racism and the role it has played in shaping 
the city. It also requires ​sustained and targeted investment in Black residents, communities, 
organizations, businesses and institutions. Critical to fostering the condition for racial equity in 
the city is ending the over-policing and treatment of Black residents as criminals, while 
reimagining what’s needed to achieve public safety and community wellness.  
 

● Confront anti-Black racism​ and continually interrogate the role it plays in shaping every 
aspect of urban life including city and regional planning, neighborhood boundaries, 
exposure to environmental hazards and access to health care, jobs, transportation, 
healthy food options, parks and recreational facilities.  
 

● Prevent gentrification and displacement​ by rejecting hypergrowth market-oriented 
“creative class” city planning strategies. Embrace resident-led community development 
practices, racial equity impact assessments and equitable development strategies that 
create and preserve affordable housing and promote community wealth-building and 
ownership.  
 

● Defund policing​ by reimagining what is needed for public safety and ending the over 
policing and criminalizing of Black people. Participatory budgeting can be used to 
reallocate funds to support housing, health care, workforce development, jobs and 
social services that foster safety, economic security and community wellness.  
 

● Listen to and invest in local Black-led organizations, businesses and institutions 
already engaged in efforts to foster racially equitable policies, systems, neighborhoods 
and communities. Shift power by practicing equitable partnerships and grantmaking 
that center on trust, mutual accountability, transparency and respect for the wisdom, 
experience, and skills present in Black communities. 
 

● Think and plan intersectionally​ by developing an analysis of how race intersects with 
class, gender, sexuality, immigration status and ability. Understanding the ways that 
various forms of exclusion work together to increase vulnerability ​contributes to a fuller 
analysis of racial inequities and better targeted strategies to address them. 
 

● Commit to sustained and targeted investment in community economic development 
strategies that support well-paying jobs, quality, affordable housing and educational and 
entrepreneurship opportunities for Black residents.  

 
Community organizers, city governments, philanthropic organizations and businesses can 
leverage this moment to amplify calls for policies, programs, and systemic changes that support 
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racial equity. City governments must fully honor these demands by listening to and working in 
partnership with residents to develop, fund and implement policies and programs that build 
and support a vision for a racially equitable and just city. 

Resources and Community-Based Organizations 

● Ashé Cultural Arts Center​ uses art and culture to support human, community, and 
economic development. 

● BreakOUT!​ works to end the criminalization of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
questioning youth to build a safer and more just New Orleans. 

● Deep South Center for Environmental Justice ​partners with communities harmed by 
racially disproportionate pollution burdens and attendant climate vulnerabilities. 

● Families and Friends of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children​ is a grassroots, state-wide, 
membership-based, inter-generational organization working to transform the systems 
that put children at risk of prison. 

● 504HealthNet​ ​supports policies and programs that improve access to healthcare across 
Louisiana, and is composed of member organizations that have a commitment to 
providing high quality medical care to residents of the Greater New Orleans area, 
irrespective of their ability to pay. 

● Institute of Women & Ethnic Studies​ works with communities, schools, individuals and 
organizations to provide tailored health and wellness services that address the lack of 
health options and access. 

● Jane Place Neighborhood Sustainability Initiative​ is a Community Land Trust and housing 
rights organization committed to creating sustainable, democratic, and economically 
just New Orleans Neighborhoods and communities. 

● New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial Justice ​continues to be a vehicle for Black and 
immigrant workers to build grassroots campaigns with a local and national impact. 

● Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition​ is a diverse, grassroots coalition of individuals 
and organizations from across New Orleans who have come together to shrink the size 
of the jail and improve the conditions of confinement for those held in detention in 
Orleans Parish. 

● Step Up Louisiana​ is committed to building political power to achieve educational parity 
and economic justice for all. Step Up Louisiana engages its multiracial and 
multigenerational membership in campaigns that directly affect lives. 

● Take 'Em Down NOLA​ is committed to the removal of ALL symbols of white supremacy 
in New Orleans as a part of a broader push for racial & economic justice. 

● Total Community Action​ works to reduce poverty through collaboration with other 
agencies by providing human services, experiences and opportunities that move persons 
from poverty to self- sufficiency. 
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● Voice of the Experienced​ is a grassroots organization founded and run by formerly 

incarcerated people, families and allies dedicated to restoring the full human and civil 
rights of those most impacted by the criminal (in)justice system. 
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