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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This study addresses the current efforts taking place to rebuild New Orleans, 

Louisiana and focuses specifically on the ‘Make It Right’ (MIR) Foundation’s model for 

rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward with affordable green housing.  The primary research 

question focused on the motivations, design implications, financial implications, 

advantages, and challenges found in the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing and 

community reconstruction project, with the objective of determining the feasibility of 

implementing the MIR model in other locations.      

 In order to evaluate the model two visits to the MIR site occurred, interviews with 

MIR employees and residents of the Lower Ninth Ward were conducted, and a 

questionnaire was sent to MIR homeowners. They were asked questions focusing on 

the motivations and attitudes surrounding MIR’s presence in the Lower Ninth Ward, the 

advantages and challenges of rebuilding the area, and the reactions and awareness 

that resulted in MIR’s development of affordable green housing.  During site visits and 

the home tours, the sustainable features were noted, and multiple photographs were 

taken.  After gathering the data from the interviews and site visits, the data was 

organized into emergent themes.         

 One of the main themes that emerged was a sense of distrust that the residents 

of the Lower Ninth Ward have towards the government. Interviewees made claims that 

the government did not keep their promises after Katrina, withheld recovery money from 

them, and that the government wanted Lower Ninth Ward resident’s property. Another 

occurring theme was that MIR has been a guiding force in green innovations and 

architecture in the area providing education and knowledge to contractors, which has 

subsequently lowered the cost of building green.      

 This study allowed the researcher to evaluate the current methods being used in 

building affordable green homes as well as the opinions regarding MIR’s efforts in 

rebuilding and their presence in the Lower Ninth Ward. This study provides information 

on the innovations being made to help reduce the cost of building green structures. 

Further research could be conducted to measure the homes affordability over the long-

term. Additionally, a future study could be conducted to evaluate how the homeowners 

interact with the interior spaces of the MIR homes. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 
 

Introduction 
 

“Everyone rich or poor deserves a shelter for the soul” 
                                                      -Samuel Mockbee 

 
 

Food. Clothing. Shelter. These are the three basic needs everyone requires to 

survive. The need for shelter involves the built environment. The physical aspect of 

shelter serves the basic function of protecting people from the potentially harmful effects 

of the environment. However, if the shelter is built with toxic materials, has substandard 

construction, and has poor ventilation, it can be destructive to its occupants and 

disruptive to the outdoor environment. This was the case in the Lower Ninth Ward of 

New Orleans, following Hurricane Katrina in 2005, where poorly constructed houses 

were ripped from their foundations and were seen floating down the street. There is 

clearly a problem, when the very shelter that should be designed to protect is causing 

health and environmental concerns.   

 Building construction and operation accounts for thirty-nine percent of energy use 

and thirty-eight percent of carbon dioxide emissions in the United States (EPA: Green 

Building, 2009). The built environment has an immense impact on the natural 

environment, human health, and the economy (EPA: Green Building, 2009). As a result 

of this growing body of information on the health and environmental issues associated 

with the built environment, sustainability is becoming an important topic in current 

society. The architecture and design industry has taken note and are advancing toward 

greener buildings and communities with the inception of the USGBC and the LEED 

certification process.  However, even with the knowledge of the importance of 

sustainability, unhealthy buildings are still being constructed.  This type of thinking 

poses the following questions: Why are these dangerous and unhealthy structures still 

being built? Is it unethical to knowingly build a structure that is unhealthy? Who is to be 

held responsible? It is important to discuss affordable housing and the health concerns 

associated with them. As well as, study the role of social responsibility as it relates to 

housing to better understand where responsibility lies in building sustainable structures 

and what improvements can be made to them.  These issues and questions are 
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reviewed within this study.  

 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the ‘Make It Right’ (MIR) Foundation’s 

model for redeveloping the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans with sustainable, low-

income housing and to determine if this housing model may be feasible in other 

locations.  

 

Significance 

Affordable, low-income and sustainably designed housing is a rare combination.  

Most of the low-income housing available today is poorly constructed, badly designed, 

and made with toxic materials.  This can cause numerous health and safety issues for 

occupants. By explaining the ‘Make It Right’ strategy for developing sustainable 

housing, designers, architects, contractors, and governments will be better informed on 

the requirements and design solutions for making sustainable low-income housing 

affordable.  If there is an affordable way to construct high quality sustainable low-

income housing it will be extremely beneficial to occupants, and on a macro level to the 

world. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

 This study will include two separate visits to the ‘Make It Right’ construction site in 

the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, Louisiana.  Interviews will take place as well as 

observations of MIR’s green building strategies.  Due to the fact that the researcher is 

only spending a total of twelve days in the Lower Ninth Ward, the case study is limited 

to observations during that particular time frame. It is assumed that the people being 

interviewed will answer the questions presented honestly. Answering the questions is 

voluntary and the sample selected will be based on convenience and availability of the 

respondents. It is also possible that those involved with the MIR Foundation are 

favorably biased towards the program.  
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Research Questions 

Primary Research Question 

 What are the motivations, design implications, financial implications, advantages, 

and challenges found in the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing and community 

reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans? 

 

Secondary Research Questions 

1. What was the primary motivation of the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing 

and community reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

2. What were the design strategies and processes used in the housing and 

community reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

3. What sustainable materials were used during construction of these homes? 

4. What are the advantages to designing LEED certified buildings in the Lower 

Ninth Ward? 

5. What guidelines have been set in place for the maintenance of the ‘Make It 

Right’ houses in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

6. Who are the key players in implementing the sustainable design principles set 

forth by the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation? 

7. Have there been noticeable differences in the health of residents in the Lower 

Ninth Ward following relocation to their new homes? 

8. What are the changes in the overall culture of the Lower Ninth Ward since the 

new housing construction? 

9. What are the long-range plans regarding housing and community 

reconstruction in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

10. What are the financial implications of developing affordable sustainable 

housing in the Lower Ninth Ward and can they be applied elsewhere? 

 

Definitions 

Cradle-to-Cradle 

Based on the idea of nature- that the flow and cycling of matter in nature does 

not lead to waste and pollution. It is based on the idea that products should be 
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developed with safe ingredients that either naturally biodegrade and restore the soil or 

be fully recycled into high quality materials and products. The principle of ‘waste equals 

food’ (McDonough & Braungart, 2002). 

Cradle-to-Cradle Certification  

This certification examines products at many levels to ensure they meet key 

standards for ecologically effective design. A building or company becomes certified if 

they have shown that they have used healthy materials; designs for material 

reutilization, such as recycling or composting; the use of renewable energy and energy 

efficiency; efficient use of water, and maximum water quality associated with production; 

and instituting strategies for social responsibility (MBCD, 2007).  

There are four certification levels: Basic, Silver, Gold or Platinum 

 
Eco-Design (Ecological Design)         

 Terms ‘green design’, ‘sustainable design’, and ‘eco-design’ will be used 

synonymously and interchangeably throughout this thesis.  

 

ENERGY STAR  

  “A joint program of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. 

Department of Energy helping save money and protect the environment through energy 

efficient products and practices.” (ENERGY STAR, 2010) 

 

Gentrification             

 The “transformation of neighborhoods from a low value to a high value,” which can 

potentially cause displacement of long-time residents and businesses. Also a “housing, 

economic, and health issue that affects a community’s history and culture and reduces 

social capital” (CDC, 2009). 

 

Green design  

 Terms ‘green design’, ‘sustainable design’, and ‘eco-design’ will be used 

synonymously and interchangeably throughout this thesis.  
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LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) 

 The U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) Rating System is an internationally 

recognized point-based rating system, which verifies that a building or community was 

designed using energy efficient and green strategies. Establishing a benchmark for the 

design, construction and operation of green buildings (USGBC: About, 2009).   

 

There are four levels of certification: Certified, Silver, Gold, and Platinum  

 

Life-Cycle Cost 

 Life cycle cost is defined as the total discounted dollar cost of a product that 

includes initial costs as well as owning, operating, maintaining, and disposing of a 

building or a building system over a period of time (as quoted in Mearig, Coffee, & 

Morgan, 1999) 

 

Low-E  

 Energy efficient glass that acts as a mirror, “using a layer of metal a few molecules 

thick to reflect energy that would otherwise pass through the window back into the 

interior” (Kopec, 2009, p. 172). 

 

Affordable housing 

 Housing for which the occupant is paying no more than thirty percent of his or her 

monthly income for housing costs, including utilities. (HUD: Affordable Housing, 2009)  

 

 ‘Make It Right’ Foundation         

 A foundation developed by Brad Pitt in reaction to the devastation and lack of 

rebuilding progress found in the Lower Ninth Ward after Hurricane Katrina in 2005.  Pitt 

has vowed to redevelop the community with safe and healthy homes that are inspired 

by ‘Cradle to Cradle’ thinking (MIR: About, 2009). 

Photovoltaic  

“Solar cells that convert sunlight into electrical energy” (Kopec, 2009, p. 331) 
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Sustainable design 

“A design approach that emphasizes energy conservation, healthy indoor 

environments, and overall structural durability” (Kopec, 2009, p. 332). 

Sustainability           

 "Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs" (as quoted Kibert, 2005).  

Social Responsibility  

 A moral obligation that an entity, whether it is a government, corporation, or 

individual has an accountability, cause, and obligation to society (Spiro, 1969) 

 

Volatile Organic Compound (VOC)  

 Compounds that emit from many products such as “office equipment, adhesives, 

carpeting, upholstery, paints, solvents, and cleaning products. They evaporate easily at 

room temperature and can cause cancer when concentrated indoors” (Kopec, 2009, p. 

333). 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 
 

Introduction 
 

“The future is literally in our hands to mold as we like. 
But we cannot wait until tomorrow. Tomorrow is now” 
                                                   -Eleanor Roosevelt 

 
 

The face of design is changing.  The current economic climate has caused a 

major shift in emphasis from image and opulence to substance, responsibility, and value 

(Walton, 2009; Bredenfoerder, 2009). In stressing a return to basics, The American 

Institute of Architects’ Chief Economist stated, “The era of ‘McMansions’ could well be 

over, as home sizes have been trending downward” (as quoted in RICKI, 2009, ¶ 5) and 

there is a general consensus that homes will continue to be smaller on average than 

they were in the past decade (AIA Press Release, 2010).  According to architect Duo 

Dickinson, “The focus is now on real-costs, long-term, meaning low-maintenance, low 

tax burden, and low energy use” (as quoted in Sullivan, 2009, p. 147). Additionally 

human generated pressures on the natural environment are threatening people’s 

current way of life (Gruder, Haines, Hembd, MacKinnon, & Silberstein, 2007). According 

to Gruder et. al (2007): 

 

Sixty-five percent of U.S. oil no longer exists; there is insufficient 

drinking water for two-thirds of the world’s population; consumption 

of land and loss of topsoil is occurring at unsustainable rates; there is 

a projected loss of ninety percent of the world’s sheries by 2048; 

the extinction of distinct plant or animal species is occurring on 

average every twenty minutes (qualifying the present period as one 

of the six great periods of mass extinction in the history of Earth); 

and the presence of 250 persistent toxic chemicals not known before 

1945 have been found, many of which are now found in human 

tissues. (p. 3) 

 

The realization that resources are limited has driven the importance of honest, ethical, 

and sustainable design.  Even large companies such as Nike, Herman-Miller, and 
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Walmart, are developing green business models, demanding green products, and 

realizing green is good for business (Anderson, 2009).  

 The incorporation of sustainability in low-income housing is part of this paradigm 

shift in housing practices. Affording individuals and families a healthy and energy 

conserving structure has largely been a grassroots movement. However, more attention 

is being spotlighted on the movement due to the efforts like those of the ‘Make It Right’ 

Foundation (MIR), where the foundation is creating a community of state-of-the-art 

affordable green housing in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, Louisiana. Their 

efforts are changing the face of the Lower Ninth Ward as well as New Orleans through 

sustainable practices and green design, creating “the frontier of a new green revolution” 

(Haq, 2009, ¶ 7). These structures can improve health, reduce health risks, lower utility 

cost, reduce dependence on natural resources, and mitigate climate change (Global 

Green: Building Green, 2008). According to Haq (2009) the MIR model for building a 

sustainable neighborhood will serve as a precedent for other communities.  

 

Organization and Research Techniques 

This review of literature is a compilation of literature on four topics: 

affordable/low-income housing, social responsibility as it relates to housing, green and 

sustainable design, and the impact of Hurricane Katrina in the Lower Ninth Ward of New 

Orleans.  The review will provide the history and existing research on low-income 

housing, the related health effects, and the benefits of sustainable design. Next, social 

responsibility and the role governments, communities, designers, and volunteers play in 

developing healthy affordable housing will be discussed.  Finally, the paper transitions 

to the events and devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, with 

specific attention to the Lower Ninth Ward. This will help to explain the destruction of the 

area and the history of the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation.  This information will lay the 

foundation for evaluating the effectiveness of ‘Make It Right’s’ model for building green 

affordable housing.          

 Green, sustainable, and eco-design are used interchangeably throughout the 

review.  Research for this paper was gathered from the Florida State University’s library, 

their online databases, eJournals, InformeDesign, and “.gov” and “.org” websites. 

Typical keyword searches included “ethical design”, “socially responsible design”, 

“green design”, “sustainable design”, “health concerns low-income housing”, 
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“advantages green design”,  “Hurricane Katrina”, “Lower Ninth Ward”, and “rebuilding 

after Katrina”. 

 

Low-Income/Affordable Housing 

Affordable housing refers to homes for individuals with a low annual household 

income. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines 

affordable housing, as housing for which occupants pay no more than thirty percent of 

their income on housing costs, including utilities (HUD: Affordable Housing, 2009). 

When housing costs are higher than thirty percent of their income residents have 

difficulty affording necessities such as food, clothing, transportation and medical care, 

and are not able to climb out of poverty (HUD: Affordable Housing, 2009; Walker, 2008). 

Additionally, HUD User (2009) defines low-income is as “incomes that do not exceed 

eighty percent of the median family income for the area.” The National Low Income 

Housing Coalition (NLIHC) (2009) explains that in the U.S. no individual working full-

time and at minimum wage can afford a two-bedroom apartment for their family and 

stay within the recommended percentage housing expenditure. HUD estimates that 

“twelve million renter and homeowner households now pay more than fifty percent of 

their annual incomes for housing, and a family with one full-time worker earning 

minimum wage cannot afford the local fair-market rent for a two-bedroom apartment 

anywhere in the United States” (HUD: Affordable Housing, 2009). Furthermore, findings 

from NLIHC (2009) state, households must earn close to $37,105 a year to afford the 

national average of a two-bedroom rent at a cost of $928 per month. The purpose of 

low-income housing is to make homeownership accessible for the entire population by 

making housing and home mortgages more affordable.   

 According to HUD (Affordable Housing, 2009), there is a “nationwide affordable 

housing shortage.” Hawks (2008) argues that the public’s perception of the housing 

policy is mixed, which has become a factor in stunting the availability of affordable 

housing. He claims, public housing has failed due to poor design, inefficient criminal 

management, and lack of funding (Hawks, 2008).      

 When affordable housing is designed properly it can play a significant factor in 

affording individuals opportunities and improving communities (Walker, 2008). 

According to Hecht (2006) studies confirm, “that decent, stable housing improves the 
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ability of individuals to get and keep jobs, increases psychological well-being, leads to 

better social behavior and school achievement among children” (p. ix).  

 

History of Affordable Housing       

 Affordable housing became an important priority during the Great Depression. 

According to the HUD (2007) the government’s first involvement in housing came after 

the market crash, a time of  “wide spread unemployment and financial collapse” with the 

Emergency Relief and Construction Act of 1932. This Act created the Reconstruction 

Finance Corporation (RFC), which was authorized to make loans to private corporations 

providing housing for low-income families (HUD: Historical Background, 2007).  

However this program did little for the individual homebuyer. As a result, Congress 

passed the U.S. Housing Act of 1934, which was intended “to relieve unemployment 

and stimulate the release of private credit in the hands of banks and lending institutions 

for home repairs and construction” (HUD: Historical Background, 2007).  This Act also 

established the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), which was designed to stop 

bank foreclosures on family homes and to insure private mortgage loans on residential 

property (HUD: Historical Background, 2007). However, these government efforts to 

stimulate the housing market did not help lower income families in need of housing, thus 

the creation of the U.S. Housing Act of 1937 (HUD: Historical Background, 2007).  This 

established the public housing program, which authorized loans to local public housing 

agencies for lower-rent public housing and construction expenses (HUD: Historical 

Background, 2007). These government initiatives and the availability of the new long-

term mortgages gave confidence back to lenders, and greatly expanded the number of 

potential homeowners. This started the first major shift in the U.S. from predominately 

rental housing, to owner occupied housing (RHOL, 2005). These federal programs have 

paved the way for making homeownership available to moderate and low-income 

families.           

 Today, there are three basic types of federal housing programs: 1) deep gap-

filling rent subsidies, 2) tax credits, and 3) block grants (Turner & Kinsley, 2008). Deep 

gap-filling subsidies are “the most generous and reliable source for low-income 

households” (Turner & Kinsley, 2008, p.1). These programs “pay the difference between 

a rent contribution—currently set at thirty percent of monthly income—and the actual 

rent for a house or apartment” (Turner & Kinsley, 2008, p.1).  Tax credits provide below-
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market rent levels through up-front subsidies to developers of rental housing. Block 

grants refer to “federal dollars allocated to state and local governments, which uses the 

money to buy, build, or rehabilitate rental housing targeted to low or moderate-income 

households” (Turner & Kinsley, 2008, p. 2).  These programs make huge contributions 

to affordable rental housing in the United States.     

 Additionally, HUD offers various programs for individuals interested in renting or 

buying a home.  For those renting, HUD offers three programs for assistance: 1) 

Privately Owned Subsidized Housing, where HUD offers reduced rents to low-income 

tenants, 2) Public Housing which is affordable apartments for low-income families, the 

elderly, and persons with disabilities, and 3) the Housing Choice Voucher Program 

where individuals can find their own unit and use the voucher to pay for all or part of the 

rent (HUD: Affordable housing, 2009). However, renting in many cases can be the same 

amount as a mortgage. For some individuals, it may be more beneficial for them over 

the long-term to pay a monthly mortgage instead of a monthly rent; because of 

homeowner tax benefits the savings on a mortgage can be significant (HUD: Affordable 

housing, 2009). Additionally, HUD offers special home buying programs: the Good 

Neighbor Next Door Program, the Indian Home Loan Guarantee Program, 

Homeownership for public housing residents, and Hurricane Evacuees discounted 

sales.  The Good Neighbor Next Door Program includes programs for law enforcement 

officers, pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade teachers, and firefighters/emergency 

medical technicians. HUD offers a substantial incentive in the form of a discount of fifty 

percent from the list price of the home. In return eligible individuals must commit to live 

in the property for thirty-six months as their sole residence (HUD: Special Home Buying 

Programs, 2009). The Indian Home Loan Guarantee Program is specifically for 

American Indians and Alaska Native families, tribes, and Alaska Villages. They can 

purchase a home with a low down payment and no monthly mortgage insurance (HUD: 

SHBP, 2009). The Homeownership for Public Housing Residents program helps 

housing residents become homeowners; by helping them convert their rent into a 

mortgage payment (HUD: SHBP, 2009). The Hurricane Evacuees discounted sales, 

includes Hurricane Katrina and Rita evacuees who are presently renting a HUD home, 

thereby making them eligible to buy the home, and can buy it at a ten percent discount 

off its fair market value (HUD: SHBP, 2009). HUD homes are often available as a result 

of a foreclosure. HUD becomes the property owner and offers it for sale to people who 

are buying the home as their primary residence. However, if the property does not sell, 
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the properties are made available to all buyers, including investors (HUD: SHBP, 2009). 

 If individuals do not qualify for the programs mentioned they can use a HUD 

housing program in their state to help them find a loan.  According to the Government 

National Mortgage Association, Ginnie Mae, (2009) “income is critical in computing how 

much individuals can afford to pay, using current lending guidelines, for housing and 

related expenses.” The ability to meet the monthly principal, interest, taxes and 

insurance payments and debt ratio score determine a lender’s decision to offer loans 

(Ginnie Mae, 2009).  Yet, different loan programs have their own guidelines regarding 

the amount of income that is applied to monthly housing payments (Ginnie Mae, 2009). 

For example, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) allows a higher percentage of 

twenty-nine percent of one’s income toward the loan. While the Veteran’s Affairs 

Lenders (VA) allows for forty-one percent (Ginnie, Mae, 2009). In addition, one must 

provide enough money to cover earnest money costs which include the deposit made 

when you submit an offer, a down payment (a percentage of the cost of the home), and 

closing fees-costs associated with processing paperwork at closing (HUD: Affordable 

Housing, 2009). Although these requirements may greatly assist those in need of 

housing, it does not guarantee healthy housing.  

  

Health Concerns  

 Those in low-income and minority communities often live in homes that have 

numerous health risks, as “they are more likely to live in worse environmental 

conditions, experience greater rates of disease, limited access to health care and other 

health disparities” (Williams, 2007, p. 2).  Exposure to these risks is often due to 

substandard housing, socio-economic constrains and lack of adequate maintenance 

(Rauh, Chew, & Garfinkel, 2002). These health risks include pest infestation, pest 

allergens, pesticide use, asbestos, poor indoor air quality and contact with toxins 

(Wang, Abou El-Nour, Bennett, 2008; Sharfstein, Sandel, Kahn, & Bauchner, 2001). As 

a result, housing contributes to a variety of ailments, from respiratory disease to an 

increased risk of emotional disorders in children (Bashir, 2002; Krieger, 2002; Sharfstein 

et. al., 2001).  

 Various studies (Wang, et. al., 2008; Rauh, et. al., 2007) indentified exposure to 

pest allergens as a health risk. According to Rauh (2007), there is evidence that links 

cockroach allergen levels to building design, maintenance, and foundation of the built 
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environment. It was found that lower income homes had higher cockroach allergen 

levels (Wang, et. al., 2007). Additionally, cockroaches and cockroach dust, mice and 

rats and their droppings, and dust mites, are all more prevalent in low-income and inner-

city homes (Bashir, 2002). A 2003 study of 258 Lower Ninth Ward homes in New 

Orleans found that fifty-six percent had “at least one hazard (e.g., excessive moisture or 

pest infestation)” (as quoted Landphair, 2007, p. 842). “Exposure to cockroach allergens 

has been reported to be among the most important risk factors in asthma and mortality 

for children from low-income families living in inner cities” (Wang, et. al., 2008, p. 32). 

Mice and rat infestations were also investigated and the results suggested a positive 

correlation with asthma. The high prevalence of pest infestations not only poses direct 

health risks due to the production of allergens and the contamination of food, but also 

leads to environmental pollution as a result of pesticide use (Wang, et. al., 2008).  

 As a result of laws restricting the use of lead in paints there has been a national 

decrease of lead poisoning among children by seventy-seven percent (Bashir, 2002). 

However, children in low-income housing still show dangerous levels of lead because of 

lead found in dust and household paint (Bashir, 2002). Therefore, according to Bashir 

(2002) the Environmental Health Coalition claims low-income children are five times 

more likely to have elevated lead blood levels. Furthermore, lead poisoning can result in 

neurological damage, reduced IQ, increased aggression, learning disabilities, and 

behavioral problems (Bashir, 2002; CECLP, 2010).  

 It has become increasingly clear that the built environment can have adverse 

affects on one’s health and that substandard housing contributes to this (Bashir, 2002). 

Furthermore, it can cause work absence, loss in productivity, increased health costs, 

and even early death.  However, incorporating green design and sustainable practices 

can reduce health risks and improve overall well being (Walker, 2008). 

 

Sustainable/Green Design 

 The incorporation of sustainable design in affordable housing begins with an 

understanding of what sustainability means. Sustainability is defined as something, 

which can be maintained or perpetuated, something capable of being upheld or 

defended (Romaya & Rakodi, 2003).  In a similar definition the Brundtland Report 

(1987) defines sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (as quoted in Kibert, 1999, 
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p.1). Still, no one definition exists. Thomsen (2010) claims it is a complex concept, for 

which there is no consensus, “because it is actively re-designed for the specific 

purpose, at any given time and context” (¶ 3).   

 One of the first mentions of sustainability appeared in the January, 1972 edition of 

The Ecologist magazine, entitled “The Blueprint for Survival.”  This article questioned 

the industrial way of life and its culture of expansion, dubbing it ‘not sustainable.’ 

Furthermore, it discussed the need for a change stating:  

 

Radical change is both necessary and inevitable…within the lifetime 

of someone born today if industry continues to be sustained for a 

while longer by an entrenched minority at the cost of imposing great 

suffering on the rest of mankind…one of two things will occur: a 

succession of famines, epidemics, social crises and wars; or a 

society which will not impose hardship and cruelty upon our children-

in a succession of thoughtful, humane and measured changes. 

(Goldsmith & Allen, 1972, ¶ 2) 

 

 However, not until the early 1990’s did the concept of sustainable development 

become widespread (Baue, 2004). Following the 1992 'Earth Summit' in Rio de Janeiro, 

reports on sustainability gradually began to appear (Baue, 2004). The authors of Cradle 

to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things (2002), William McDonough and 

Michael Braungart, have been at the forefront of this movement, creating McDonough 

Braungart Design Chemistry (MBDC) in 1995. McDonough & Braungart (2002) re-define 

the way waste is viewed, claiming that the goal should be “waste equals food.”  

Additionally, they argue that the approach to sustainability from a design perspective 

should be a shift away from “one-way, ‘cradle-to-grave’ material flows, toward a ‘cradle-

to-cradle’ system powered by renewable energy, in which materials flow in safe, 

regenerative, closed-loop cycles” (McDonough, Braungart, Anastas, & Zimmerman, 

2003, ¶ 12).  According to Kopec (2009) building sustainably should be a holistic 

approach; he states, it should include “all those elements that comprise the design, 

development, and construction of the built environment that have the potential of 

permanently altering the physical environment and/or the human condition” (p.15). 

 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design     
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 Currently, when looking to incorporate sustainability into the built environment the 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) program is currently the most 

widely used standard to which sustainable design is measured (Flynn, 2007). It was 

developed “to transform the way buildings and communities are designed, built and 

operated, enabling environmentally and socially responsible, healthy, and prosperous 

environments that improves quality of life” (USGBC, 2010).   The U.S. Green Building 

Council (USGBC) developed the LEED point system based on sustainable elements 

and practices that are implemented into the design and maintenance of the structure. 

LEED addresses six categories that the USGBC feels are essential in a sustainable 

development: Sustainable Sites, Water Efficiency, Energy and Atmosphere, Material 

and Resources, Environmental Air Quality, and Innovation and Design. Additionally, 

there are four levels of certification: Certified, Silver, Gold, and Platinum. For individuals 

to become knowledgeable about these guidelines the USGBC implemented a 

certification process, where an exam is given to test one’s knowledge of the practices.  

When one passes the exam they become a LEED Accredited Professional (LEED-AP). 

However, Flynn (2007) claims passing the test does not make one an expert; he 

believes that experience does.  Additionally, he finds the LEED system to be a common 

language and approach to design between principle’s, making it easier for engineers to 

talk to architects or to interior designers (Flynn, 2007). Kennedy (2007) reports that 

architects and contractors find the LEED rating system gives a straightforward definition 

of what a green facility is and a clear way to achieve it.  However, he interviews an 

architect that believes, “The LEED’s point system causes planners and builders to just 

concentrate on accumulating points instead of creating the most environmentally 

friendly facility” (as quoted in Kennedy, 2007, ¶ 30).  Additionally, according to Kennedy 

(2007) the architect suggests forgoing the opportunity to amass LEED points for some 

features so the focus can be on elements that will provide a greener facility. 

Furthermore, Flynn (2007) adds, “design is not done blindly following a checklist or 

guideline--no matter how good [the checklist is]” (p. 4). 

LEED buildings are becoming more common. In 2008, the USGBC confirmed 

that the number of LEED certified and registered buildings doubled from 10,000 to 

20,000 (Ward, 2009).  However, not until recently has there been a focus on LEED 

certified affordable housing. The USGBC along with The Home Depot Foundation 

created a LEED “Initiative for Affordable Housing.” Their goal includes promoting 

sustainable building practices for affordable housing (USGBC Initiative, 2008). They 
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claim, “a home is not affordable if it is not energy efficient, healthy and durable” 

(USGBC Initiative, 2008, p. 2).  

 

Importance and Benefits        

 Building green provides many environmental, social, and economic benefits. 

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (2009), the 

environmental and social benefits include a “reduction in waste streams, improved air 

and water quality, conservation of natural resources, enhanced occupant comfort and 

health, and an overall improved quality of life.” Additionally, the financial benefits 

include a “reduction in building operating costs, improve occupant productivity, and 

optimize life-cycle economic performance” (EPA, 2009).      

 According to Williams (2007), often in low-income households high utility bills 

impose “financial hardship forcing many to make tradeoffs between heat or electricity 

and other basic necessities” (p. 3).  A study conducted by the National Energy 

Assistance Director’s Association (2005) found that poor families: 

 When faced with unaffordable energy bills…fifty-seven percent of 

non-elderly owners and thirty-six percent of non-elderly renters went 

without medical or dental care; twenty-five percent made a partial 

payment or missed a whole rent or mortgage payment; and twenty 

percent went without food for at least one day. (as quoted in 

Williams, 2007, p. 3)  

Additionally, according to HUD, low-income families spend seventeen percent of their 

income on utilities (HUD: Affordable Housing, 2009). Furthermore the EPA’s ENERGY 

STAR Program (2009) reports, “the average household spends at least $2,000 a year 

on energy bills-over half of which goes to heating and cooling” (2009, p. 2). Although 

green design has been pegged as expensive and tends to increase up-front 

construction costs, one study found “that a minimal upfront investment of about two 

percent of construction costs typically yields life-cycle savings of over ten times the 

initial investment” (Kats, 2003, p. 2). Life-cycle cost is defined as the total discounted 

dollar cost of a product that includes initial costs as well as owning, operating, 

maintaining, and disposing of a building or a building system over a period of time (as 

stated in Mearig, Coffee, & Morgan, 1999).       
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 The Intervale, a green low-income housing project in the Bronx is using 

sustainable practices to reduce resident’s costs. The housing utilizes better window 

insulation, more energy efficient appliances and energy efficient fluorescent lights, all of 

which will enable its low-income residents to save money on their utility bills (Walsh, 

2009). Walsh (2009) found that residents actually save thirty percent on their utilities 

when compared to non-sustainable buildings. Thus, on the basis of energy savings 

alone, investing in green buildings appears to be cost-effective. Adopting green building 

strategies for affordable housing can provide residents lower utility bills making it easier 

for them to sustain a healthy life (Kats, 2003). 

 

        Social Responsibility  

Social responsibility refers to an ethical ideology that an entity, whether it is a 

government, corporation, or individual, has an accountability, cause, and obligation to 

society (Spiro, 1969). Leisinger (2007) states upholding an ethical responsibility and 

doing what is right, has a beneficial impact on development, business and society with a 

positive contribution to bottom-line results. He further claims “no one can assume 

responsibility for everything… and no one should bear the brunt of all the duties of 

society,” meaning a collaborative responsibility from government as well as citizens is 

necessary in sustaining a successful change in society (Leisinger, 2007, p.114). 

 

Government Responsibility                                                                                      

Environmental justice activists, when referring to where we live, work and play 

argue, “all people, regardless of race, ethnicity, or income should enjoy access to a safe 

and healthy environment” (as quoted in Turner & Wu, 2002, p.1). People look to the 

government to provide these places. Findings suggest that sixty-two percent of the 

public believes that the government should guarantee every citizen enough to eat and a 

place to sleep (Pew Research Center, 2009). The different political opinions regarding 

the government's role in aid for those with low-incomes provide much room for debate. 

However, the question remains- should the government or the citizens be responsible 

for providing healthy, safe low-income housing? Practitioners, policymakers, and 

advocates are recognizing that “decent and affordable housing is a key ingredient 

essential to other priority goals, including family economic success, children’s well-
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being, smart growth, and equitable development” (Kinsley & Turner, 2008, p.12).  

According to Ramaya & Rakodi (2003), the ability of government to take action relies on 

the presence of a responsive political system and organizational or administrative 

capacity.  In addition, it is believed governments are formed to preserve and protect the 

general good (Ramaya & Rakodi, 2003). According to the New York City Environmental 

Charter (1990) “protecting the environment, safeguarding human health, and preserving 

the national habitat should be an integral part of the government’s responsibilities” (as 

quoted in Roseland, 2005, p.194). Nonetheless, Roseland (2005) places the 

responsibility in the hands of the citizens. He suggests government accountability is a 

citizen’s responsibility, and that it is primarily the role of citizens to create sustainable 

communities and sustainable housing. Roseland (2005) further states, “sustainability 

will be adopted when citizen organizations and environmental groups actively pressure 

the government” (p. 193). Jacobs (1993) adds, adopting sustainability requires an 

overall shift in government actions and this can only occur if individuals vote for 

sustainability. Thus, responsible citizenship and responsible government have an 

undeniable complex interdependent relationship.   

 

Designer Responsibility        

 Design is taught as a discipline focusing on “forms, color, and spacing” yet 

design encompasses a wider spectrum than just the basic elements and principle’s of 

design taught in curriculums (Social Design Notes, 2003, ¶ 9). Design has a 

responsibility. The American Institute of Graphic Arts, claims, “design decisions are 

among the most critical issues in determining the external impacts of a product, service 

or communication over its entire life cycle.” In relation to interior design, the National 

Council for Interior Design Qualification (NCIDQ) defines the interior design profession 

as “a scope of services performed by a professional design practitioner, qualified by 

means of education, experience and examination, to protect and enhance the health, 

life safety, and welfare of the public.” The protection of the public is the main 

responsibility of an interior designer. The ‘design program philosophy’ at Cornell 

University (2010) states, “designers have a social responsibility to the people for whom 

they create, and with each design decision must strive to ensure the ethical, 

sustainable, and informed role of design in society.” These definitions place a strong 

responsibility on the actions of a designer. According to Yang (2007), designers bear 

the “ethical burden because the client does not have the expertise the designer does”  
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(¶ 5).            

 Design can have an enormous impact on people’s lives. According to Heller 

(2003) “design and citizenship must go hand in hand” (p. ix). McCoy (2003) claims for a 

designer “to be considered a good citizen they must participate in the shaping of our 

government and society,” essentially a responsible designer connects with humanity   

(p. 2). Designers often act as mediators of knowledge to clients. This obligation calls for 

designers to be “stewards” of the natural environment because “they operate as active 

participants in the decisions businesses make about the land they occupy and the 

resources they use, the technologies they rely on, and the ideas they communicate” 

(Szenasy, 2003, p. 20). Designers are the link in promoting sustainable practices to 

their clients. Whether it is corporations or individuals, they can exercise their experience 

and expertise to educate and encourage others to adopt and use sustainable practices. 

The movement towards sustainability can be helped or hindered by designers. 

 

Designer Initiatives. Auburn University designer, professor Samuel Mockabee, 

believed designers “should take the lead in procuring environmental and social change” 

(Dean & Hursley, 2005, p. 7).  Standing true to this belief he created a teaching studio 

called the Rural Studio.  The goal is to create homes and community buildings for the 

poor while offering hands-on experience to students and stressing community service. 

Most of the structures strike a balance between exceptional design and the use of 

recycled materials. This innovative thinking combines practitioners and students, 

reminding them of the profession’s responsibility to the community and environment. 

                     

Community Responsibility 

Today, the most creative and perhaps the most energetic way of addressing 

sustainability in any medium is the “grassroots citizens’ movement” (Roseland, 2005, p. 

194). Currently, there are various organizations providing affordable housing to the low-

income, with some taking the initiative to build green while others do not make it a 

priority.  Several of these organizations will be discussed below.   

 Habitat for Humanity International is a nonprofit housing ministry that seeks to 

“eliminate poverty by providing simple, decent shelter to those in need” (Habitat for 

Humanity, 2010). Habitat for Humanity is upholding their social responsibility to the poor 

and low-income by providing them with housing.  They claim to build “clean, decent, and 
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stable housing.” However, there is no clear understanding of what they consider “decent 

and stable”.  It is not apparent that sustainability plays a major role in the Habitat for 

Humanity model. They provide education and resources, and state “whenever possible, 

we build energy-efficient, sustainable housing” but they leave it up to their local affiliates 

to determine if sustainable practices will be exercised (Habitat for Humanity, 2010).  

 On the other hand, some organizations put sustainability at the forefront of their 

goal.  Global Green is a non-profit organization, founded in 1994 by activist and 

philanthropist Diane Meyer Simon and is the American division of Green Cross 

International (GCI), which was created by President Mikhail S. Gorbachev (Global 

Green: About, 2009).  Their mission focuses on creating green buildings and cities to 

help mediate global climate change.  Additionally, their international affiliates are 

working towards eliminating weapons of mass destruction and providing clean, safe 

drinking water to areas that lack the resources (Global Green: About, 2009). 

Furthermore, they have been one of the leaders in rebuilding the devastated areas of 

New Orleans, specifically the Holy Cross community near the Lower Ninth Ward. Global 

Green is committed to a “greener” New Orleans.  They are working to create a green 

model for affordable housing and to incorporate green technologies in local schools 

(Global Green: Green Building, 2009). According to Haq (2009), the CEO of Global 

Green Matt Petersen claims, “the greatest assemblage of green building expertise is in 

New Orleans... this great city presents us with the opportunity to create the first truly 

green city in our nation” (¶ 5).          

 Another New Orleans project that is taking on the responsibility to rebuild the 

area is the ‘Make It Right’ (MIR) Foundation.  The ‘Make It Right’ Foundation, a project 

organized by actor Brad Pitt, is an example of a citizen-structured organization that has 

exercised its social responsibility by redeveloping the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans 

after the destruction of Katrina.  Their mission is to be “a catalyst for redevelopment by 

building a neighborhood comprised of safe and healthy homes that are inspired by 

Cradle to Cradle thinking, with an emphasis on a high quality of design, while preserving 

the spirit of the community's culture” (MIR: About, 2009). In short, they are working to 

‘make it right.’  Since the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation plays a significant role in this thesis 

it will be discussed in more detail later in the literature review. 

 

Hurricane Katrina 
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 The 2005 Atlantic hurricane season was one of the most intense and devastating 

seasons on record (NOAA, 2006).  The season ran from June 1 through November 30, 

with a reported total of twenty-eight named storms, seven intense hurricanes: Arlene, 

Dennis, Emily, Irene, Katrina, Rita, and Wilma, and damage estimated at 104 billion 

(Mayfield, 2006).  None made more of a catastrophic impact as Hurricane Katrina.   

 

 
          ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !     
                         Figure 2.1: Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf of Mexico off the coast of Louisiana   

              (Retrieved October 2009 from lightrailnow.org)!!!!!!!!! 

 
 
 Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans in the early morning of August 29, 2005 as a 

Category 3 hurricane (see Figure 2.1). As the eye of the hurricane moved along the 

northeast of New Orleans, the city already below sea level experienced sustained winds 

of Category 1 or Category 2 strength (Knabb, Rhome, & Brown, 2006). However the 

sheer mass of the storm, a twenty-five to thirty mile wide radius of maximum winds, 

caused severe storm surges of fifteen to nineteen feet in eastern New Orleans, and ten 

to fourteen feet in the western area along the southern part of Lake Pontchartrain 

(Knabb, et. al, 2006).  The storm surge strained the already shaky levee system causing 

breaches in fifty-three different levees and submerging eighty percent of the greater 

New Orleans area as seen in Figure 2.2 (Feireiss, 2009). The National Hurricane 

Center declared Hurricane Katrina one of the most devastating natural disasters in 

United States history (Knabb et. al., 2006; Borger, 2006). The storm caused an 

estimated 2,000 deaths and was responsible for more than $81 billion in insured and 

uninsured losses; Katrina is the costliest hurricane to date (Knabb et. al., 2006). 
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Figure 2.2: The aftermath of Katrina. New Orleans, Interstate I-10 underwater                             
(Retrieved October 2009 from http://www.pre-office.com/amphibious-adaptation) 

 
 
The Aftermath             

 Many of the poorer residents of New Orleans lacking cars, credit cards, or the 

ready cash necessary to evacuate the city were left with no other choice but to stay 

(Long, 2007). As the water rose, many residents drudged their way to the Convention 

Center and the Superdome and waited (Long, 2007). It is estimated that 50,000 

residents were stranded in the Superdome (see Figure 4.1, 4.2) and the Convention 

Center, with “little fresh water, food, sanitation facilities or medical care” (Voorhees, 

Vick, Perkins, 2007, p.1). According to Presse (2005), the Convention Center 

resembled a concentration camp. “People were locked in there like prisoners...there 

was no ventilation” (as quoted in Presse, 2005, ¶ 14). Simmons (2009), reported an 

evacuee of the Convention Center as stating, “Once there, we were forgotten.” It took 

five days before they were rescued. According to Presse (2005), those who survived 

reported rapes, child molestation, shootings, riots, backed up toilets, defecation in 

hallways and stairwells, and a fire. One man even jumped over the railing and died.  
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Figure 2.3                     Figure 2.4 

                                
 The Superdome New Orleans, Louisiana. Just after Hurricane Katrina  

     (Figure 2.3, Retrieved October 2009 from http://news.bbc.co.uk)  
   (Figure 2.4, Retrieved October 2009 from nerdylorrin.net) 

 

 Outside there was equal chaos; vehicles were carjacked and looters ransacked 

the city for nearly a week before the situation was abated (Voorhees, et. al, 2007).  

“One man shot his sister over a bag of ice. Hospice workers allegedly euthanized the 

stranded sick or elderly. Temporary jails were constructed in a vain attempt to restore 

order. Police officers quit or committed suicide, unable to cope with the breakdown of 

law and order” (Ritter & Palm, 2007, ¶ 7). Dead bodies floated in the flood waters, while 

the few rescue teams who could get into the city worked to rescue those who were still 

alive (CNN, Aug. 2005). Additionally, it was reported that rescue boats and helicopters 

had to discontinue rescue operations because their efforts were met with gunfire (Ritter 

& Palm, 2006). Victims remained unidentified, and many families frantically searched for 

missing relatives. Simmons (2009) reported an incident with a 90-year-old women who 

survived the storm and was transported by boat to the Convention Center.  

  

After three days of dehydration, she fell and hit her head; only then 

was she evacuated by helicopter to Armstrong International Airport, 

where medical help and a flight out of the city awaited. At the airport, 

she was separated from her son by medical personnel promising to 

care for her. What happened next, nobody really knows, but she 

never made it out of the airport alive…after two months her family 

finally learned of her death. (Simmons, 2009, pp. 477-478)   

 

This story is just one of thousands among the poorer residents of New Orleans.  
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 A bureau chief of the Chicago Tribune reported at the time, “The images I saw in 

New Orleans, I’m ashamed to say, were far more like those from what we imagine to be 

a third world nation . . .Maybe the situation seemed even worse because we never 

expected to see scenes like that in America” (as quoted in Simmons, 2009, p. 478).  

Blame was pointed directly and passionately at the government, specifically the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the President George W. Bush 

(Simmons, 2009; Quigley, 2006). 

 

The Lower Ninth Ward  

 Of the areas worst hit none suffered more than the Lower Ninth Ward (Borger, 

2006; Appel, 2006). FEMA’s assessment indicated that eighty-two percent of the 

residential units in the Lower Ninth Ward (see Figures 2.5, 2.6) sustained severe 

damage or were destroyed (FEMA, 2006).  

 
 

        
                   
 

Figure 2.5: The Lower Ninth Ward before Katrina     Figure 2.6: The Lower Ninth Ward a day after Katrina 
(Both figures, Retrieved February 2010 from http://www.tulane.edu/~sanelson/Katrina) 

 

Located, between the Mississippi River and the Industrial Canal in Orleans Parish, the 

Lower Ninth Ward, prior to Katrina, was a predominately African-American, low to 

moderate-income residential of about 14,000 (Green, Bates, & Smyth, 2006; GNOCDC, 

2006).  This area was rich in culture and home to many small businesses including 

barber and beauty shops, corner stores, eateries, day care centers, as well as public 

schools and churches (GNOCDC, 2002).  It has been described as the “heart and soul 

of the African-American experience in New Orleans” (as quoted in Sontag, 2006, ¶ 12). 

 When Katrina hit, as was the case all over New Orleans, the levee protecting the 

Lower Ninth Ward failed. Water poured into the neighborhood with such force that it 

pushed houses off their foundations causing 125 structures to float into the roads 
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(Webster, 2006). According to Borger (2006), a Lower Ninth Ward resident that rode out 

the storm stated, "Cars were floating by and houses were floating down the street…I 

heard people screaming, howling for help” (¶ 10). According to a FEMA (2006) 

estimate, 3,500 houses had flood damage in the Lower Ninth Ward and the neighboring 

community, Holy Cross.  Barbershops and corner groceries were flattened.  Cars were 

tossed inside living rooms, and every house had damage including collapsed roofs, 

missing sections of homes, water lines over the roofs, downed trees, and debris 

everywhere (Borger, 2006; Connolly, 2005).  

 Additionally, the city’s worst ravaged areas, the Lower Ninth Ward and Gentilly, 

accounted for the highest death toll, mostly from drowning (Landphair, 2007; Connolly & 

Roig-Franzia, 2005). Many bodies were washed away with the floodwaters or left in 

attics to rot. To keep track of the dead, even dead animals, the count was written on 

houses (Borger, 2006). According to Etheridge (2005), after viewing the Lower Ninth 

Ward’s annihilation (see Figures 2.7-2.10), Col. Terry Ebbert, the New Orleans head of 

the Federal Department of Homeland Security, concluded, “There’s nothing out there 

that can be saved at all” (¶ 7). 
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Figure 2.7: Woman in the Lower Ninth Ward inspecting her home                                                        
(Retrieved October 2009 from www.nytimes.com) 
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Figure 2.8                                  Figure 2.9                                     Figure 2.10 

The devastation of the Lower Ninth Ward  
(,-./012345-.6-78!9:8!#++'; 

 

The Lower Ninth Ward was deemed too unsafe to return.  The Louisiana 

Governor, urged evacuees who fled the state to stay put stating, "It's too dangerous to 

come home" (CNN, Sept. 2005). Not only was there no available power, no sewage, no 

drinking water, and contamination, but the water had dislodged fire ants, thousands of 

snakes, and caused a rapid increase in mosquitoes (CNN, Sept. 2005).  The 

government ordered all entries into the city to be blocked by state police, only allowing 

emergency workers in. Days after the storm, the U.S. government relocated 

approximately 150,000 Katrina evacuees to Houston (Coleman & Shelton, 2009). 

 With the floodwaters still high in late September 2005, hurricane Rita passed 

through the area, worsening the flood conditions. It took forty-three days after Katrina 

and Rita for the floodwaters to dissipate (Knabb, et.al, 2006). As a result, homes were 

submerged in floodwater for several summer weeks.  This caused severe mold and 

bacterial growth as seen in Figure 2.11, and left behind a layer of canal water and 

sewage, making it a health risk to return (Connolly, 2005; Chew, Wilson, Rabito,…& 

Morley, 2006). Residents were not allowed to return to the Lower Ninth Ward to view 

their property until December 1, 2005 (Appel, 2005). 

!!!!!! ! !!!!!!!!!!
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Figure 2.11: Resident of the Lower Ninth Ward, inspecting his home for the first time                         
(Retrieved October 2009 from www.nytimes.com)!

 
 

One Year Later            

 As a temporary housing solution, many survivors of Katrina resettled in trailers 

provided by FEMA. FEMA has received much criticism about the trailers, beginning with 

their delayed response in providing them. In addition, FEMA has been sensitive to this 

criticism. According to Quigley (2006), “until challenged, FEMA barred reporters from 

talking with people in FEMA trailer parks without prior permission- forcing a reporter out 

of a trailer in one park and residents back into their trailer in another in order to stop 

interviews” (¶ 20).  Furthermore, when asked for answers, FEMA was non-responsive. 

When a U.S. Republican Representative asked FEMA why the decision was made to 

stop funding 100 percent of the cost of debris removal from areas highly damaged by 

Hurricane Rita “FEMA refused to tell him. He then filed a Freedom of Information 

request to get the information, he was refused again…he appealed and was told he 

would have to wait” (Quigley, 2006, ¶ 50). 

 FEMA insisted the living situation was temporary. The trailers only provided 

families with 240 square feet of living space and a year after Katrina 73,000 families in 

Louisiana were still in FEMA trailers (Quigley, 2006). Residents were not in any better 

position than when they had moved into the trailer. In addition, many of the areas where 

FEMA placed the trailers were secluded and had little public transportation making it 

difficult for residents to get to work (Dean, 2005). This caused problems with high crime 

among teenagers because they “had nothing to do” (Dean, 2005, ¶ 17; Lohr, 2006; 

Burton, 2006). Moreover, the housing was free so this gave little incentive for residents 

to hold jobs. Also, it was reported that the FEMA trailers may have made occupants ill.  



! #)

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) confirmed reports of toxic levels 

of formaldehyde in the FEMA trailers. Officials found formaldehyde levels to be five 

times greater and in some cases even forty times greater than the amount found in 

most homes, reportedly causing breathing difficulties, nosebleeds, and persistent 

headaches (Brunker, 2008; Hsu, 2010). Additionally according to Hsu (2010), other than 

formaldehyde FEMA acknowledged that units may have been “plagued with mold, 

mildew and propane gas leaks” (¶ 4).  

 Not until August 2006, did the mayor’s office report full coverage of municipal 

services (electricity, potable water, and gas) in New Orleans with the exception of the 

Lower Ninth Ward. Services in the Lower Ninth Ward were only partially restored and 

potable water was not fully restored until the second week of October 2006––fourteen 

months after the storm (New Orleans Sewerage and Water Board, 2006). “Without 

these basic utilities, homeowners in the Lower Ninth Ward were unable to place FEMA 

trailers on site or reoccupy their homes”  (Green, et. al., 2007, p. 326).  Still, the Lower 

Ninth Ward looked the same as it had in August of 2005.  No houses had been cleared 

and no decision had been made regarding rebuilding the area.   

  Many factors contributed to the slow response to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward. 

Partly due to the lack of resources, income became a major factor influencing the ability 

to rebuild. Additionally many residents were displaced all over the country and lacked 

the resources to even return and repair their homes (Green, et.al, 2007; Rivlin, 2006).  

According to Rivlin (2006) the director of the National Association of Katrina Evacuees 

stated “We’re talking about people who don't have the money to just pick up and come 

here for a meeting, no matter what the stakes” (¶ 14). Additionally, according to Green 

et. al. (2007), many of the residents in the Lower Ninth Ward did not have homeowners 

insurance so they had to wait for federal grants to begin rebuilding. Furthermore, 

despite high levels of homeownership in the area, no homeowners association had ever 

been established in the Lower Ninth Ward. This also impeded rebuilding because 

residents were left to rebuild on their own. There was not a central hub where they 

could go for information on rebuilding or to discuss and voice their opinions regarding 

the process (Rivlin, 2006). Nonetheless, perhaps the most controversial issue that 

encumbered the process was the debate over exactly what should happen to the area. 

Experts weighed in and discouraged rebuilding because the low-lying terrain was too 

susceptible to flooding (Landphair, 2007). Even the New Orleans Mayor at the time, Ray 

Nagin, “toyed with the idea of consolidating the city on a smaller ‘footprint’ and turning 
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low lying areas, such as the Lower Ninth Ward, into green space. Faced with a difficult 

re-election campaign Mr. Nagin dropped the idea and declared the market should 

decide New Orleans' fate” (Borger, 2006, ¶ 14). Additionally, many believed the 

property should not be put back on the market, that although it may be an “insult” to the 

residents, it would be irresponsible, “negligent homicide” as one volunteer put it, for 

residents to rebuild (as quoted in Connolly, 2005, ¶ 22). According to a Goedert (2008), 

some “residents and organizations thought the storm provided the perfect time to 

eliminate the more blighted areas of New Orleans-- especially those neighborhoods 

close to downtown and the French Quarter, and replace them with new homes attractive 

to middle and upper-income families” (p.168).        

 A year after Katrina, only 200 residents of the 14,000 pre-Katrina residents had 

returned (Borger, 2006).  As “homeowners in wealthier yet equally vulnerable areas 

such as Lakeview began rebuilding,” residents of the Lower Ninth Ward were left to 

wonder why their community remained ignored (Landphair, 2007, p. 844). 

 

 Rebuilding. ‘Make It Right’           

 The comprehensive post-Katrina redevelopment plan has not proceeded the way 

most envisioned (Curtis, 2009). Shaun Donovan, the HUD Secretary, acknowledged 

“mistakes were made in the efforts to get people back into their homes, both in the 

Lower Ninth Ward and other devastated parts of New Orleans” (Callebs & Morris, 2009, 

¶ 19) There was a government failure on every level, local, state, and federal (Callebs & 

Morris, 2009; Quigley, 2006). However, as of August 2009 HUD still had plans to rebuild 

New Orleans’ communities, but Donovan claims, “That the plan could still take another 

eighteen to twenty-four months, and that if it were not for nonprofits there would be little 

to no progress, even four years after the storm” (Callebs & Morris, 2009, ¶ 23). Due to 

this failure, a set of unexpected volunteers, foundations, non-profits, church groups, 

academics, corporations, celebrities, young people and architects have descended 

upon the area and made it their responsibility to rebuild (Curtis, 2009). Through 

grassroots collaboration New Orleans has become a testing laboratory for housing 

improvements and urban life in America (Curtis, 2009; Jervis, 2009). At the forefront of 

this laboratory, “Brad Pitt [and his ‘Make It Right project] is the city’s most innovative 

and ambitious housing developer” (Curtis, 2009, ¶ 3).       

 In 2006, Brad Pitt took a tour of the Lower Ninth Ward and was astonished that the 
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once vibrant community stood still. Feeling the area had been failed by the government, 

Pitt vowed to “make it right” (MIR: Our Work and Progress, 2009). This vision created 

the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation (MIR). Their mission is “to be a catalyst for the 

redevelopment of the Lower Ninth Ward, by building a neighborhood comprised of safe 

and healthy homes that are inspired by ’Cradle to Cradle’ thinking, with an emphasis on 

a high quality design, while preserving the spirit of the community’s culture” (MIR: 

About, 2009). In doing so, Pitt pledged to build 150 affordable green houses by 

December 2010. Figure 2.12 shows one of the first MIR houses in the Lower Ninth 

Ward. The standard house being built by MIR is a three-bedroom, two-bath, 1,200 

square foot home costing no more than $150,000 (Curtis, 2009). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Figure 2.12: Make It Right’s Billes house one of the first homes rebuilt in the Lower Ninth Ward              

(Lane, M., 2009) 

 

To achieve this goal Pitt commissioned architect William!McDonough, Graft 

architect Lars Krucheberg, and Tom Darden, whom now is the director of MIR, to 

discuss the possibilities.  The focus centered on green technologies, storm resistance, 

healthy housing, and high design (MIR: About, 2009).  Additionally, he enlisted 

architecture firms from all over the world and held meetings with community members to 

better understand their needs in a home. Criteria developed through these meetings 

including features such as elevated houses, rooftop escape hatches, prominent porches 

and stronger materials (Curtis, 2009). If residents did not approve of the architect’s 

designs, they were reworked.          

  To keep the houses affordable MIR viewed precedents set by Global Green, and 

used donations to design prototypes to determine which technologies were the most 

energy efficient to build (Clinton Global Initiative Webcast, 2009). Also, they found 
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product education to be one of the best money savers. Initially, when contractors were 

asked to install a new product they quoted twice as much as the actual cost because 

they were unknowledgeable about the product.  The second time they installed the 

same product the installation cost dropped on average fifty percent (CGI Webcast, 

2009).  Furthermore, when MIR started construction there were no Louisiana 

contractors trained to use pervious concrete; currently there are over twenty certified 

pervious concrete installers in Louisiana (MIR: Building Green, 2009). Pledging to keep 

the houses green, all of the houses to date are ‘Cradle to Cradle’ and LEED platinum 

certified, with green features including “solar power, geothermal heating and cooling 

systems, tankless water heaters, ENERGY STAR appliances, superior insulation, and 

efficient lighting” (MIR Press Release, 2009). As a result, the USGBC granted MIR the 

honors of the “largest and greenest community of single-family homes in the world” 

(MIR Press Release, 2009, ¶ 1).  

MIR is transforming the Lower Ninth Ward. Although many welcome this change 

some are not as accepting.  In an interview conducted by Woods (2009) of a public 

school educator in New Orleans for twenty-four years, she argues that nonprofits are 

coming in and claiming areas. She compares it to “homesteading in the Wild West.” She 

stated, “People are staking their claims on various segments of the population- elderly, 

children, women, Lower Ninth Ward residents, contractor fraud victims...and ultimately, 

or when you get to the root of it, it’s really not about the community but how they are 

able to maintain their status quo and image as ‘the great savior’…it’s disturbing” 

(Woods, 2009, pp. 639-640). Additionally, according to Curtis (2009), Andres Duany 

argues that the way MIR is rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward is not the way to approach 

rebuilding, believing that the culture is much more like that of the Caribbean than that of 

America. He points out that home ownership was so high because most houses were 

inherited and many mortgages were paid off creating a sense of leisure. Yet, Duany 

also points out that the houses had to be paid off “because they did not meet any sort of 

code and therefore were not mortgage-able by current standards” (Duany, 2007, ¶ 6).   

Furthermore, according to Curtis (2009), Duany cites the problem as: 

All the do-goody people attempting to preserve the culture are the 

same do-gooders who are raising the standards for the building of 

houses, and are the same do-gooders who are giving people partial 

mortgages and putting them in debt…they have such a profound 
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misunderstanding of the culture of the Caribbean that they’re 

destroying it. The heart of the tragedy is that New Orleans is not 

being measured by Caribbean standards. It’s being measured by 

Minnesota standards. (Curtis, 2009, ¶ 30)    

An advocate for ‘New Urbanism’, the idea of promoting cohesive walk-able 

neighborhoods as an alternative to urban sprawl, Duany has constructed four houses in 

the Bywater area. Just over the bridge from the Lower Ninth Ward, these homes were 

built to explore what affordable housing could be like in New Orleans (MacCash, 2009). 

Additionally, Duany constructed these houses as an alternative to the “Brad Pitt 

houses” and to the “really bad traditional, ‘kitsch’ style architecture” being built 

(McCash, Video Interview, 2009). Duany’s houses are ‘L-shaped,’ not a native New 

Orleans style, but they maintain the same envelope and the same aesthetic as 

traditional double shotgun houses (MacCash, 2009).  The goal was to improve some of 

the deficiencies of the New Orleans double shotgun by successfully providing better 

cross ventilation.  Duany claims that the traditional New Orleans style home, such as 

the shotgun home, works well in New Orleans and the people of New Orleans are 

responding to them because of their functional design (MacCash Video Interview, 

2009). According to MacCash (2009), Duany also believes the MIR houses are “too 

complex and far too expensive to serve as affordable housing alternatives” (¶ 22). 

Additionally Duany argues that his L-shaped shotgun designs are a “subtler, more 

sensible solution” (MacCash, 2009, ¶ 22) and that “none of the ‘Brad Pitt houses’ are 

as good as the good old New Orleans neighborhoods” (MacCash, Video Interview, 

2009).             

 Yet, MIR builds on.  As of February 2010 they had employed 1,500 local 

contractors on twenty-five completed energy efficient houses, with twenty or more 

under construction (Garton, 2009; Gordon Interview Transcript, 2010).  Pitt believes 

that the 150th house will be built for the same price or cheaper than a non-green house 

being built in New Orleans.  Additionally, Pitt claims this work is proof that building 

sustainable homes can be affordable and that the program should serve as a model for 

builders and communities worldwide (MIR Press Release, 2009). Furthermore, 

President Clinton stated: 

‘Make It Right’ offers a blueprint for how to build homes that instill 

pride and [that] combine to form communities of hope and 
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opportunity. By following the ‘Make It Right’ model, grants the 

opportunity to generate the green collar jobs our economy needs to 

move forward and advance building practices that reduce carbon 

emissions, while at the same time growing neighborhoods where 

families can thrive. (MIR press release, 2009, ¶ 3) 

  

Summary  

            The review of literature has shown the importance of healthy sustainable low-

income housing and the key players in achieving it.  It also addressed the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the beginning of the recovery in the Lower Ninth Ward in 

New Orleans. The literature suggested the responsibility to rebuild this area has been 

an initiative taken on by non-profits, volunteers, and even celebrities with little to no help 

from the government. Yet because of this attention from unlikely volunteers, more 

people are interested in sustainability (Haq, 2009).  The research indicated a ‘green’ 

movement is occurring not only in corporate America but also in the affordable housing 

sector. New Orleans, specifically the Lower Ninth Ward is at the center of this 

movement.  As it turns out, according to Bernell, (2009), “the times are ripe for 

rethinking how we build and organize urban spaces and a number of people in New 

Orleans…have called for an approach that offers great attention to sustainability” (¶ 1). 

  It is important to note that the literature provided on Hurricane Katrina 

specifically was only a small segment of the books, articles and reports of an extensive 

body of information regarding race issues, government response issues, FEMA trailers, 

health problems, and rebuilding.                                                                            

 In the next chapter a methodology will be presented that will outline the 

procedure and method of data collection. This data will be useful to better understand 

the process and structure of the MIR foundation’s sustainable building model. The 

information and data gathered will then be applied to answer the primary and secondary 

questions of this research. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
PROCEDURE 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 

The importance of healthy sustainable housing is becoming an issue at a time 

when global warming and the economy are constant concerns.  People want more for 

their money with a focus on quality over extravagance.  More interest is being shown in 

sustainable practices, energy efficient design, and creating healthier environments.  The 

research supporting these findings is overwhelming; backing the argument that 

sustainable design should be implemented in every aspect of life. However, low-income 

housing is often an afterthought when building sustainably. Most believe that building 

sustainably inherently costs more, making it unaffordable for the low-income.  The 

intention of this case study is to explore the feasibility of implementing sustainable 

design in low-income housing. This information will be useful in informing designers, 

architects, engineers and contractors how to accomplish building green at no extra cost, 

potentially making every structure built a sustainable one.  

 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the “Make It Right” Foundation’s model for 

redeveloping the Lower Ninth Ward, in New Orleans, Louisiana with sustainable low-

income housing and to determine if this housing model is feasible in other locations.  

 

Research Questions 

Primary Research Question 

 What are the motivations, design implications, financial implications, advantages, 

and challenges found in the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing and community 

reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans? 

 

Secondary Research Questions 

1.  What was the primary motivation of the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing 

and community reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward? 
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2. What were the design strategies and processes used in the housing and 

community reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

3. What sustainable practices were used during construction of these homes? 

4. What are the advantages of designing LEED certified buildings in the Lower 

Ninth Ward? 

5. What guidelines have been set in place for the maintenance of the ‘Make It 

Right’ houses in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

6. Who are the key players in implementing the sustainable design principles set 

forth by the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation? 

7. Have there been noticeable differences in the health of residents in the Lower 

Ninth Ward following relocation to their new homes? 

8. What are the changes in the overall culture of the Lower Ninth Ward since the 

new housing Construction? 

9. What are the long-range plans regarding housing and community 

reconstruction in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

10. What are the financial implications of developing affordable sustainable 

housing in the Lower Ninth Ward and can they be applied elsewhere? 

 

Methodology 

 After researching the rebuilding efforts, the MIR Foundation’s model was chosen 

as the organization to study for this project due to their commitment in building 

affordable, cutting-edge green homes. First, literature was reviewed addressing past 

and present information regarding low-income housing; the health effects associated 

with low-income housing, sustainability, social responsibility, and the housing 

devastation of Hurricane Katrina. In order to evaluate the MIR program mixed method 

research including descriptive, qualitative, and ethnographic research techniques was 

used. Procedures include 1) development of interview checklist 2) Institutional Review 

Board approval 3) site visits 4) gathering the data 5) analyzing the data, and 6) reporting 

the data. This study included two visits to the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, 

Louisiana to observe and collect data. Prior to data collection, the project was approved 

by the Florida State Institutional Review Board.  Interviews were conducted with ‘Make 

It Right’ employees, volunteers, and a Lower Ninth Ward health care employee, a 

questionnaire of IRB approved ‘homeowner questions’ was mailed to MIR homeowners, 

data was collected, then analyzed, and will answer the primary and secondary research 
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questions.  Photographs were taken of the area to document progress and assess the 

sustainable practices being used in construction.  Additionally, the financial structure of 

the model was evaluated to determine the short-term and long-term costs of 

construction. 

 
Development of Instruments 

 

Interview Questions 

 The following questions were asked during interviews.  

Volunteers                 

! How did you come to volunteer for the rebuilding of the Lower Ninth Ward? 

! What does your job entail? 

! How many weeks/months have you been involved with the rebuilding? 

! What differences have you seen in the area before and after Hurricane Katrina?  

! Have there been obstacles that have slowed rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward? If 

so, explain? 

Contractors                           

! What features make these houses affordable? 

! Who designs the houses now? What is the design process? 

! Have there been any obstacles in developing LEED platinum housing? If so, 

what have they been? 

! What are your design strategies for making the houses sustainable? 

! What features do you focus on in making the house sustainable? 

! What materials are used and where are they from? 

! How are the houses maintained in terms of cleaning, repairs, and education on 

sustainable features? 

! Do you think implementing this type of sustainable development would work in 

other low-income areas?   

! What have you learned in following the LEED platinum guidelines?  

! What has been the biggest challenge, if any? 

! Have there been any obstacles that have slowed rebuilding? Have there been 

any unexpected surprises? 
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! Are there rules associated with the house?  If so, what are they? 

‘Make it Right’ Executives         

! Have there been challenges of rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward?  If so, what do 

they include? 

! Approximately what percentage of people have moved back to the Lower Ninth 

Ward? 

! How were the houses typically constructed prior to Hurricane Katrina? 

! Who designs the houses now? What is the design process? 

! What features make the housing affordable? 

! What measures were taken to ensure these houses would withstand another 

hurricane? 

! What are your design strategies for making the houses sustainable? 

! What features are your main focuses in making the house sustainable? 

! What materials are used and where are they from? 

! What have been the biggest challenges/obstacles in building for LEED 

certification? 

! How are the houses maintained in terms of cleaning, repairs, and education on 

sustainable features? 

! What have you learned in building these houses LEED platinum?  

! Were you aware of any health concerns by residents prior to Hurricane Katrina? 

After? 

! Are there rules associated with the house?  If so, what are they? 

! How does building sustainable houses fit into the culture of the Lower Ninth 

Ward?  

! Why is there a fine of $500 for grass being over eighteen inches in the Lower 

Ninth Ward? 

! What is the range of housing cost? What is the average? 

! How are the houses financed? 

! Do you think implementing this type of sustainable development work in other 

low-income areas?   

! It was hoped new owners would put up eighty five percent from insurance and 

government disaster funds, has that been possible?  



! $)

! If you were going to implement this model somewhere else what steps would you 

take? 

! What are the long term goals of the Make it Right Foundation? What happens 

after the 150th house is built? 

Healthcare employees              

! What were the common health concerns for people in the Lower Ninth Ward prior 

to Hurricane Katrina? 

! What types of health concerns for residents of the Lower Ninth Ward are 

common in the clinic? 

! Have you seen a change in frequency of any particular health concern since the 

sustainable housing? 

! What are your perceptions regarding the new housing as it relates to the health 

of the occupants? 

 

Questionnaire 

 The following questions were mailed to MIR homeowners     

!   Where were you living prior to Hurricane Katrina? 

! Describe your housing prior to Hurricane Katrina?  

! Where did you go immediately after Hurricane Katrina? 

! Where are you living now? Describe your housing. 

! What brought you back to the Lower Ninth Ward?  

! Did you have a choice in design, color, or style? 

! What features do you like best about your housing?  Are there features you wish 

were designed differently? 

! Before moving into your house were you familiar with sustainability? 

! How do you feel about the sustainable aspects of your neighborhood? Does it fit 

in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

! What advantages do you find by living in house designed with sustainable 

features? 

! What kind of education was there on how to use the equipment? 

! Are there rules associated with the house?  If so, what are they? 
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! What was the Lower Ninth Ward like before Katrina? Now? What has changed? 

! Have there been obstacles that have slowed rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward? If 

so, explain? 

Selection of Data 

 

LEED            

 Data was gathered from each housing site to determine what features make the 

houses sustainable.  The LEED (Leadership Energy and Environmental Design) point 

system and the ‘Cradle to Cradle’ reference was used as a guideline for evaluating the 

houses. These certifications epitomize the highest level of green practices and are 

currently recognized as the benchmark of sustainable design. The allocation of LEED 

points explained what energy efficient systems and materials were used in building the 

homes.  

 

Materials Used         

 Information regarding the materials used during construction was gathered. 

Additionally, data regarding maintenance, sustainability, and implementation of these 

products was documented. 

 

Financial Structure         

 Data was gathered on design, construction, construction labor, and materials to 

determine the actual cost of building the home.  The actual cost was compared to the 

actual cost to homeowners to determine if the homes were considered ‘affordable’ 

based on HUD recommendations for affordable housing. 

 

Gathering Data 

Data was gathered from site visits and tours. First, a meeting was held with 

‘Make It Right’ personnel who are involved with the construction and material use of the 

houses. Questions were asked and data was gathered. Next, a tour of the houses 

occurred, sustainable features noted, and photographs taken.  Then, interviews 

occurred. It was difficult to gain access to interview MIR homeowners. Therefore, the 
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site visits were followed with the mailing of questionnaires to homeowners in order to 

seek answers to questions regarding their residences.  Questionnaires were sent to 

nine randomly selected MIR homeowners and four were returned. 

 

Reporting data 

After gathering the information from interviews, site visits, and the 

questionnaires, a content and qualitative analysis was used to organize and interpret 

the data. That information will be used to answer the primary and secondary research 

questions.          

 Confidentiality of all the subjects will be maintained throughout the reporting of 

the data, so that no names of individuals will be included in this study. Subjects will be 

referred to as ‘interviewee’, ‘resident’, or ‘employee.’  

 

Summary 

This chapter presented the methodology used in conducting the research for this 

study. It provided the interview questions, the questionnaire that was sent to 

homeowners, as well as the methods for collecting and reporting the data.   

 The following chapter, Chapter 4, will present the site and give a description of 

the area and the homes toured.  The chapter will then discuss the emergent themes 

found from the visit, which will answer the primary and secondary research questions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
FINDINGS 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 

This chapter reports on the motivations, design implications, financial 

implications, as well as the advantages, and challenges found in the ‘Make It Right’ 

(MIR) Foundation’s housing and community reconstruction project in the Lower Ninth 

Ward of New Orleans, Louisiana.  The findings were collected through mixed method 

research including descriptive, qualitative, and ethnographic research techniques that 

included interviews, mailed questionnaires, photographs, and site visits. The ‘Make It 

Right’ Foundation was chosen for its high standard of sustainable design as each home 

is LEED platinum certified, the design is based on Cradle-to-Cradle ideology, and the 

foundation makes every attempt to make the homes affordable. By researching the MIR 

model it provided the opportunity to study how sustainable housing can be made 

affordable and how feasible it may be to implement the model in other locations.    

 As part of the data collection, the Lower Ninth Ward was toured as well as some 

of the homes; this provided the opportunity to examine the sustainable features that 

have been implemented. In addition, interviews were conducted with MIR employees, 

Lower Ninth Ward lifetime residents as well as community volunteers, and a local 

healthcare employee.  They were asked questions regarding development of the area 

and the challenges faced since Hurricane Katrina, their role in rebuilding the Lower 

Ninth Ward, as well as their attitudes towards the MIR Foundation and the homes MIR 

is building.  The site and two homes were toured, materials and equipment costs were 

noted and multiple pictures were taken. Additionally, a mailed questionnaire was sent to 

current MIR homeowners asking questions regarding their homes, sustainability, and 

the Lower Ninth Ward. The complete transcriptions of interviews and answers to the 

questionnaire can be found in Appendices B and C.     

 After gathering the data from interviews, site visits, and the questionnaires, a 

content and qualitative analysis was used to interpret the data presented throughout this 

chapter.  The interview data has been categorized into emergent themes.   

 The findings in this chapter will be presented in two sections. The first section will 

be an overview of the two site visits, including a brief summary of the Lower Ninth Ward, 
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a visual description of the area, as well as a description of the homes toured. The 

second section will include a discussion of the themes that emerged from the site visits, 

the interview data, and the questionnaire data, which will answer the primary and 

secondary research questions. 

 
 

The Site 

The Lower Ninth Ward is located between the Mississippi River and the Industrial 

Canal in Orleans Parish in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The term Lower Ninth Ward is 

used to describe an area in New Orleans as well as a neighborhood. The Lower Ninth 

Ward area encompasses two neighborhoods: the Holy Cross neighborhood to the south 

and the Lower Ninth Ward neighborhood, often referred to as the ‘Lower Nine,’ to the 

north. The ‘Lower Nine’ is bordered by Claiborne Avenue to the south, the Industrial 

Canal to the west, Florida Avenue to the north, and St. Bernard Parish to the east (see 

Figure 4.1). The ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s presence is seen in the ‘Lower Nine’ 

neighborhood of the Lower Ninth Ward and is mainly concentrated on the streets 

closest to the levee breach by the Industrial Canal where major flooding occurred, seen 

in Figure 4.2. 

                                 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1: Boundaries of the Lower Ninth Ward 
(Retrieved March 2010 from www.shellscandal.com/week38/Orleans_Parish) 
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       Figure 4.2: The MIR site in the Lower Ninth Ward    
 (Retrieved March 2010 from http://blog.nola.com/dougmaccash) 

 

 
 
Before Hurricane Katrina the Lower Ninth Ward was a predominately African-American, 

low to moderate-income residential neighborhood of about 14,000 (Green, Bates, & 

Smyth, 2006; GNOCDC, 2006).  This area had the largest amount of homeowners in 

the city, was rich in culture and home to many small businesses (HUD: Cityscape 

Journal, 2008). 

 

 
     

Figure 4.3: Mardi Gras Indian Parade an event that exudes the culture of the Lower Ninth Ward 
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://www.louisianafolklife.org/FOLKLIFEimagebase/) 

 
 
The Lower Ninth Ward has been described as the “heart and soul of the African-

American experience in New Orleans” (as quoted in Sontag, 2006, ¶ 12). Figure 4.3 

depicts a Mardi Gras Indian parade. The strong presence of the Indian culture in the 

Lower Ninth Ward is commemorated in the museum of Dance and Feathers. 

 Hurricane Katrina hit the Lower Ninth Ward on August 29, 2005 and decimated the 
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area. In the years that followed many promises to rebuild were made, but those 

promises were never carried through and at the time of this writing much of the area 

looks exactly the same as days after the Hurricane.  In 2007, Brad Pitt made a promise 

to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward with 150 affordable, green, storm resistant, and highly 

designed homes for former residents.  His vision being, “to prove that if safe homes 

could be built in the hardest hit area, they can and should be built everywhere” (MIR: 

Our Work and Progress, 2009). 

 
 

Site Description            

 To enter the Lower Ninth Ward you must cross over the Industrial Canal on one of 

two parallel, seemingly picturesque, yet quite archaic bridges as seen in Figure 4.4.  

 

 

Figure 4.4: Claiborne Street Bridge (Lane, M., 2009)                                                                     

 

Drivers will find both bridges are large, rusty and rickety. Yet, these bridges are the only 

way in and out of the Lower Ninth Ward and divide the area into two lifelines, Claiborne 

Avenue to the north and St. Claude Avenue to the south, both running east to west. 

Upon crossing the Claiborne Ave. Bridge (see Figures 4.5, 4.6), I was hit with a sense 

of shock and uneasiness; the area seemed surreal. 
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Figure 4.5                                                    Figure 4.6 

The view upon crossing the Claiborne Ave. Bridge (Lane, M., 2009)                                                         

 

The sheer realization that something traumatic has happened to this area hits hard and 

unless you have paid no attention to the news for the past four and a half years you 

would think this is a war zone. I felt as if I was in a post apocalyptic movie. The area to 

the north of Claiborne was a wasteland (see Figure 4.7), sparse and barren and was 

completely desolate except for the ‘Make It Right’ homes and its construction to the 

west.   

 

 

Figure 4.7: The desolate area north of Claiborne St. in the Lower Ninth Ward with the ‘Make It Right’      
construction in the background (Lane, M., 2009)                                                                                                                     

 

To the south, block after block, few houses have been restored and most still exist with 

visible watermarks. Many have broken windows and are defaced with spray paint 

showing first responders ‘X’ marks, which announce if any people or animals were 

found dead on the property as seen in Figures 4.8, 4.9. 
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                           Figure 4.8                                                       Figure 4.9 

Lower Ninth Ward homes ‘tagged’ with ‘X’- marks indicating if any were found deceased                        
(Lane, M., 2009) 

 

Some home’s interiors have been cleared out and the structure remains with signs of 

‘DO NOT TEAR DOWN’, ‘ WE WILL REBUILD’, or ‘WE WILL BE BACK’ (see Figure 

4.10).  

 

 

Figure 4.10: A home in the Lower Ninth Ward (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

Surprisingly, many houses have been untouched for four and a half years, left in the 

exact same condition as the day Katrina hit as seen in Figures 4.11-4.13.    
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Figure 4.11: Home four and a half years after Katrina (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Exterior of an office building in the Lower Ninth Ward (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

 

Figure 4.13: Interior of the office building (Lane, M., 2009) 
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Once in the ‘Make It Right’ rebuilding area you feel as if you are at a Disney theme park, 

as these few streets of unusually designed, colorful elevated homes exist as a fantasy 

island in the middle of struggle (see Figures 4.14-4.17).  

 

                                                                                 
   

Figure 4.14: MIR home standing out from the barren landscape    
   (Retrieved February 2010 from http://graphics8.nytimes.com) 

    

  Figure 4.15: MIR’s colorful homes                                                                              
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://graphics8.nytimes.com) 

 

          

Figure 4.16                                                         Figure 4.17 

  Down the street from the MIR construction area, over grown empty properties exist devoid of homes 
(Lane, M., 2009) 
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Tour buses drive through the area daily and several times a day, people walk the 

streets taking pictures, news crews report in front of the houses, construction workers 

are a constant staple as homes are in all stages of construction, and among all the 

busyness you forget these are people’s homes, their lives. The homeowners have 

staked their front yards with reminders; signs reading ‘PRIVATE RESIDENCE’ (see 

Figure 4.18), as to politely say ‘please stop gawking.’   

 

                                                            

Figure 4.18: MIR home with ‘Private Residence’ sign                                                        
(Retrieved March 2010 from www.nola.com/news/) 

 

The sense of a neighborhood community I imaged does not exist; the houses are 

spread out and sparse, the porches are raised making community connectivity difficult 

as seen in Figures 4.19, 4.20. 

 

 

Figure 4.19: Elevated MIR home (Lane, M., 2009) 
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Figure 4.20: Spread out MIR homes making neighbor interaction difficult                                                 
(Lane, M., 2009) 

 

However, during 2010, over 100 more homes will be erected, hopefully providing the 

opportunity to bring back a glimpse of the prior culture in what appears to be a newly 

developed one.           

 There are reminders of the old Lower Ninth Ward everywhere. Within the ‘Make It 

Right’ area, many of the newly obtained government or ‘Make It Right’ properties 

contain remnants that withstood Katrina: old cinder block foundations and concrete front 

steps that lead to nowhere as seen in Figures 4.21-4.23. 

 

 

Figure 4.21                                    Figure 4.22                                       Figure 4.23  

Foundation remnants still exist from homes before Katrina (Lane, M., 2009)  

 

Additionally, amongst all the new construction that brings such hope and promise, there 

is this undeniable presence of the infamous towering concrete levee on a grassy 

embankment to the west. This stoic levee (see Figure 4.24) brought all the promise into 

perspective, the brief moment of hope I felt for this neighborhood ceased and the 
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burden of the struggle to come returned.  No matter what angle I stood, it was always 

visible, bearing down as a reminder to the residents and visitors of what happened and 

of the irrefutable fact that it could happen again. 

 

 

Figure 4.24: The extensive levee stretching the length of the Lower Ninth Ward                                      
(Lane, M., 2009) 

 

Site Visit 

The following is the description of the two separate trips made to the Lower Ninth 

Ward.  The goal of the visits was to interview ‘Make It Right’ executives, homeowners, 

contractors, volunteers, and health care employees in the area to collect data, that 

when analyzed, would answer the primary and secondary research questions. In 

addition, it was important to, take photographs of the area to document progress and 

assess the sustainable practices being used in construction.     

 The first trip occurred at the beginning of December 2009 and lasted eight days. 

During this visit I had planned on interviewing various employees, executives, and 

construction managers of the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation. However, the first day I was 

there a member of the community with close ties to the MIR family and the rest of the 

Lower Ninth Ward residents passed away unexpectedly.  This set the tone for the rest 

of the time I was there.  Although I was able to interview a MIR Product manager, a 

landscape architect and take a tour of the MIR headquarters, there was a sense of loss 

and shock among the employees. Additionally, New Orleans residents had advised me 

to be in the Lower Ninth Ward from 9am through 3pm only, due to a past reputation of 

high crime later in the day and evening. This also impeded my research of the area. 
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These issues were a major disruption to my efforts and resulted in being unable to 

speak with as many people as I had hoped as well as limiting my ability to set up an 

interview with a homeowner. However, I was able to contact and interview a community 

volunteer involved in bringing back culture to the Lower Ninth Ward and the Executive 

Director of the Lower Ninth Ward Health Clinic.        

 The second trip to the Lower Ninth Ward included a four day trip in mid-January 

2010. Prior to the visit I contacted a ‘Make It Right’ employee in hopes that they could 

connect me with a homeowner. I received no correspondence in return so yet again I 

was unsuccessful in interviewing a homeowner. However, I was able to meet with a 

man native to the Lower Ninth Ward whose goal is to bring together the Lower Ninth 

Ward community by way of the Lower Ninth Ward Community Village. This community 

center provides services, care and guidance to the youth, elderly and all community 

residents in efforts to empower them to be “self-sufficient and to sustain a high quality of 

life” (Lower Ninth Ward Village, 2008).  My time spent at this Center gave me a better 

perspective on the reality of the situation, that although rebuilding was positive and 

progressive, the Lower Ninth Ward had chronically been ignored by the government, 

had high crime before Hurricane Katrina, and still is in need of help. 

 

House Tour 

My first meeting took place at the MIR construction trailer where I met an 

employee who is in charge of product selection for the homes.  He took me on a car 

tour of the area and I asked him questions as he drove. We stopped at a vacant home 

designed by Berkebile, Nelson, Immenschuh, & McDowell (BNIM) Architects of 

Houston, Texas as seen in Figure 4.25. The home is 940 square feet with two 

bedrooms, two baths and a kitchen connected to the front living area.  
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Figure 4.25:  BNIM’s MIR house                                                                                    
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://theurbanearth.files.wordpress.com) 

 

The design resembles the traditional shotgun home of New Orleans making an attempt 

at maintaining community connectivity with the incorporation of a prominent front porch. 

The design utilizes daylighting strategies, natural ventilation, the use of solar panels, 

rainwater collection in cisterns for non-potable uses, and pervious pavement to reduce 

storm water runoff. The home was constructed using structural insulate panels (SIP) 

which have been “tested for impact resistance,” resulting in a stronger, safer structure in 

the case of another hurricane (Feireiss, 2009, p.157). Additionally MIR has installed a 

sprinkler system inside each of the homes because it “protects [their] entire investment,” 

giving “them that extra protection.”   

 

 

          Figure 4.26                                 Figure 4.27                                   Figure 4.28  

The interior of the BNIM MIR home (Lane, M., 2009) 
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Although it was a rainy day the home had plenty of natural light, the materials 

were aesthetically pleasing and there was no off-gas smell that adhesive and paints 

typically emit.  The interior was simple and functional (see Figures 4.26-4.28). The MIR 

employee expressed his perspective on the challenges experienced with finding 

products and adhesives that complied with ‘Cradle to Cradle’ requirements. Not only did 

they need to meet ‘Cradle to Cradle’ requirements but the materials also needed to be 

affordable and easily accessible to residents in the future if the item were to be 

replaced. When asked about LEED credits, it was expressed that a quarter of the points 

came from landscape technologies and if the cost to achieve a LEED credit was too 

expensive, it was thrown out.  During this tour my tour guide explained how cost and the 

construction process worked. The architecture firms design the MIR homes pro bono.  

Throughout the design process MIR hosted “community charrettes” where the firms 

“worked closely with Lower Ninth Ward residents” to determine what the residents liked 

and disliked in a home (Gordon Interview Transcript, 2010). The very first design of a 

house is called the ‘prototype’ house and this house’s proposed budget is $200 per 

square foot for base construction costs, which only include structure, foundation, 

finishes, millwork, MPE systems, appliances, plumbing, and lighting fixtures (Graft, 

2009, pp. 121-129). Yet, site preparation costs and irregular building systems, such as 

solar panel systems or gray water recapturing technologies, are not included.  The 

prototype design of a house becomes somewhat of a ‘test home' for the respective 

architecture firm’s proposed design and for the energy efficient technologies 

implemented in the design. Since these homes are ‘avant garde’ in design there is no 

precedent cost associated with the energy efficient features, so they essentially plan no 

concrete budget for them.  Therefore, the prototype house can exceed any budget set 

forth.  If that is the case, the second generation of the house is a re-design of the 

prototype in attempt to meet the budget requirements of $130 per square foot for base 

construction costs.  MIR homes are currently being constructed at $150 per square foot. 

 For example New Orleans based Trahan Architects designed their prototype 

home, with an ‘atypical’ feature (see Figures 4.29, 4.30) made from zinc, steel plates 

with galvanized finish, photovoltaic laminate, steel pipes, and passive solar water 

heating tubes that acts as a protection from the elements and a storm water capturing 

system for gray-water uses (Feireiss, 2009). Just the cost for this feature was said to be 

$80,000.  
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Figure 4.29: Side view of Trahan Architects prototype MIR house with the ‘gill-like’ water capturing 
‘atypical’ feature (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

 

Figure 4.30: Front view of Trahan Architects prototype MIR house (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

The second generation Trahan Architects’ design as seen in Figure 4.31, is a re-design 

of the prototype house, which eliminates the ‘gill-like’ water-collecting feature, to reduce 

cost, and replaces it with an overhang mimicking the curve of the initial design.      
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Figure 4.31: The second generation Trahan Architect design that eliminates the prototype’s design of a 
‘gill-like’ water-reclaiming feature (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

The next house I toured was the ‘FLOAT’ house designed by Morphosis from 

Santa Monica, California (see Figure 4.32). This home is the only one of its kind in the 

nation. In the event of a flood the home floats in place with rising flood levels.  

 

 

Figure 4.32: Front view Morphosis ‘FLOAT’ house (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

The structure is based on a shotgun style home and is divided into two components: the 

house itself and the foundation, on which the house sits (Feireiss, 2009).  The house is 

a prefabricated unit consisting of a “thickened raft slab, a service core, and a large roof-

top rain collector” (Feireiss, 2009, p. 206).  This component acts as an armature for the 

essential mechanical and technological equipment (Feireiss, 2009). The foundation is 

comprised of “expanded polystyrene foam, which is incased in glass fiber-reinforced 
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concrete that will float with rising floodwater” (Feireiss, 2009, p. 206). Due to the 

“unique” foundation and precise engineering requirements the architect was “on-site 

everyday for three [to] four months” during the “foundation laying” phase of this 

particular home. The prefabricated component was shipped as a whole to the site and 

then placed upon the concrete foundation. Once in place the remaining modular wall 

frames, interior finishes, and remaining systems were assembled (Feireiss, 2009). 

Figure 4.33 depicts the ‘FLOAT’ house in the final stage of construction. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.33: ‘FLOAT’ house during the final construction phase                                                             
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://www.ioe.ucla.edu/videos/article.asp) 

 

 
This home was designed in response to the flooding that occurred from 

Hurricane Katrina and other past flood events that have taken place in the area. The 

home serves as a prototype “that can be mass produced and adapted to the needs of 

communities facing similar challenges across the globe” (Munk & Blackburn, 2009, ¶ 

11).  The structure utilizes energy-efficient technologies and appliances as well as 

prefabrication methods, which results in a “flood-safe, affordable, and sustainable” 

structure (Munk & Blackburn, 2009, ¶ 1).  

However, the MIR employee articulated his frustration with the “product 

selection” used in this prototype house, stating that some of the equipment choices had 

a high price tag. For example the refrigerator used in this home cost $13,000, (see 

Figure 4.34) but he stated that “We [will] have more control over it come the second 

round where they [the products] would fall more in line with what we choose.”  
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Figure 4.34: A $13,000 refrigerator (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

        

            Figure 4.35           Figure 4.36 

Narrow kitchen & hallway (Lane, M., 2009) 

 

                         

    Figure 4.38                                                     Figure 4.39 

The home provides plenty of natural light                                                                              
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://www.dezeen.com) 
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This home felt quite small (as seen Figure 4.35, 4.36) yet provided a sufficient amount 

of natural light (as seen Figure 4.37, 4.38), had dual flush toilets, and low flow fixtures. 

 

Emergent Themes 

 The following is the data collected from the site visits, interviews, and 

questionnaires and describes the emergent themes that surfaced during the study. This 

data will answer the primary and secondary research questions.  These themes focus 

on the motivations and attitudes surrounding the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation and the 

reactions and awareness from the community that have resulted in the presence of MIR 

in the area. As well as, the advantages and challenges regarding the design 

implications and financial implications found in constructing the homes. 

 
 
Researcher’s Note           

 Everyone in the Lower Ninth Ward has a different Hurricane Katrina story. Their 

stories are complex interrelated ones, intertwined with governmental, social, cultural, 

financial, and health issues. Each issue relates to another yet, all with the underlying 

sense of distrust, of being wronged. To divide the findings into specific themes may help 

clarify the surface issues, yet the underlying issue of distrust is a constant. Each person 

I interviewed has their own niche in the Lower Ninth Ward community and is working in 

their own way to help bring it back. The findings tell the story based on what I have 

recorded. Each has strong convictions and beliefs about the government, housing 

programs, and nonprofits that may or may not be true.  I have included their beliefs and 

concerns as wells as further information to help clarify certain claims.  

 
 
Government Failure           

 A common thread that arose during each interview was that the people of the 

Lower Ninth Ward feel they have been failed; by all levels of the government, the media, 

and even by some nonprofits. First and foremost by the federal government for not 

repairing the levees in the area when it was well known they were inadequate. Brad Pitt 

states, “let’s be clear, Katrina was man-made” and further cites “decades of reckless 

handling of the levees combined with a negligent lack of political effort to rectify the 

issues that were common knowledge” as the cause of this failure (Pitt, 2009, p. 7).  He 
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also claims, “You can argue they have suffered the injustice of antiquated building 

practices which respect the profit margin and not its inhabitants, suffered the injustice of 

a political machine that doesn’t protect its people equally” (Pitt, 2009, p. 7). Many 

interviewees believe, due to speculation of past government induced levee breaches 

that the levee breach during Hurricane Katrina was deliberate, executed by the 

government. Findings from interviews and internet news articles state that the 

government has admitted that the levees were intentionally damaged with dynamite to 

relieve pressure in 1927 and in 1965, because of the Mississippi Flood and Hurricane 

Betsy.  However, through my research I was never able to find a concrete source 

directly stating the government acted this way prior to Katrina. One interviewee 

explained, “New Orleans is bowl shaped, you have to relieve the pressure of it or it fills. 

They can’t flood Canal Street; they can’t flood the Garden District because of the 

tourism so they relieve it by flooding the Ninth Ward.” Additionally, to further cement the 

accusation by Lower Ninth Ward residents they say many residents heard explosions 

just before Hurricane Katrina hit. Officials responded by saying the sound was 

‘transformers blowing up.’ Residents were left with the question of ‘if [the government] 

did it in the past why would they not have done it in 2005?’ Residents also question the 

government actions because, it was reported that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

replaced a portion of the 15-foot Harvey Canal floodwall in St. Bernard Parish, which 

borders the Lower Ninth Ward, with newspaper after Katrina, instead of the usual rubber 

material (Kirkham, 2008). Corps officials claimed it was a temporary solution in 2006 

that was not being repeated elsewhere in area levee systems, citing “a lot of work being 

done to get things up to snuff after Hurricane Katrina”, as the reason for this quick fix 

(Kirkham, 2008, ¶ 3).   

Additionally, the people of the Lower Ninth Ward feel they have been overlooked 

by the state and local government. Beginning with the days immediately following 

Hurricane Katrina when 50,000 residents were stranded at the Superdome and 

Convention Center with little food and water and in horrendous conditions.  As Brad Pitt 

stated, “These people were the last to get buses to get out, they were the last to get 

electricity, they were the last to get FEMA trailers, and they are the last to get home“ 

(Clinton Global Initiative Video File, 2009). Most residents did not receive FEMA trailers 

until eighteen months after Katrina, and not until October 2006 did they have full 

municipal services restored, the last area in Orleans Parish. Not until 2007 was the 

debris finally cleared away leaving a vast green space. One resident expressed she 
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was unsure of the city’s intentions for helping rebuild the area stating, “I don’t know 

because they don’t want to do nothing down here” and added, “It’s like the forgotten part 

of the city” (Video File, 2007, August 25).  Also, it is believed that the state has withheld 

‘Road Home’ money allocated to these residents by the federal government, with one 

resident stating, “The people in Mississippi got this [Road Home] money and they got to 

do anything they wanted to do with it- rebuild, but New Orleans they [are] fighting us 

every step of the way…it could be politics…if we were rich that’d be a horse of a 

different color” (Video File, 2007, August 25). This issue will be discussed further in the 

‘Road Home Program’ section.        

 Residents additionally feel that they have been failed by the media, which 

portrayed them, as one interviewee stated, as the “Poor, poor people of the Lower Ninth 

Ward.” Another resident stated, “CNN was constantly saying on the news that this was 

a poverty stricken community, [but] this was not a poverty stricken community…this 

section of the Lower Ninth had more homeowners than they had in any other section of 

the city…and they [CNN] never came back and did a retraction” (Video File, 2008, April 

13). The people of the Lower Ninth Ward were far from poverty stricken. As one 

interviewee expressed: 

We established [a] work ethic in this community because as I was 

growing up that’s what you’d see your parents do.  You’d see them 

leave out the door everyday…my step-daddy worked at the sugar 

refinery...a lot of my cousins were longshoreman who worked out 

there on the river.  So it wasn’t nothin[g] new, but they wouldn’t credit 

us for that. They just credited us for being the ‘[2004 Indian Ocean] 

Tsunami’ of the United States. 

This was a working class community although their mean income was lower than other 

areas in New Orleans they had an eighty percent homeownership rate, the highest in 

the city.  

 

Broken Promises 

Another theme that had a presence in interviews was that of broken promises.  It 

was expressed in most of the interviews that the U.S. President at the time, George W. 

Bush, broke his promise to the people of New Orleans. Specifically, when he ‘stood in 
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Jackson Square and made a promise to the world that before he left office he was going 

to put New Orleans back together.’ Many residents see this as a ‘lie’, a ‘promise never 

backed up’, and they say this is evident by the undeniable proof that four and a half 

years later the infrastructure is slowly returning only to the credit of some non-profits 

and with no tangible federal government rebuilding plan in sight.  

 

Nonprofits 

Another issue that was attached to the “failure” sentiment and surfaced in each 

interview was a frustration with some non-profits and their purpose in the area.  

According to one interviewee, there were “Twelve non-profits here before Katrina and 

now there are thirty and still with less than half the residents back.”  There is the belief 

that these non-profits are “setting” residents up so “they won’t be able to get their 

homes.” One interviewee said, “These people go to see if they are eligible for pre-

approval and they set them up so they will fail right away and won’t be able to get their 

homes.” Another interviewee stated, “They [non-profits] are filling their pockets,” 

believing that: 

These non-profits, they build databases and then they get large 

grants…giving people the pretense that they are going to help them.  

But as soon as the people go knock on their door and say ‘well you 

said you were going to be able to help me, help me’...they say ‘I can’t 

help you right now because the money we got is for administrative 

fees.’  

He also conveyed that when these non-profits help fund residents rebuilding efforts 

“they [the non-profits] have say so,” stating that “I ran quite a few of them away…[they 

are] like ‘oh we could get you a grant for this or that.’ I said no because I don’t want you 

to put a stamp on my hard work.’”       

 Additionally, after Katrina, when residents were beginning the rebuilding process, 

many gave their money up front to people posing as contractors. These ‘contractors’ 

promised to help them rebuild and then would never be heard from again. After such a 

devastating event as Katrina, when people just wanted to rebuild, they would give their 

‘hopes’ to the wrong person subsequently losing all their money and all their trust in 

anyone trying to help them rebuild. This is why so many people are “grateful” for Brad 
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Pitt and ‘Make It Right’.  He seemed like a “legitimate” source to help them rebuild, 

someone they could trust. As mentioned previously, trust and promises made to the 

people of the Lower Ninth Ward have been compromised. One MIR employee stated, 

“It’s that whole thing everybody promises they are going to do stuff …they [say they 

are], ‘going to do this, going to do that’ then they either never get started or they never 

follow through. So Brad’s thing is we want to keep our focus on building 150 homes.” 

Brad Pitt has made the promise of 150 homes by December 2010 and maintains that 

this will be accomplished, to show that homes can be built and that he can be trusted.  

 

The Road Home Program 

 In each interview I kept hearing the same phrase ‘people are selling their 

property for pennies on the dollar’ and then I would hear that some residents did in fact 

receive large amounts of money. I eventually clarified this contradiction and learned 

about the Road Home Program. This program was an initiative of the State of Louisiana 

that was funded with federal pass-through funds from the Community Development 

Block Grant program (HUD: Cityscape, 2009). Eligible residents affected by Hurricane 

Katrina or Rita received “a grant in addition to their insurance payment to help cover the 

cost of either repairing or replacing their flood-damaged properties” (HUD: Cityscape, 

2009, p.68). The Program stopped accepting applicants in 2007. However, applicants 

had three compensation options; they could stay in their home, purchase another home 

in Louisiana, or they could sell their home (Road Home: Homeowners, 2007). If the 

applicants were eligible they could receive a sum of up to $150,000. This is where there 

seems to be a misunderstanding. Road Home claims people “could” receive up to 

$150,000 but that “…Congress does not allow each homeowner to receive a total of 

$150,000. The average grant based on initial calculations is between $70,000 and 

$80,000…the exact amount of funding that homeowners are eligible for is determined 

by a number of factors, including the level of damage to their homes, any FEMA 

assistance that has been received, and insurance settlements that have been provided” 

(Road Home: Myth busters, 2007). However, according to one interviewee the state has 

withheld some of the Road Home money she stated:  

 

The money should be redistributed and given to the people who 

could not get back in their houses because they didn’t get the 
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appropriate amount of money from the beginning.  If they had just 

gone on and given the people, they said $150,000 per person, that’s 

the way they kind of allocated it, that’s the way the federal 

government thought. But the state got to manage that money and the 

state, the state put things in place so the people could not get the 

money…then they said we will buy your home and they bought it for 

pennies on the dollar so they actually get your land. 

 

Additionally the same interviewee said, “The program looked like it was planned 

so that it would not succeed.” She explained that African-American communities were 

not given the same amounts of money for their property. She further stated, “They [the 

properties] were devalued, and as a result their [the residents] reward amounts were 

much lower, which means there was a gap in the amount of money they needed to 

return.” This may or may not be true as I was unable to obtain an exact figure that a 

former resident was rewarded for their property. However, according to the Road Home 

Program (2007) if the applicant chooses to sell their property they use pre-storm 

property assessments, performed by a licensed and certified Louisiana appraiser1 as 

well as the repositories of federal mortgage services and the archives of Louisiana 

appraisal firms. Additionally, homeowners may also provide to the program a post-storm 

created appraisal from a licensed and certified Louisiana appraiser setting out the 

property's pre-storm value. If this documentation is not available, the property will be 

evaluated like a property being sold, with tax assessments and other public records 

being reviewed. In addition, the condition of the property and the values of three 

equivalent properties in the neighborhood are reviewed for comparison (Road Home: 

Myth busters, 2007).  Properties in New Orleans will be reassessed in 2010. Yet, 

according to the New Orleans Property Viewer search (in a sample of 5 properties I 

searched that are currently MIR properties), property value of just a lot in the Lower 

Ninth Ward from 1984 to the beginning of 2010 had a value of $6500 and an 

improvement value ranging from $4,300-$5,500. Therefore, the pre-storm assessment 

would value the property below or around $12,000. Consequently, if Lower Ninth Ward 

residents decided to sell their property to Road Home, $12,000 is an average amount 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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that they would receive depending on their property. However, current property in the 

area is being sold for much higher. Figures 4.39, 4.40 show a vacant property being 

listed at $99,000 for the lot and $130,000 ‘if built with spec home.’                                 !!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!

!
 
 

 
 

              Figure 4.39                                      Figure 4.40 
 

Lower Ninth Ward property for sale (Lane, M., 2010) 
 
 

So the!Lcriminal“ part of it as one interviewee stated, “Is!that people sell their property 

because they need the money and they’ve never had a lump sum like that [before], 

…then they come back to the area drive down their old street and see a $240,000 

house on their old property.” Their beloved neighborhood is dwindling because they 

cannot afford to ‘buy back in.’ An interviewee stated, “Before Katrina there were 8,000 

outright homeowners. Last time I looked [there were] 4,000 and now I would be afraid to 

look, it probably would be close to 2,000.” This has angered many residents, who feel 

the government has “won out big” and that the government has put in place 

“opposition[al] forces” to prevent residents from returning and to prevent redevelopment 

of the Lower Ninth Ward. 

 
 
Perceived Property Grab         

 Another emergent theme that stems from the inconsistencies with property 

values and the shrinking of the neighborhood is that residents believe the government 

wants their property. They believe the property in the Lower Ninth Ward is desirable for 

three reasons 1) the property is “water front property” 2) “it is fifteen minutes from 

downtown”, and 3) the “properties have yards.” One interviewee stated “If you look at 
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redevelopment…it’s always looking like it’s going along the river.” She continued, “If you 

look at the land and look at the way things are, if you go in the center of town when you 

step out of your door you’re on the street (see Figure 4.41). In the Lower Ninth Ward 

you have front yards, backyards, many people have side yards, and many people have 

double lots. That’s almost unheard of” (See Figure 4.42). 

 

!!!! !
 

Figure 4.41: Typical style homes found in New Orleans with no yard                                                      
(Retrieved February 2010 from ://www.frenchcreoles.com) 

 
 

 

   

Figure 4.42: Home in the Lower Ninth Ward that withstood Katrina with large yard                                   
(Lane, M., 2009) 

 

Many residents assume that the government did not want certain populations to return, 

including “the Lower Ninth Ward which is predominately African-American, New Orleans 

East which is predominately African-American, and Pontchartrain Park which is 

predominately African-American.”  A resident claimed, “They wanted to green space 
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everything.” From what I have gathered through interviews and research there was a 

question of rebuilding certain areas, including the Lower Ninth Ward, because of the 

potential for massive destruction if another big hurricane hits. However, in reality, a 

flood is no more of a threat to the Lower Ninth Ward than any other area in New 

Orleans and in some cases it is even at a higher sea level. Figure 4.43 documents the 

measured sea levels in the New Orleans. 

 

                                                 

Figure 4.43: Sea-level chart of New Orleans                                                                           
(Retrieved February 2010 from http://media3.washingtonpost.com) 

 

To further back up this theory that the government wants their property, in 2008 the City 

of New Orleans passed “Chapter 28 of the City Code” which included ordinances 

regarding housing standards. This includes damaged windows not being properly 

covered, infestations or significant amounts of trash. The most controversial ordinance 

being that if “grass is over eighteen inches the property owner can be fined $500 per 

day.” For the many residents that remain displaced, it has been difficult for them to 

maintain their property from afar. Figure 4.44 shows a sign posted in the Lower Ninth 

Ward stating, ‘We cut tall grass.’ 
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Figure 4.44: ‘We cut tall grass’ sign (Lane, M., 2010) 

 

Additionally, the city assumes if residents have not returned after four years they are 

most likely not going to return. When the daily fines accumulate enough debt against 

the property the city seizes them. From the city’s perspective this is a way to clear out 

the destroyed properties by seizing them and then selling them to neighbors or to other 

parties who will restore them, or demolish them.2 

 

Better way to rebuild? 

Another theme that surfaced in interviews included suggestions regarding a 

better way to approach the rebuilding of the Lower Ninth Ward.  An interviewee’s idea of 

a “community rebuild” was reflected when he stated, “Let the community take ownership 

of the community.”  Another interviewee stated, “When Hurricane Betsy hit in 1965, the 

people themselves rebuilt this community.”  The focus seems to be to give the 

“responsibility back to the community” then they “wouldn’t need FEMA or Road Home.” 

One interviewee stated “They paid all this money to clean up the streets to get all the 

debris out of them…what if they had given that money to the community and let the 

community do it.  Why give all that money to someone else?” Another interviewee 

suggested providing a community “warehouse” with materials for “legitimate” 

homeowners where they could obtain the resources they need to rebuild.  He continued 

stating, “Create[ing] outlets, it ain’t about putting a dollar in the person’s hand, it’s giving 

them the tools that they need to do it the way it need[s] to be done.”   

 Additionally, other suggestions were made regarding an evacuation plan for the 
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area.  The interviewee expressed that the “worst part” of such a disaster is “not knowing 

where your family and friends are.” He proposed, “people should be evacuated by 

neighborhood,” stating “that would eliminate the panic of not knowing…they would be 

with you.” Additionally, he believes that a “community center” needed to “happen first.” 

Initially, as a place where people could go to make contact with their family members.  

Then as rebuilding began, a place that “acted as a mediator between former residents 

and legitimate non-profits, a place where they could go and get information from people 

they trust.” Adding that “collaboration” and “unity”’ are what it takes to rebuild a 

community, and “when people are on the same page you can’t stop them.”  

 

Make It Right Motivations and Key Players       

 From interviews, research, and site visits, a common theme arose surrounding 

the motivation of ‘Make It Right’ to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward.  The first being that 

the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina was an issue of social justice, due to the Lower Ninth 

Ward being overlooked by the government and the responsibility existed to “right this 

wrong.” The second motivation was to “close the unjust gap” that stemmed from the 

mixed messages sent to residents after Katrina by entities telling them they wanted to 

help them rebuild but not granting them enough money to do so safely (Pitt, 2009, pp. 

83-84).  Third, ‘Make It Right’ wanted to show that if affordable safe healthy homes 

could be built in the Lower Ninth Ward they could be built anywhere. Next, Brad Pitt 

wanted to restore the former resident’s dignity by providing them with a home that is 

“equitable”, “fair”, and “respectful”, and something they could be proud of. Additionally 

stating, “The Ninth Ward that has suffered a horrendous tragedy and decades of neglect 

is now the premier template for how we will build our communities in the future.” (CGI 

Webcast, 2009). Finally, perhaps most importantly, Brad Pitt wanted to make a promise, 

pledging to build 150 homes by December 2010, for the people of the Lower Ninth 

Ward, and do everything he could to keep it.       

 The key player among these efforts is actor Brad Pitt, along with a core team that 

includes William McDonough, Graft Architects, Cherokee Gives Back Foundation, and 

Trevor Neilson.  Without the compassion and efforts of his ‘Make It Right’ Foundation 

the Lower Ninth Ward would not have made the progress it has today. He has raised 

money, held galas, and brought attention to an area that has been ignored for so long.  

The homeowners are grateful for Brad Pitt, as he has stepped in and intervened, 
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basically sending a message saying ‘you cannot take advantage of these people any 

longer’ because he is here to ‘make it right.’  

 
Lower Ninth Ward Culture and the Make It Right Homes    

 The Lower Ninth Ward prior to Katrina was a low-income working community of 

mostly African-Americans families. Residents remember a “large community of families 

that had been living together for over forty years”, where “everyone knew everyone”, 

“there were parties and barbeques” and “it was wonderful.” Although this was a working 

community, many of the residents were retired living on fixed incomes and as previously 

mentioned, eighty percent of the residents were homeowners with no mortgage 

payments. This brought a sense of leisure within the community a ‘laid back’ way of life. 

One resident stated, “[the neighborhood was one] where people could sit on their porch 

and talk to their neighbors” (Video File, 2007, August 25). From what I gather this was a 

happy community. Residents were surrounded by their families and friends, there were 

crawfish boils, corner groceries and churches, a community that relied on their culture. 

One interviewee stated, “It never was a big money city [the Lower Ninth]…[it was] for 

the working class.  And we use our culture as our ‘feel good’, our ‘medication’… that 

what binds us together.”  

 However, in findings for this study it was expressed that the area was in “bad 

shape” before Katrina. New Orleans has generally been a city known for crime. In 

recent years the Lower Ninth Ward saw a dramatic rise in crime and violence. 

According to Landphair (2007), criminologist Peter Scarf began to refer to the area as 

“the murder capital of the murder capital” (p. 842). “Vacated houses harbored drug 

users and dealers, and residents began complaining to officials that children no longer 

played outside…In local news “Ninth Ward” and “homicide” appeared together regularly” 

(Landphair, 2007, p. 842). One resident stated:  

 

We used to pray all the time, my husband and I, because this 

community, they had some guys across the street doing drugs and 

we would ask and pray to God, ‘please clean up the community, 

remove the drugs and stop the killing.’ But I tell him I didn’t mean for 

him to do it like this. (Video File, 2008, April 13) 

 

An interviewee stated, “You think Katrina messed up New Orleans? New Orleans was 
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messed up before Katrina. Katrina just exposed the problem.”  

However, due to Katrina the culture of the community is changing. For instance, 

the crime in the area has been cleared out because only about 200 people have 

returned. Additionally by rebuilding and giving people mortgages, the leisurely lifestyle 

that existed when homes were mortgage free, is essentially one that no longer exists. 

One interviewee expressed his concern with the new homes being built stating:   

These people had no mortgages before, the Lower Ninth Ward had 

eighty percent homeownership…I’ll tell you I’m fifty-seven, fifty-eight 

years old and they are giving people a thirty year note on these 

houses, I don’t want to pay a thirty year note, I don’t want to have to 

worry about a thirty year note! They [the residents living in MIR 

homes] take the help and are obligated for thirty years. 

A resident who rebuilt her home in the Lower Ninth with the help of volunteers from a 

church states: 

I’m elderly, retired, I couldn’t afford a mortgage, so God answered 

my prayers, I was offered to get one of them [MIR] houses, but 

guess what? I have to have a mortgage--I’m too old. I’m on a fixed 

income, what am I going to do [with a mortgage]...most of these 

people have a mortgage. (Video File, 2009, November 27) 

Even though MIR houses may come with a financial burden, residents do save 

on their monthly utility bills.  MIR’s Executive Director Tom Darden stated, “Our energy 

bills these days are averaging about $35 a month, and for a working family that makes a 

huge difference” (Gordon Interview Transcript, 2010). This is a welcomed change as 

many houses before were built “by trial and error” and people are now “living in their 

dream home.” Most are just grateful for their homes and as one interviewee stated, “To 

have a new, sturdy modern home is wonderful--to have a home that will withstand a 

hurricane is a blessing.” Additionally, another interviewee stated, “The next time a 

Hurricane comes through here like Katrina, I won’t have to look for my house.” One 

thing is for sure, although these residents suffered greatly after Hurricane Katrina, most 

welcome the change towards a more sustainable community. One interviewee 

conveyed, “One thing I’ve learned about this experience is you can be part of the 

change but you can’t stop the change.” Another expressed “I have lived long enough to 
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know time bring on change.” Another added, “I never want it to be the same, it was bad 

before. People realize they need each other now.” 

 

Vernacular Architecture and the Make It Right Homes     

 The architecture of the Lower Ninth Ward prior to Katrina played a major role in 

its culture; it was once full of traditional New Orleans architecture, including shotgun 

houses and Creole cottages with front porches connecting residents to the 

neighborhood. ‘Make It Right’ has emphasized that “cultural considerations for 

rebuilding this community are every bit as crucial as finding proper resolution for the 

functionality, safety, and sustainable needs” (Graft, 2009, p.118). As they enlisted 

twenty-one architecture firms from all over the world ranging from local New Orleans 

firms, to national and international firms. They have used the vernacular architecture as 

a reference point but critics have deemed this ‘avant garde’ architecture as ‘indulgent’, 

‘insensitive’ or even ‘offensive’ and some feel it ‘does not resemble the native 

architecture’ (see Figure 4.45). The head managing MIR architect was quoted as 

saying, “if we design for the community, we’re going to be in jeopardy of not pleasing 

our peers, but if we design for the architectural press, we’re going to be in jeopardy of 

not reaching the -community” (Blum, 2008, ¶ 14). So have they found a happy medium? 

One interviewee referred to MIR as turning the area “into a beachfront community,” 

while another resident was quoted to a reporter as saying “they aren’t my style” (Curtis, 

2009, ¶ 26).  

 

 

Figure 4.45: Two homes in the Lower Ninth Ward the one on the left, rebuilt by a church for a former 
resident, mimics the style of homes in the area prior to Katrina. The home on the right is a home built by 
MIR (Lane, M., 2010) 

 



! ($

One prototype rendering pays homage to the destruction of Katrina and suggests a 

design that looks as if it the home has been split in the middle (see Figure 4.46). 

Another looks like a ‘mailbox’ with a home elevated in the air being held up by one 

single column in an attempt to provide safety from another flood. The design raises the 

home but removes neighbor communication (see Figure 4.45). Neither of these designs 

has yet to be chosen by a homeowner for their home.     

 

 

Figure 4.46: MVRDV Architects’ prototype home has drawn criticism for its resemblance to the post 
Katrina devastation  (Retrieved January 2010 from http://weburbanist.com/2009/10/31) 

 

 

Figure 4.47: An additional prototype design from MVRDV Architects raises the home to prevent flooding but 
removes neighbor communication (Retrieved January 2010 from http://www.worldarchitecturenews.com) 

 

The feature that seems to redefine the community culture is that all the homes are 

elevated, a requirement made by MIR meant to be a preventative measure in the event of 

another flood. Due to this requirement, residents now look down to those passing by and 

the element of community connectivity that once defined the neighborhood’s culture is 

removed.  Yet a new culture is developing, and notably every returned questionnaire I 

received from a homeowner referenced that their home was “elevated” as one stated, “I’m 

up and can see what’s going on.” Another added “my home is up in the air like the oil rigs 
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on the ocean,” or they expressed their love for their “balcony”, or “porch.” In a radio 

interview Tom Darden suggested a new culture is developing in the Lower Ninth Ward 

stating:  

Generally New Orleans is situated below the levees, and so you 

never really get to see the water unless you're going over a bridge. 

But these families have porches on the top of their house, and 

they're able to get up there and, for the first time, really see their 

neighborhood in a new way, have a new connection to the street, a 

new connection to the community, and to the water. Living in these 

houses, families seem to have a new connection to their 

neighborhood, a new connection to their community. (Gordon 

Interview Transcript, 2010) 

He further adds:  

Something that's interesting about this project is that the 

neighborhood that we're building is being shaped by the decisions of 

the residents, in terms of which houses go on which lots, what colors 

you see in the neighborhood, etc. As long as they're happy, I'm good 

to go. Every one of the families thinks that their house is the best 

house, which is fine with me. (Gordon Interview Transcript, 2010) 

The residents were able to choose their home from a book of the MIR approved homes 

designed by the selected architectural firms as well as the color of their home.  The 

feedback I received from homeowner questionnaires was positive, as one homeowner 

stated, “I love everything about my house.”  

 

Housing Requirements   

‘Make It Right’ sets strict criteria regarding building guidelines for the homes in 

order to help prevent flood damage in the future. The first requirement is that houses 

need to be raised up five to eight feet above grade level (Graft, 2009, pp.121-129). 

Next, the homes need to be structurally engineered to withstand hurricane weather 

including flood surges. Also, the materials and construction are required to resist water 

damage and molding. In addition to the structure, hurricane-resistant roofing, siding, 

and window systems should be utilized. Furthermore, rooftops need to provide raised 
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patios that could operate as safe havens during floods (Graft, 2009, pp.121-129). 

Finally, the home’s design follows the guidelines of ‘Cradle to Cradle’ thinking, with the 

purpose of promoting human and environmental health. By following these 

requirements and focusing on energy efficiency, each home is designed with the goal of 

achieving LEED platinum certification. ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !

! To be eligible to purchase a ‘Make It Right’ home, during the first two years of 

rebuilding the potential resident or an immediate relative had to live in the area affected 

by the levee breach north of Claiborne when Katrina hit. However, because MIR has an 

idea of who is coming back and what properties are available now, it is open to all 

former residents of the Lower Ninth Ward. MIR purchases many properties that have 

been seized or sold back to the bank and they also obtain properties from “property 

swaps.” Additionally applicants have to be “buyer-ready,“ meaning they can contribute 

to the cost of buying their home, through savings or financing and they can afford to 

maintain the house, pay taxes and insurance. Housing costs cannot exceed more than 

one-third of their income. Before a home is built, the homeowner is asked to put up “as 

much money as they can,” it must be determined if they are eligible to afford a home, 

and “they must have a base income that can include cost of property tax” (MIR: 

Eligibility, 2009).  If residents do not qualify financially, MIR offers in-house counseling, 

financial services and educational workshops, where counselors help residents with 

coordinating recovery funds and applying for loans. Additionally, they can help residents 

improve their credit rating if necessary. Once a sales agreement is signed, residents 

finalize their lot and get to choose their home’s design and color. After obtaining a 

“certificate of occupancy,” the family gets the keys to their new home (MIR: Eligibility, 

2009). !

 

Make It Right’s Financing Structure 

The financial structure of Make It Right offers some insight into how the homes 

are afforded. First, the designs prepared by the architects utilizing sustainable 

architecture are made available at “no cost to members of the community” (MIR: About 

MIR, Financials, 2009).  Next, members of the community are assisted in rebuilding 

their homes by means of “outright grants,” or granting interest-free loans. MIR offers 

three types of loans: 1) forgivable loans, 2) supplemental loans, and 3) amortizing 

loans.  MIR defines a forgivable loan as a loan funded with MIR’s capital with no interest 
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or principal payments, where the loan is forgiven in full over a five or ten year period 

(MIR: About MIR, Financials, 2009). Participants may qualify for two types of forgivable 

loans including: 1) a bonus forgivable loan which is equal to twenty percent of the 

original purchase price of the home and can vary between five to ten years based on 

the amount of the loan, or 2) a needs based forgivable loan, the amount of the loan is 

equal to the gap between eighty-five percent of the Disaster Recovery Fund and the 

price of the home. The loan is forgiven in full after ten years of occupancy in the home. 

The Disaster Recovery Fund includes any funding received from insurances companies, 

settlements, judgments or any other housing related disaster recovery money received 

because of damages to property as a result of Hurricane Katrina. (MIR: About MIR, 

Financials, 2009). A supplemental loan is available to participants who have received a 

commitment for Disaster Recovery Funds, which have not been disbursed. The loan is 

available in two situations 1) “a bridge loan which is a deferred loan with no interest and 

a five year term, that is available until the participant receives the Disaster Recovery 

Funds, or 2) a deferred payment note which is receivable in one lump sum before 

receiving the Disaster Recovery Funds, or a thirty year term” (MIR: About MIR, 

Financials, 2009). The amortizing loan offered has a fixed rate, an interest bearing 

thirty-year note, and a fix interest rate of six percent during 2008 (MIR: About MIR, 

Financials, 2009).           

 If any of the remaining cost is not funded with one of the mentioned loans, it is 

recovered by the homeowner’s funds. Sources for the homeowner’s funds include 

“Disaster Recovery Funds, personal savings, and third-party mortgage loans” (MIR: 

About MIR, Financials, 2009).  MIR states “the buyer is expected to contribute as much 

of their own resources as possible to cover the purchase price of the home” (MIR: 

Coming Home, 2009). The average resident contribution is $75,000, mostly comprised 

of grants from Road Home, other programs, insurance settlements, and outside 

mortgage financing (MIR: Coming Home, 2009).  

 

Materials and Technologies 

 When a family moves into a ‘Make It Right’ home they are now living in one of the 

most innovative homes in the world. Deemed the “largest and greenest community of 

single-family homes in the world” by the USGBC, the MIR homes have made green 

healthy materials, the use of energy efficient technologies, and safety and affordability a 
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priority (MIR Press Release, 2009, ¶1). Traditionally, building green has not been 

affordable, but MIR set out to change this. When beginning the research phase they 

found “inefficiency after inefficiency of archaic [construction] practices that just had not 

been questioned” (CGI Webcast, 2009).  In order to make green design affordable they 

incorporated several strategies and took a holistic approach. First, they looked at 

precedents set by Global Green and other groups building in the city and what those 

groups learned from their building experiences. Next they “looked at very simple design 

strategies to reduce cost” such as “maximizing air flow through the house [using] 

design, shading, and daylighting strategies” (CGI Webcast, 2009). They also looked at 

“large opportunities for cost savings” by testing technologies in the prototype design of 

the home by “looking at different types of construction.” Specifically, they affirmed, “We 

build modular houses, we build panelized houses, we built traditional stick built houses 

and we really look at which of these technologies is going to be most cost effective and 

efficient over the long run” (CGI Webcast, 2009).  What they found was that contractor 

education resulted in dramatic cost savings. MIR’s Executive Director Tom Darden 

stated when: 

 

Work[ing] with local contractors often the first time working with a 

new product they may have never used before-- they quote us twice 

as much as they think it’s going to cost because they don’t know-- 

but then the second time-- they quote it accurately and the prices 

drops by fifty percent. (CGI Webcast, 2009) 

 

Their hope is, as one MIR interviewee stated that by “teaching the contractors what we 

are doing here, [they can] learn it and practice it [and] they will hopefully pass it along.” 

 MIR has also examined “smaller scale strategies” by looking “at each system 

within the house.” Tom Darden stated that they, “Convene teams of experts, usually 

they are working with us pro-bono, and we look at every system. We look at heating and 

cooling, the foundation, we look at the solar panels of the roofs and we try to look at 

ways to improve the efficiency” (CGI Webcast, 2009). By looking at these systems and 

testing and improving these technologies they have had “breakthroughs.” One example 

is the development of wall sections that use thirty percent fewer materials but are five 

times stronger than is what required by code (CGI Webcast, 2009). As a result of these 

“breakthroughs” construction costs have been driven down (MIR: Green Technology, 
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2009).  Through building experience associated with the prototype houses, the price is 

now at “about $150 a square foot” which “is getting close to market rate construction for 

LEED platinum houses” (CBI Webcast, 2009). In addition to making energy efficient 

technologies more affordable they also use ‘Cradle-to-Cradle’ certified materials and 

each home has been awarded LEED platinum certification. Their “goal is to not use any 

products that are harmful to humans or the environment, [they] look for products that 

are easily recyclable, or even compostable, at the end of their lifecycle” (Gordon 

Interview Transcript, 2010). Additionally MIR looks for “products that are eco-friendly, 

and also products that do not contain any toxic materials or any glues that might off-gas 

and negatively pollute the indoor air environment” (Gordon Interview Transcript, 2010).  

According to their website, ‘Make It Right’ (2009) states the following regarding the 

technologies and materials used in the homes, in construction, and in landscaping. 

 
 Construction Technologies. 
 

Site-Built (Traditional) Homes- This type of construction 

optimized by the use of advanced framing techniques and high 

performance insulation is a workable methodology for construction in 

the Lower Ninth Ward. This process has been beneficial to workforce 

development in the area, including the creation of local jobs and on-

site training for on green building techniques. 

Modular Homes- These homes are constructed using 

modules or panels built in a factory and shipped to a construction 

site where they are assembled, typically by crane. This type of 

construction increases speed and efficiency as well as reduces 

waste.  

Panelized Homes- Panelized homes are assembled from 

prefabricated panels constructed in a facility and then shipped to the 

jobsite for assembly for the final details. This is a faster technique 

than standard construction and often used when labor is scarce in an 

area. 

For Making Green Technologies Affordable. 

Advanced Framing- ’Make It Right’ builders have implemented 
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“Advanced Framing Techniques” that minimize waste while 

simultaneously increasing the framing system’s strength. The 

amount of lumber used has been dramatically reduced by switching 

from conventional sixteen inch on-center spacing to twenty-four inch 

on-center, aligning the structural members of the house, and using 

metal fasteners. Additionally, this has reduced material and labor 

costs, saved energy, and made the house stronger. 

Construction Type Testing- In addition to stick-built, modular, 

and panelized building technologies MIR has tested other types of 

construction including: Structural Insulated Panel (SIP), which is 

foam insulation sandwiched between two sheets of material, either 

wood or steel, and Saebi Alternative Building System (SABS), which 

uses concrete-coated foam to create a strong, lightweight, and 

versatile foundation. This type was used in the ‘FLOAT’ house.  

Foundation Building- Make It Right uses “friction piles,” timber 

posts that extend forty feet into the ground.  These piles do not rest 

on subsurface bedrock (which does not exist in New Orleans) but 

rather relies on the post’s surface creating friction with the soil to 

hold it in place.  Concrete grade beams (also known as “footers”) 

rest on top of the piles just below the surface and interlock the piles 

to prevent lateral movement.  The footer supports eight-foot tall 

columns – well above the minimum elevation to allow the house to 

withstand a 100-year storm event – and all concrete used has a high 

recycle content.   

For Storm Water Protection. 

Green Roofs- Used to help minimize storm water runoff, 

reduce heating and cooling costs, mitigate urban heat island effect, 

and provide wildlife habitat. 

Rainwater Harvesting- Cisterns allow for the collection of 

rainwater, minimizing runoff and providing residents with a source of 

water for non-potable uses such as irrigation. 
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Pervious Concrete- Allows rainfall to infiltrate into soils, 

reducing the amount of runoff draining into the storm sewer system. 

Rain gardens- Depressions in the landscape that collect 

rainwater, encouraging infiltration into the groundwater table and 

uptake by plants.  Also, the water-loving plants provide habitat and 

food for beneficial insects and animals. 

Trees- Native trees, especially cypress and live oaks, act as 

giant living cisterns, soaking up rainfall during and after storm 

events.  Other benefits trees provide include shade, habitat, carbon 

sequestration, and protection for property from damaging winds. 

Innovative Materials. 

TimberSil- This is a glass-infused wood product used on the 

porches and other exposed exteriors, to resists water, fire, and 

termites. Additionally, it does not need to be painted or finished in 

any way to protect it from the elements. Timbersil is environmentally 

safe and allows MIR to create wood exterior decks with well over a 

100-year life span. 

Apex Foam Industries Earthseal- The roof, walls, windows 

and doors are all insulated with closed-cell spray foam.  Earthseal 

has the highest renewable resource content of any spray foam on 

the market.  These houses are so well insulated and sealed that they 

are ten times as “tight” as a typical house.  This means the air 

conditioning and heating system does not have to work as hard to 

heat and cool the house. 

Verve Living Systems- This product is based on a new 

wireless, battery-less technology that gives homeowners a new level 

of control over their lighting systems.  This system relies on a small 

compact radio frequency to turn lights on and off and requires fewer 

switches, allows the builders to do all the wiring through the attic and 

basement (saving material and labor costs), and is enormously 

energy efficient. 
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‘Cradle-to Cradle’ Examples. 

EcoWorx Performance Broadloom Carpet- A broadloom 

carpet from Shaw Industries is a technical nutrient that helps 

decrease the amount of raw materials used in manufacturing due to 

its recyclability in a closed-loop process.  

Energy Efficient Features. 

Windows- Insulated Low Emission (“Low-E”) window glass 

allows light through but prevents solar heat gain and blocks UV rays. 

Solar Panels- The Solar Panels on MIR homes generate 2.7 

kilowatts of electricity per hour.  It only takes about two kilowatts per 

hour to power all the lights, appliance and central air conditioning, 

meaning on sunny days, the homes are returning power to the grid. 

Kitchen- ENERGY STAR- appliances are used in the kitchen 

and are thirty percent or more efficient than average appliances 

Metal Roofing- ENERGY STAR-rated metal roofs that absorb 

less heat and reduce the need for air conditioning.  The energy 

efficient roof works together with solar energy to cut energy costs, by 

as much as seventy-five percent. 

          (MIR:!Green Technology, 2009) 

According to an interview with MIR employees, ‘typical’ MIR homes include mold 

resistant drywall, sustainable locally sourced wood trim, cabinets that have no added 

formaldehyde, Formica counter tops, no VOC paints, ceramic tiles with sixty percent 

recycled content, low-e windows with metal cladding to improve durability, ENERGY 

STAR rated appliances and light fixtures, low-flow water fixtures, dual-flush toilets, 

water cistern that capture rain water, a water sprinkler system (a new addition to current 

code requirements), and donated tank-less water heaters. 
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Health 

One of the goals of the research was to investigate if there were any health 

benefits associated with the ‘Make It Right’ homes. As one of their goals is to provide 

“healthy” homes and improved health is a benefit associated with green housing. 

However, throughout interviews the health issues that arose were concerns regarding 

the ‘post-traumatic stress’ that has plagued many members of the Lower Ninth Ward 

community after Hurricane Katrina.        

 In many of the interviews it was expressed that numerous people died from 

“broken hearts.” It was not clarified what exactly this meant, but from what I gathered 

this was due to the fact that these people and this community, lost everything. Their 

homes, their belongings, their neighborhood, family members, their entire lives were 

ripped away from them in a moment. One interviewee recalled a woman she knew as 

stating, “‘Before Katrina I had nothing, after Katrina I had less than nothing.’” Another 

woman in a video interview stated “I lost everything but I still have myself, I have peace 

of mind and I thank God for that because some people, they lost their minds during that 

hurricane” (Video File, 2008, April 13). Another woman in the same video interview 

stated, “We’ve had five or six deaths in the family since the storm” (Video File, 2008, 

April 13).  Additionally, an interviewee that works at the local health clinic stated: 

People have just done some of the strangest things. We had one 

young man come in here, we knew him as a patient, and he said ‘I 

just want to slit my wrists.’  We’ve had to take patients directly to 

psychiatric providers.  So it’s a very, very difficult situation to be in 

because people have had major losses and there’s a lot of 

hopelessness and despair and it still goes on. Recovery from the 

type of thing that we have actually witnessed and been a part of 

usually takes anywhere from eight to ten years minimum for people 

to recover. 

She added, “There was initially a lot of people committing suicide and there are still 

people committing suicide.” Furthermore, to make themselves “feel better” another 

interviewee expressed that many people, when they were given their recovery money, 

they had ”never had large sums of money like that before” so they “went out and bought 

cars, TV’s…anything to make them feel better for what has happened.”    
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 In regards to the health benefits concerning the MIR homes, the information 

found was minimal. One interviewee at the local health center expressed that it was “too 

early” to see if the homes had any real health benefits and if any were found it would be 

“anecdotal data.” However, one MIR homeowner stated at the Clinton Global Initiative 

Conference that:  

[My daughter] has asthma real bad, [and] she has not had asthma 

since we moved in the house--she’s breathing better-- I mean I had 

her on a machine everyday, two, three times a day. She hasn’t had a 

refill on her prescription in months, and for that I’m truly grateful. 

(CGI Webcast, 2009)   

Although the data may not be quantifiable, this confession from a homeowner provides 

a promising outlook on the health benefits of these homes. Additionally, over time more 

information may be presented to help solidify green housing’s health improvements.   

 

Housing for the Long-Term  

A theme that arose during interviews when discussing the ‘Make It Right’ homes 

was a concern regarding resident’s ability to sustain the homes over the long-term. One 

interviewee stated, “Who are they building these houses for?”  She continued, “Median 

income might be $30,000, [the MIR] house [might cost] $175,000… are you building it 

for the people that are indigenous to this community pre Katrina? We don’t want 

gentrification of our community.”   MIR is aware that the people in this area were 

predominately low–income families, who have limited monetary rebuilding funds, if any 

(Graft, 2009, pgs.117-120).  Nevertheless, the houses they are building are listed at 

$150,000. At the Clinton Global Initiative Conference one ‘Make It Right’ homeowner 

living in a four bedroom two bath home, claimed that from her perspective she is “living 

in a $250,000 home and only paying $400 a month” (CGI Webcast, 2009). Her annual 

income was not provided. Yet, according to the U.S. 2000 census the average income 

in the Lower Ninth Ward was around $27,000. As mentioned in ‘Make It Right’s’ 

Financial Statement (2009), homeowners must be able to “afford to maintain the house, 

pay taxes and insurance…all housing costs are limited to no more than one third of your 

income.” This definition is comparable to the standard HUD enforces for affordable 

housing, stating that housing costs should not exceed one-third of one’s income. 
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However, according to the Orleans Parish Assessor’s Tax Estimate, a property 

assessed at $12,000 (based on the previously mentioned estimate of pre-Katrina 

property and improvement values in the Lower Ninth Ward) yields a property tax of 

$644.85 and a property assessed at $150,000 yields a property tax of $18,598.65. This 

is a drastic difference in property tax obligations and poses a potential problem because 

even though MIR states that homeowners must “pay taxes,” an interviewee stated that 

the people in the area have been “reprieved from property taxes” until this year, 2010 

when they will be reassessed.  She explained, “These homes are very expensive and 

once the assessors [reassess]…these properties, what is that going to do to the 

homeowner who has to pay taxes on that property?” Continuing she stated, “‘The Make 

It Right’ homes, from what they are telling me, there is gap financing and forgivable 

loans.  I was one of the community partners and that was always our question, ‘how will 

these folks afford the homes?’” During visits to the Lower Ninth Ward and from speaking 

with people I did continually hear that the Lower Ninth Ward had not had to pay property 

taxes since Katrina, nonetheless, through research I was never able to find a document 

stating the Lower Ninth Ward had indeed been reprieved from paying property taxes.

 Another major concern that stemmed from this theme was home maintenance. 

As one interviewee stated, “All this solar and sustainability is being pushed at them in 

the long-term it could be great but what about the present… it has to be sustained.” Can 

they afford the upkeep? “They cannot with a inflated house note and insurance costs.” 

However, a MIR interviewee expressed that they have paid attention to the long-term 

maintenance of the home and taken the necessary steps to ensure that it remains 

affordable. He stated:  

With what goes on here moisture wise, water (raining) just all the 

time, we wanted to give them the added protection of a moisture 

shield, so they don’t have to worry about rot or anything, for the long 

term maintenance of their home. It also reduces termites so we put a 

lot of care into that choosing these products, to just kind of relieve 

the pressure of that long-term upkeep for them, to make it more 

affordable in the long run. 

Additionally he stated that the homes come with “a maintenance program” depending 

on what the feature is “from two to ten years…hopefully that will help them maintain the 

features.” However, what is someone going to do if one of their solar panels breaks?  It 
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is a wait and see situation.        

 Looking ahead to MIR’s presence in the Lower Ninth Ward after the 150th home 

is built a MIR employee stated, “That is still yet to be determined-- there are some ideas 

in the works for what we might do.” He continued: 

We will always have a presence in the City of New Orleans as long 

as we exist-- we will continue working here, continue working on 

projects in other areas in the city…but getting back to that trust issue 

our first commitment is [building] 150 [homes]. 

 

Summary 

In summary, this chapter detailed the information gathered through site visits, 

interviews, and questionnaires regarding the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s presence in 

the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, Louisiana. The information was categorized into 

emergent themes, which answered the primary and secondary questions presented. 

 The next chapter will summarize this research study and make note of the most 

important emergent themes and what can be learned from them.  Suggestions for 

further research will also be mentioned. Finally, a look at the future in terms of MIR and 

its effect on the construction industry, affordability, building green, and the Lower Ninth 

Ward community will be explored.  

  



! )'

 
CHAPTER 5 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 

This study examined the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation and their efforts in rebuilding 

the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans. The literature review began by looking at the 

shift in design towards smaller more efficient homes with a focus on sustainable 

practices. Then the history and existing research on low-income housing, social 

responsibility as it relates to housing was discussed. Next, green and sustainable 

design was presented to give an expanded background on the impact of green 

affordable housing. The events following Hurricane Katrina in the Lower Ninth Ward of 

New Orleans were then detailed and finally, the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation was 

introduced as the subject for this study.       

 This study focused on the primary research question, which involved exploring 

the motivations, design implications, financial implications, advantages, and challenges 

found in the ‘Make It Right’ Foundation’s housing and community reconstruction project 

in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans. The study also attempted to answer ten 

secondary questions, which focused on 1) the primary motivations of the MIR 

Foundation to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward, 2) the design strategies and processes 

that were used in redeveloping the area, 3) the sustainable materials used during 

construction of the homes, 4) the advantages and obstacles to designing sustainable 

low-income housing, 5) the maintenance guidelines for the homes, 6) the key players 

involved, 7) the health improvements among MIR homeowners, 8) the changes in the 

culture of the Lower Ninth Ward, 9) the long-range plans of MIR in terms of their 

presence in the community, and 10) the financial implications of developing affordable 

green housing.           

 Several conclusions can be drawn from the research findings to answer these 

questions.  First, there is more than one ‘motive’ for MIR in their efforts to rebuild the 

Lower Ninth Ward. The main motive is to undo the “social injustice” that has plagued 

this area for so long, by providing residents with “safe”, “equitable,” “healthy homes.” 

Another motive is to prove that if affordable safe healthy homes can be built in the 

Lower Ninth Ward they could be built anywhere. Additionally, there is a motivation by 
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MIR to prove they can keep a promise, pledging to build 150 homes by December 2010.  

These motivations stem from a sense of distrust that the residents of the Lower Ninth 

Ward have towards the government, the media, and some nonprofits.  Interviewees 

made claims that the government did not keep their promises after Katrina, withheld 

recovery money from them, and that the government wanted residents’ property in the 

Lower Ninth Ward. Such strong comments as these raise the questions: What could 

have been done differently? Would a community rebuilding effort been better? Or how 

do we eliminate the bureaucratic disbursement of money and get the money to the 

people quicker?          

 Another theme presented was that ‘Make It Right’ is a guiding force in green 

innovations and architecture. As Pitt claims, “This little spot on the global can actually 

help advance the knowledge, the discussion and the practice of green technology, [and] 

green architecture” (CGI Video File, 2009). By having the opportunity to test different 

sustainable technologies they have added to the knowledge of green building efforts 

subsequently driving the cost down and redefining the way homes are constructed. The 

price to build a green home is presently less than when they started with a current price 

of $150 a square foot and with hopes of attaining $130 a square foot by the end of 

2010.  Nevertheless, the design and financial implications of these homes raise concern 

of residents financially sustaining the home over the long-term. Although utility bills 

remain low due to the homes being energy efficient, the upkeep and maintenance of 

these energy efficient features, such as solar panels, could be expensive. Additionally, 

the homes tend to be priced more for moderate-income levels than for families at low-

incomes levels. Prior to Katrina, homes in the Lower Ninth Ward had an assessed value 

roughly totaling $12,000 and an estimated property tax of $645. Currently, the MIR 

homes in the Lower Ninth Ward are being sold for $150,000 and it was found that this 

year, 2010, property in the Lower Ninth Ward will be reassessed. If property is 

reassessed with a total value of $150,000 an estimated $18,600 will be due in property 

tax. When comparing the average income found in the Lower Ninth Ward of $27,000 to 

the reassessed cost of the property, it does not meet the HUD definition of ‘affordable 

housing,’ which states for a home to be considered affordable individuals must pay no 

more than thirty percent of their income on housing costs. Additionally, when 

maintenance costs, insurance, taxes, and mortgage payments are accounted for 

homeowners may no longer be able to financially sustain their home. In sum, the 

houses may have been affordable for purchase through the monies received from 
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Disaster Recovery Funds and loans.  However, evidence is discouraging over the long-

term that the MIR homes will remain affordable for the existing residents.    

 The impact that the ‘Make It Right’ homes have had on the community is another 

important finding. It was found that these homes have changed the Lower Ninth Ward, 

culturally, financially, and socially. The homes are nothing like the homes prior to 

Katrina. Highly designed, sustainably designed, storm resistant, and elevated for safety, 

the MIR houses are a dramatic upgrade from the prior homes, giving these people their 

“dream homes” as well as a mortgage. With a mortgage comes financial burden, 

thereby removing the previous culture of leisure and replacing it with one where more 

work in necessary. Furthermore, the social culture has changed. Before Katrina 

community connectivity occurred on the street and on front porches but this aspect is 

now missing from the community. The homes are sparse and spread out as well as 

elevated, which makes the friendly neighbor ‘chit chat’ that occurred on front porches 

prior to Katrina nonexistent.  However this is bringing a new culture of connectivity to 

the area as families now have rooftop porches and are “for the first time, really seeing 

their neighborhood in a new way.” They have a connection to the water that they can 

see from their rooftops and a different connection to the community. Questionnaires 

revealed that residents did not seem to mind being elevated and even ‘loved’ their 

porch. Yet, they did note that the neighborhood was still sparse and that they did want 

more people to return.        

 Although the study hoped to reveal changes in the health of residents due to 

green and sustainable design, findings indicated it was still “too early” to tell if the MIR 

homes had any real health benefits and that most benefits noted if any, would be 

“anecdotal.” Yet, the outlook is promising due to a confession by a homeowner whose 

daughter had asthma but after living in the MIR home has not had to refill her asthma 

prescription in months.  Furthermore, when speaking about health concerns among 

interviewees (including a healthcare employee), it was found that many people were 

suffering from ‘post-traumatic stress’ after the events of Hurricane Katrina. 

Subsequently, dying from “broken hearts”, “committing suicide”, or “losing their minds.” 

One interviewee claimed that it was most likely going to take the community “years” to 

recover emotionally.          

 The advantages of ‘Make It Right’ in the Lower Ninth Ward out way most 

challenges faced in rebuilding. This area has become a testing laboratory for green 

technologies and has provided the opportunity to educate contractors on the latest 
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green advancements, which has resulted in a drop in construction costs. Additionally, 

this has afforded contractors the tools needed to participate in building other affordable 

green housing projects.  Also, MIR has been a “catalyst” for redeveloping, bringing 

attention to the area, and assisting in spreading ‘sustainable ideologies’ to community 

members. They have set a precedent for other communities to strive to attain LEED 

platinum certification for housing.         

 Overall, from the research, implementing the ‘Make It Right’ model in other 

locations maybe not be feasible. First, it is uncertain if the homes will remain affordable 

over time as taxes become due and with mortgage payments and maintenance. Also, 

the home’s price tags of around $150,000 are not seen as affordable for those with low-

incomes as the homes have been largely subsidized by loans and hurricane recovery 

money. Additionally the homes seem to have compromised the culture of the area 

financially and socially.  This could result in gentrification of the Lower Ninth Ward.  

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

‘Make It Right’ has added vital knowledge to the marketplace on how to build 

green housing at a more affordable price than previously determined. They have 

accomplished this through trial-and-error testing of green technologies and by 

eliminating “archaic” building practices. Through their research they have determined 

that contractor education has been one of the deciding factors in affordability. After 

being educated on a new technology, contractors are able to become more efficient at 

installation thereby driving the cost down. However, many of the sustainable features 

such as solar panels remain expensive and repairs that will likely occur in the future 

could be costly. More research is needed in regards to cutting construction cost and 

actually making the homes affordable to those with low-incomes.  My recommendation 

for further research would be a study to investigate the MIR model over a period of ten 

years to determine if the homes remain affordable. Also, time is needed to observe if 

the community culture returns and what role these homes play in the future of the 

community. Additionally, the health benefits associated with green homes could be 

better evaluated over a period of ten years.      

 Another recommendation for research would be a study on how the MIR 

homeowners interact with the interiors of their homes. An evaluation of the homes could 

be conducted to understand the way the occupants use the spaces and to determine if 

the interiors are designed to meet user’s needs, preferences, and satisfaction. This 
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information could supplement this study and be beneficial in designing green affordable 

housing in the future.          

 A final suggestion for further research would be one made by an interviewee. He 

suggested that I do my thesis on “How do you weather the storm?” suggesting that I 

“create a blueprint for how to deal with disaster--how to get the money to the people.” A 

study on disaster relief procedures and what improvements can be made to them could 

be beneficial and save communities in times of calamity. 

 
 

What to Expect from Tomorrow 
 

 It is my belief that affordable green homes are the future of housing. There is no 

reason why every home should not be green, including low-income housing. The 

positives outweigh the negatives; green homes reduce energy use and cost, create 

healthier indoor environments, there is less depletion of natural resources, and it 

improves overall quality of life.  The only thing that is hindering this is education and 

awareness. The products are available as well as the innovations yet people are still 

‘stuck’ in the old way of thinking.         

 Tomorrow I see continuous improvement in green technologies and products. 

People will begin to implement these practices not only in their homes but also in their 

everyday life.  It is an exciting time in sustainable design.  Much progress has been 

made even over the past few years, in part due to the efforts of ‘Make It Right.’ My hope 

is that one-day sustainable design and design will no longer be differentiated, that 

sustainable design will be the only design.  

 
 

Final Note 
 
 This study was not written to discredit the commendable endeavors of the ‘Make It 

Right’ Foundation but to explore options for sustainable low-income housing efforts.  

This study is meant to be informative and to be a reference for attempts at rebuilding 

communities with green affordable housing. Building green has so many advantages, 

yet traditionally has been expensive. Not taking advantage of the knowledge ‘Make It 

Right’ has discovered would be a waste. By utilizing their green advancements, building 

green can become available to all socioeconomic levels. Making sustainability more 

affordable brings us one step closer to green design being the only design. 
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 Many of the findings of this study were surprising and unanticipated. The study 

began with the goal of examining the ‘Make It Right’ model for sustainable affordable 

housing and to deem if the housing model was feasible in other locations. However, 

after making the first trip to the area the reality of the situation set in.  This was an area 

torn apart, decimated, and after four and a half years is still trying to survive. The issues 

went way beyond housing and green design. I discovered that the people were still 

struggling; one resident I interviewed was worried about his home going into 

foreclosure. Yet, they were not bitter about their situation and although distrusting of 

certain entities, the people had a spirit of hope.       

 Even though their neighborhood will never be quite the same again, the change is 

a welcomed one. This area went from a tight knit working class neighborhood that was 

habitually overlooked by the government to the greenest, most innovative architectural 

community in the world that currently has ‘all eyes’ focused on it. Although there is still 

more work to be done and many families have not returned. The people of the Lower 

Ninth Ward are strong and resilient and the community, with help, will be restored. 
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Office of the Vice President For Research                                                                                               
Human Subjects Committee                                                                                                                 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742                                                                                                              
(850) 644-8673                                                                              
FAX (850) 644-4392 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM  

Date: 11/30/2009 

To: Mary Lane  

Address: 3000 Villa Rosa Pk. Tampa, Fl 33611                            
Dept.: INTERIOR DESIGN 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  "Make it Right." A Case study Exploring 
Sustainable Low-Income Housing Developments in New Orleans."  

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects 
in the proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and 
two members of the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be 
Expedited per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review 
process. 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, 
except to weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal 
related to potential risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or 
other approvals, which may be required.  

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped 
consent form is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the 
consent form may be used in recruiting research subjects. 

If the project has not been completed by 11/29/2010 you must request a renewal of 
approval for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to 
you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal 
Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from the Committee.  

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and 
approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the 
protocol.  A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval 
by the Committee.  In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator 
promptly report, in writing any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks 
to research subjects or others.  

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor 
is reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects 
involving human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as 
needed to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution 
and with DHHS regulations.  
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This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. 
The Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

Cc: Lisa Waxman, Advisor                      
HSC No. 2009.3497 
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APPENDIX B 

 
INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTIONS 
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Interview 1 
 

Interview with lifetime resident of the Lower Ninth Ward, museum owner, and advocate 
for preserving its culture. 
 

ML: I’m writing my thesis on the redevelopment of the Lower Ninth Ward and Make It 

Right. 

Lower Ninth Ward Resident: Oh you mean over there? They are building a beachfront 

community over there. 

ML: What was the Lower Ninth Ward like before (Hurricane Katrina)? 

L9WR: See it was a predominately African American community and you know it’s a 

shame after Katrina they portrayed us in such horrible ways.  They called us the poor 

poor people of the Lower Ninth Ward.  They said things pertaining to us that a lot of it 

wasn’t true, because it was a blue collar working community. You know we owned 

almost seventy percent of the homes in this community. Owned them. That in itself once 

it was truly exposed, they said ‘oh, oh we didn’t know that.’ They didn’t want to know. All 

they wanted to know was, when it came time to elect an official that they knew the 

people of the Lower Ninth Ward would vote, that they knew the value of the vote 

because of the family history.  My mother and all those people who came uptown they 

knew what it was to have the right to vote, for what they went through to have that 

privilege. So when it came to us you know, it was like almost mandatory within your 

household to register to vote. Do go vote and do these things, so we established all that 

with in this community. We established work ethic in this community. Because as I was 

growing up that what you’d see your parents do.  You’d see them leave out the door 

everyday and go on somebody’s job.  My mother was doing what they called a ‘days 

work’-cleaning houses and stuff like that, my step-daddy [was] working at the sugar 

refinery. A lot of my cousins were longshoreman who worked out there on the river.  So 

it wasn’t nothing new. But they wouldn’t credit us for that. They just credited us for being 

the tsunami of the United States. 

Ya know. And I tell people my museum is our cultural life, our fabric. It never was a big 

money city, [it was] for the working class.  And we use our culture as our ‘feel good’, our 

‘medication’, that’s what binds us together. But for me I use the house of Dance and 

Feathers to educate the world about us, as a people and what life means to us within 
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this community. Being part of the City of New Orleans I always tell people we aren’t an 

annex of the City of New Orleans we are a part of the City of New Orleans. The only 

thing is the canal that divides us from the rest of the city.  Many people have visited 

here wrote about me and passed the word on if you come to New Orleans you have to 

see RL and I tell people all that is good. Just as long as they be good messengers.     

I’m 58 yrs old I have nine grandchildren. I have grandchildren scattered everywhere. 

They used to live here in the City of New Orleans and [that was] my driving force was to 

come back home. I lived in a town, Tupelo, Louisiana where my family originated from 

and to re-establish my life here in the city to try to be a beacon of hope in the 

community. 

ML: How do you feel about the nonprofits redeveloping the Lower Ninth Ward? 

When you talk about these nonprofits none of them supports me. Because I’m not about 

how ‘much I can get.’ I ran quite a few of them away. [They are] like ‘oh we could get 

you a grant for this or that.’ I said ‘no’ because I don’t want you to put a stamp on my 

hard work.  It’s like now you got some funding for me you have some say so. I just turn 

them away. 

ML: When did you begin rebuilding?  

L9WR: I first came back down here the Monday after Katrina. There’s a fellow Steve 

from NPR someone told him about me and we met. And at the time you couldn’t come 

down here unless it was media or law enforcement or whatever and he brought me 

down here. Brought me to my old neighborhood where the Brad Pitt program is going 

on.  And when I went around there my neighborhood was gone. 

ML: Where did you live in the Lower Ninth Ward? 

L9WR: I used to live at 1911 Deslonde Street. My neighborhood, when you say ‘gone,’ 

[it] didn’t have nothing left standing. It was left, it was decimated.  And I tell them this is 

the tsunami of the United States. I had fourteen feet of water in my house. 

ML: Where did you evacuate to? 

L9WR: I didn’t leave the city for the storm. We got a little hotel off of Canal Street. The 

storm came and the anarchy started.  The day after the storm I got in my car and we left 



! *)

New Orleans and we went eighty miles west to Tupelo Louisiana and that’s where I 

stayed at for a year. 

ML: What was the area like after the Hurricane? 

L9WR: It was horrible; just so many things were going on at one time. They created a 

lot of stories they said, talking about running and gun battles and all kinds of stuff. Most 

of the people were just trying to survive. And our government at the time they were 

trying to figure out what to do. They wanted to be sure that the camera[s] were right on 

them. Like this running battle with the health care thing now and how they going to say 

that the president [Obama] lied and stuff.  George Bush is the one that told a lie. When 

he stood in Jackson Square and told the people of New Orleans that before he leave 

office he was going to help put new Orleans back together. And look at it.  The 

infrastructure is gradually coming back and stuff like that but we still have a long ways to 

go. 

ML: What was the community like? 

L9WR: It was an old community, a generation of community.  You’d have to compare 

the neighborhood you grew up in.  The Lower Ninth Ward wasn’t a transitional 

community even through the civil rights [movement] and everything else.  The roots 

were implanted very deep here.  The family homes stayed within the family.  Someone 

always lived in the family house. We had our own comfort zone, by living down here.  

Once that first generation moved here and got things started it just continued.   

You know there is a fellow named Nat T., who had this urban gardening thing. I was at a 

public meeting with him and he’s from New York, and a black guy. But he had that 

mentality when he said ‘yea I’m down here in the L9W to teach these people how to 

feed themselves’.  What you mean? Teach us how to feed ourselves. Everyone down 

here had a garden in their backyard before Katrina.  These were country people.  My 

mother grew tomatoes, eggplant, corn, peppers. She did all this and it was just part of 

everyday life around here.  You know we had big yards and small houses.  We had 

plenty space and you know they utilized those spaces by growing food.  In the L9W we 

have a lot of wild chickens.  And that’s because before Katrina, we got into whatever 

was trendy, so chicken fighting was the trendy thing.  So when Katrina came all these 

chickens got lose. So now we have roosters, I told some one that the roosters in this 

neighborhood must be on crack because he be crowing at twelve or one o’clock in the 
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day.   And I knew we had chickens on Deslonde Street. Before dawn the rooster would 

crow so this rooster here he be wailing out.  But that was our way of life.  And as time 

went on every community had some urban problems.  But the problems we had we 

knew who it was.  ‘That’s so in so’s grandson’ because that was this community. So that 

was our life, nothing like I try to sugar coat, it just that this is how we live.   

ML: How many former residents have moved back? 

L9WR: Very few. Because after Hurricane Betsy came in1965, the people themselves 

rebuilt this community. All the men pitched in and helped sheetrock each other’s houses 

and everybody had something to bring to the table.  So here you come forty years later 

the same people that rebuilt the community then now they are our senior citizens.  They 

are in their mid- seventies early eighties. So there was nothing they could do and by 

eighty percent of the city being flooded there was nothing the children could do either 

because everybody [was] struggling to try to maintain their lives up till now.  We lost a 

lot of our seniors, who I say died for wanting to come back home.  Wanting to be back in 

the place where they enjoyed being and they couldn’t do nothing about it.  So this is 

where we at.   

ML: What has been the obstacle for people trying to move back? 

L9WR: People call me everyday people saying, ‘my, am I so glad you’re back. What’s 

going on?’ I can tell them because I go to most of the public forums. And I say ‘this is 

where we are at right now.’  What happened with these nonprofits was that they build 

databases and then they get large grants. Giving people the pre-tense that they are 

going to help them.  But as soon as the people go knock on their door and say ‘ well you 

said you were going to be able to help me, help me,’ they say ‘ I can’t help you right now 

because the money we got is for administrative fees.’  

ML: Do you think the MIR houses fit into the culture of the Lower Ninth Ward? 

L9WR: I’ll tell you what those that have come back and rebuilt, aw, man, they are 

building their dream home.  Most of the homes everybody had was just homes, a lot of 

these homes down here were built by trial and error.  But the homes that they are 

coming up with they are coming up with are going to have more space through the 

various agencies like the ‘Lot Next Door Program’ here’s your house and it’s going to be 

sitting on almost an acre of land.   
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ML: Are these nonprofits coming and changing the face of the Lower Ninth Ward? 

L9WR: No they ain’t changing the face. No what they are doing is filling their pockets.  

Because remember what I said, they say that the money they get through these various 

grants they come with administrative fees.  And they do just enough to justify the grant. 

They might say ‘well we [are] giving away a $100 coupon so you have people line up 

around the block by the time they to get to the door the former $100 coupon is now a 

$50 coupon. And then to a certain point the rest of the people might end up with 

‘I.O.U.’s.’ And that’s the honest way that it is.   

ML: Will the community ever return? 

L9WR: It’s gonna be back.  It’s coming.  Thanks to college fraternities the faith-based 

organizations, just like yesterday I was watching the evening news and the group from 

‘The Color Purple’ had raised like $300,000 and I watched them move a family back into 

their house. That was like, I was just floored.  Because they were saying we want to 

contribute, we want to help some body and these are the types of things that are going 

on.     

ML: Would a ‘self’ rebuilding program be better rather than having these nonprofits help 

rebuild? 

L9WR: Let me tell you the Church of all Souls located at St. Claude, one of the people 

in Washington came and visited me recently and she asked me ‘well Mr. L what would 

you think would be a good way to help the people?’ Which I have made this suggestion 

before, I said ‘create a warehouse with materials and homeowners who are legitimate.’ 

So if you allot a homeowner seventy sheets of sheetrock you know that cuts a cost 

factor. If you could get that sheetrock then you could find a way to use it. Create outlets, 

it ain’t about putting a dollar in the persons hand.  It’s giving them the tools that they 

need to do it the way it needs to be done.  You know for example like me through ‘the 

Lot Next Door Program,’ I had a little nest so when the property next door became 

available I bought it. I dried up my little account. But I own the property next door. Now I 

have to find ways or money to get materials. My sons do that type of work stuff. But you 

know there I am. With these 9 grand kids they need space…so I need that space for 

them.  All of them were in New Orleans now they are all spread out Texas, Baton 

Rouge, wherever.  
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ML: Does sustainability fit into the culture of the L9W?  

L9WR: An upgrade I have no problem with.  You always want a better quality of life. So 

I’m 100% about that.  It’s the other’s things where the problem comes in.   

From be being a true New Orleanian from being involved with the Mardi Gras Indians 

Second Line and all this stuff, everybody has something to parade about.  So they have 

this group called ‘Crew de Jieux ’ where there is a Jewish parade crew. Which I’m an 

official member of ‘Crew de Jieux.’   When I tell people when they look around the 

museum they see all the Jewish...they say ‘well what Jews got to do with this?’ and I 

say ‘ this is New Orleans we cross culture on everything.’ Goes to show you we do our 

combine[d].  We come together and say ‘we are New Orleans this is how we do.’ For 

our street parade we normally get together and have a big breakfast and all that.  Then 

all day we go, we get happy all day. We dance in the streets with the brass bands and 

we get happy, everywhere we go. 

ML: When you do the parade, do former residents return for it? 

L9WR: Let me tell you, right after Katrina, I’m working on my house, with all members 

scattered all over the country they wouldn’t allow me to say no to them about parade in 

2006.  They called me, some in the city, they call me saying ‘pres what we going to do?’ 

If we were going to [do] parade. And they wouldn’t allow for me to say no.  So in 2006 

they came from all across the country.   

ML: So do you all play instruments? 

L9WR: By us being parallel to the Caribbean and Latin America percussion is 

everything to us. When it come down to playing tambourine and the drums you gotta 

have it. I’ve been a member of the Mardi Gras Indians since I was in middle school.  I 

worked for the transit system here for thirty-one years I was a streetcar track repairman 

my wife worked for Charity Hospital she worked there for twenty-seven years.  And in 

between all that I maintained my cultural life. 

ML: How did you begin to rebuild? 

L9WR: I’ll tell you people kept telling me and to be very blunt, ‘you stupid for passing up 

all this money.’  And I tell them I got morals.  I love my community. And I use this term 

‘how can I prostitute my community, through all the pain and suffering we went 
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through?’ They have bus tours that come through here, every day from the CDB [the 

Central Business District] forty to fifty dollars a head.  And a couple of charter 

companies contacted me, I told them, ‘no I don’t want you at my place.’  My friends and 

family who lost their homes down here they say well ‘you’ll be able to tell them your 

story’ and I say, ‘no I won’t because they on a schedule.’ So it will just be a ‘visit’ to the 

‘House of Dance and Feathers’ and they ain’t going to leave with nothing, but a visit 

here.  

For whatever social reason in this city it was like taboo about the Lower Ninth Ward.  

They had many businesses here and especially after my book came out people who 

grew up in the Garden District and out there in the suburbs and stuff.  They would tell 

me ‘we were just told not to come into the Lower Ninth Ward.’  What I had to tell them 

was ‘you know that lady who used to clean up your houses and change your diapers 

and even cook for you, they owned their homes.  It didn’t interest ya’ll because that was 

the person who cleaned up your house.’ You didn’t know that ‘Miss Mary’s husband was 

a hard working man that made his family.’ You just didn’t know that because of social 

classes.  We’ve been doing these types of things. And you know that fellow Nat T., 

personally I don’t like him, he has game. You see, he comes from New York and fast-

talking and all that but you know I grew up on the streets too.  So that doesn’t mean 

nothing to me. He said if I can have a four block area we could have a large community 

garden and the people to take the vegetables and sell them.  Let me tell you something 

Louisiana has the largest population of incarceration in the U.S. And our prison system 

is prison farms. And when a young man stand in front of one of those judges and he 

gives them five or ten years.  He knows about farming for when he comes back home.  

He ain’t coming back with no job skills to a urban city.  He doesn’t have time to wait and 

watch tomatoes grow. He needs skills training where he can become a productive 

citizen.  And I tell them bring that to the table.  Don’t tell us you are going to teach us 

how to grow food to sell it.  Teach that young man how to read a room, so he can learn 

how to build a house.  It’s an ongoing process. You know they had this big art thing 

called ‘Prospect One’ that artists came from all over the world.  They took piles of bricks 

and painted them. One artist took and made a replica of ‘Noah’s Ark’ and said that it 

represents ‘hope’ in my community. And where he put it at was north of Claiborne, 

empty houses where families used to be and everything and the artwork didn’t look like 

a vessel of hope, it looked like a vessel of despair.   And I said it out loud I said ‘if I 
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wanted to be rescued it wouldn’t be in that.’  And you know what they said ‘R you ought 

to leave that alone.’ I’m not.  I don’t have to humble myself after I lost everything twice in 

one lifetime.  I don’t have to do that.  I don’t have to let people just sell me with what 

they want to sell me. If you’re not bringing nothing to the table I don’t want you here.   

ML: Thank you so much for your time. 

 

Interview 2 
 

Interview with a lifetime resident of the Lower Ninth Ward and Health Center Director 

 

ML: What are some of the common health concerns in this area? 

HC Director: If you want to look at physical health we serve a large adult population. 

Initially when we started, the resources were so scarce that we partnered with Tulane 

(University).  Tulane had pediatricians that they were sending out so we actually 

allowed them to take our pediatric patients and we just did the adults.  Trying to use the 

resources as effectively as we could.  As time went on we decided we wanted to take all 

of our patients and they went to another area because it was a medical mobile unit.  

We’ve been taking care of children, but we don’t have as large of a children’s population 

as we do adults.  The primary type of illnesses we see are hypertension, diabetes, 

hypo-epidemia, which is known as high cholesterol.  That’s the three highest.  Then we 

see, behavioral health- depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and anxiety.     

ML: When did the Clinic open? 

HC Director: This clinic was a grassroots effort.  I spear headed the project. We started 

out, I’ll give you a little history, we started out as a project of common ground relief. 

They assisted us in the concept of a clinic actually helped us with some planning, and 

the building of the clinic.  However as far as the medical piece, putting that forward that 

was Patricia and myself.  He had help from organizations, like Direct Relief 

International. As Joe was the person who wrote the first grant.  So he was instrumental 

in helping us with that.  There was this group called leaders Creating Change Through 

Contribution that was a leadership group that has members around the country that 

wanted to do something for folks in the Lower Ninth Ward and they said they would put 

their resources here in this clinic which was a house.  This was my friend who at the 

[reception] desk this was her home.  It still is her home and we are using it and we 
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converted it into a clinic.  That’s how we basically got started.  Now we are basically 

concentrating on the work at hand, which is to provide health care services for residents 

of the L9W and the surrounding area.   

ML: What have been some of the obstacles in providing health care for this area? 

HC Director: Initially our obstacles were bureaucratic.  We were really novice; we did 

not have the experience because we were nurses working at Charity Hospital. Both of 

us were in management but we were not in upper management.  But we did have a 

desire to take care of the people in this community.  We were very concerned about the 

slow pace at which health care was coming back.  The L9W has historically been the 

last to get anything.  And as things started to play out post-Katrina it was no different.  

So we were glad that we were able to start thinking about putting a clinic in this 

community because it is one of the anchors you need if you want your community to 

grow and to thrive.  You need grocery stores, schools, clinics, service, businesses that 

are service type businesses to come back into the community. And if you don’t have it 

you just won’t attract people.  So we felt like we were basically anchoring the community 

until some of the other services and businesses could return.  

ML: Have you been aware of any health improvements to residents living in these 

sustainable homes?    

HC Director: It’s so new actually I don’t think there is going to be any quantifiable data 

that you are going to be able to collect right now.  I think it is gong to be fairly anecdotal, 

what folks are saying they are experiencing.  As it seems the people are very happy 

with their homes I have not had the opportunity to speak with anyone who maybe had 

some health concerns prior, maybe respiratory health concerns prior and say ‘has there 

been a difference.’ But just watching some of the different documentaries I guess about 

homes that had a certain type of filtration advice that was in there, it did benefit the 

people that were living there.  So I’m optimistic that that will happen but like I said I don’t 

have any hard evidence to say that it has because it is really relatively new to this area.   

ML: You had mentioned that this was an older community. Is that because so many 

residents have been displaced, or is it the community growing up? 

HC Director: I don’t have a true answer to that. I’m seeing that a lot of our elders did 

not return.  Why? Because we didn’t have the healthcare in place.  And I can give you 
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an example, in my family, my mother is 87 years old, she suffers from chronic illnesses 

and many times she has to see a specialist.  They weren’t here.  She could not come 

back until a couple of years ago when we were satisfied that she would be able to get 

the healthcare that she needs.  So there are still some people who are very concerned 

about their parents coming back to New Orleans and there’s not adequate healthcare 

services available.  I do believe in the surrounding areas there is the opportunity to get 

the healthcare but N.O. is having a very, very difficult time.  Number one Charity 

Hospital, our state hospital which is the flagship hospital of the state, is really not back 

up and running the way it was pre-Katrina.  They are at a decreased capacity.  They are 

open for business but it’s not what it used to be.   

ML: Is that because they are missing people that work there because they have been 

displaced?  

HC Director: Part of it is the fact that they don’t…let me explain.  We have a system of 

state hospitals, and I’m not saying I’m the person who knows most about them, but 

there was a system of state hospitals, located throughout the state of Louisiana.   But 

N.O. had the flagship hospital, which had all of the specialties.  So if I lived in rural LA 

and they had a Charity Hospital they could see me for the run of the mill type illness but 

let’s just suppose I had a brain tumor I needed to come to N.O. for that neurosurgeon to 

take care of me. So when you have the hospital that takes care of all of that no just for 

N.O., you see if we are affected it reaches out to all parts of the state.  So when you 

have decreased capacity there it truly affects the entire state because Charity was the 

safety net provider for the medical indigent patient. So if I didn’t have insurance I could 

get my brain surgery if I came to the medical center.  Because the private sector wasn’t 

going to pick me up.  Period. So what happens is you have a decreased capacity you 

don’t have the same number of operating rooms.  Because, I don’t know how to explain 

this the state hospital, there were two campuses, there was this big old Charity 

[Hospital] building and they had the university building, which was like a sister hospital.  

It was very small and they never did any type of renovation to add space.  So it [cell 

phone rings, she answers.] 

HC Director: So where were we? 

ML: Decreased capacity  
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HC Director: Decreased capacity it really has a negative impact on, when you think 

about all the hundreds of thousands of visits and it wasn’t just in-patient it was 

outpatient because they had a huge outpatient clinic.  So with Katrina impacting that it 

created a big void.  After Katrina there were efforts made by folk in the healthcare 

community to try and come together and do something I guess you could say until 

things got better with the state hospital. So it was private, private hospitals, private 

organizations, as well as grassroots organizations that started to pop up. There were 

faith base organizations that provided care, Operation Blessing was here for a long 

time, I’m not sure I think they said it was like the 700 club , that’s what I kind of heard 

but I’m not sure.  They had a portable building and you walked in, it was a clinic and it 

was for primary care as well as for dental and they had a pharmacy.  And everything 

was absolutely free.  And they stayed here for a few years.   

ML: Wow, a pharmacy and everything? 

HC Director: Yes, they provided a lot of care.  They were located in eastern N.O., St. 

Thomas clinic was up and running because they didn’t sustain a lot of damage. The 

problem there was, when you talk about these hospitals you would just have to drive 

around and see them closed.  They are still closed. You can go out to eastern N.O. we 

don’t have a hospital. They only hospitals we have are on the other side of town, the 

other side of Canal St. in the Central Business District but over on this side there is 

nothing.  So we have to try and provide some kind of primary care services and try and 

keep our patient population healthy.  Because you don’t have a healthcare facility 

anywhere if you get sick that’s close to you.  You have to go way across town.  We have 

a huge uninsured population much higher than the national average.  At my clinic, right 

here, we have at least ninety-five percent-uninsured rate. So when you talk to people, 

like people from Boston who say ’Oh well you could just use,’ I’m like it’s not a feasible 

model because we don’t have insured people.  Your people are insured.  It’s very 

different.  It’s like apples and oranges.  With them not understanding all of the inner 

workings of LA and how difficult it is for you to get Medicaid in this state.  You basically 

have to be dirt poor and sick.  It’s hard for an adult male or female to get Medicaid.  You 

just have to be dirt poor and sick.  Where up there the criteria is just so different.   There 

were many things that contributed to LA being in the state that it is in right now in 

healthcare.  Because you cannot fully understand where we are unless you knew where 

we began.  And I’ll use these lady’s words who was a Katrina survivor she said, ‘Before 
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Katrina I had nothing, after Katrina I had less than nothing.’ So you have people that 

aren’t even starting on a level playing field.  Prior to Katrina you had, these are some of 

the factors that adversely affected our population and made them more vulnerable.  We 

had a high illiteracy rate, lots of them didn’t finish high school, you had many people that 

were at or below poverty line, you had an over-dependence of people using the 

emergency room for primary healthcare.  LA was 50th in health outcomes out of all the 

states and has been that way for quite a few years. It would go from 49th to 50th but we 

were always at the bottom rung.  Infant mortality, chronic illness you know what I’m 

saying all those things they measure, so we’ve always been there.  And then when you 

add to the fact that we had very little emergency preparedness. And that’s why you saw 

what you saw at the Superdome and Convention Center Blvd. When you have that and 

it collides with the worst ‘man-made’ and natural disaster, it was a public health crisis of 

enormous proportions.  I mean it was just unreal. There was this protracted evacuation 

so many of the people who were already sicker that the regular population were 

separated from life sustaining medications and treatments.  Like their dialysis, you 

know, we have documented that there has been premature death.  Dr. Kevin from the 

City Health Department has shown that, Orleans Parrish, you guys would call it county, 

we are the only one that showed an increase in mortality rate post Hurricane Katrina. 

We picked up on it but he was actually able to do the research and quantify it.   

ML: The hospitals that did not re-open was that due to lack of funding? 

HC Director: It’s about money, is it worth it? You know they are just like Wal-Mart. The 

private sector was basically spoiled because they didn’t have to give a lot of free care 

because they would say go to Charity, go to Charity, so they never really had to deal 

with that patient population. And after Katrina they were really ill equipped to deal with it 

because they never had to work with people that were so challenged and had all of 

these social problems. ‘I can’t discharge you because you don’t have a place to go , oh 

honey I can’t send you back to that gutted home’ you know it was a different patient 

population as opposed to ‘Oh I’m going to send you back to your home on St. Charles 

Ave.’  It’s different, it’s very different.  They were probably bleeding hemorrhaging 

because they were absorbing a lot of that uninsured population. They were not 

compensated and they were not happy about it.  That’s why it was such a problem.  So 

as soon as University was able to open they, I can tell you, you can go see for yourself, 

go to Turo there’s an emergency room there’s a sign, and I’m paraphrasing, ‘we must 
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give you emergency treatment but we will find other accommodations for you because 

we don’t accept Medicaid here.’  They accept Medicare because the reimbursement in 

LA is so low.  It’s like I’m going to give you this card but it isn’t worth anything.  Let’s just 

say if you come in in cardiac arrest we are going to stabilize you but once you are stable 

you ‘out of here, we transferring you, because you not going to eat up all our resources, 

because you may need rehab and this that and the other, no, no, no, no, no, no. boom 

you out of there.’ What we’ve also observed and documented early releases, premature 

releases, when people truly not, I guess you could say they were stable but they were 

truly not well enough to come out.   

ML: What would be the solution? 

HC Director: I’m not a policy person. That’s why…yesterday I had to give testimony in 

Washington D.C. for a committee on oversight. Because they were asking about 

healthcare post Katrina, and I told them I’m not a policy person but I’ll tell you what it 

should be like.  The person should have the ability to go anywhere and access 

treatment and they shouldn’t have to be worried about paying for it.  It shouldn’t be 

required that you break your budget to pay for that healthcare. And that you should 

have specialty services you know what ever it is.  If I need to see a dentist or a 

neurosurgeon I should be able to access those services if my doctor says I need them.  

That’s basically what I told them about that but it has been quite an eye-opening 

experience.  Healthcare is expensive.  The doctor’s salaries take up most of the 

expenses.   

ML: On average how many patients do you see a day? 

HC Director: It depends, like with Dr. T, she sees sometimes twenty to twenty-two 

patients a day.  When we have two doctor’s Dr. M may see about ten to twelve so we 

may see about thirty, thirty –two patients a day.   

ML: Is it typically just residents of the Lower Ninth Ward? 

HC Director: All over. We have people that come from different Parishes, because we 

are participating in this primary care access and stabilization grant.  Which is federal 

funds because of that infusion of resources we have been able to give very low cost 

care.  We do ask the patients to contribute because we want to remain sustainable.  We 
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ask them to pay $25 and that will take care of their office visit and their labs.  If they 

don’t have it, they don’t have it.  Any many a times they don’t have it.   

ML: One more question, what are your perceptions of the redevelopment of the Lower 

Ninth Ward?     

HC Director: Well what happens is, there’s two sides to that but most of it is when 

people look at it, when many of the people came back here, they came back on their 

own.  Because they were just like ‘I’m coming back! This is my home.  This is where my 

house is and I want to come back.’  I’ll just put it like this, opposition forces have been in 

place, have been put in place to prevent the redevelopment of the Lower Ninth Ward. 

For instance, when we spoke with the Mayor some months back he basically said we 

aren’t going to do anything very much to the north side until this levee is repaired and so 

we don’t know when that levee is going to be repaired. So it you are not going to put city 

services in there like- repair the water lines, put lighting up on the streets, make sure 

that the grass is cut, who’s going to want to go back there and live? So there are certain 

things that have been put in place that actually cause people to think twice about ‘do I 

want to come back here?’ And I don’t know how much you have read about the 

shrinking footprint of New Orleans where they didn’t want certain populations back 

which included the Lower Ninth Ward which is predominately African-American, New 

Orleans east which is predominately African-American, Ponchartrain Park which is 

predominately African-American. So how would you feel if your ancestors had 

contributed so much to the flavor and culture of this city and it was like ‘we don’t want 

you back.’ They want to green space everything and I’m like, ‘no.’ They is no one area 

of the city that is any less threatened by a flood than the other and just because the 

name is Lower Ninth Ward it has nothing to do with the topography of the land.  Some 

areas of the Lower ninth Ward are higher than the lakefront, lake view area. It’s been an 

interesting journey trying to determine what’s going on and what the agenda is. But the 

people in the Lower Ninth Ward have known tragedy by flood before because I was a 

little girl but I do remember the flood of 1965 Hurricane Betsy. And we survived it but it 

was very different because with Hurricane Betsy it was just the Lower Ninth Ward. We 

had family members that lived on the other side of the canal so we were able to remain 

close to our property, in close proximity and we had family members, not that they were 

rich but that they were able to say we will house you and you don’t have to worry about 

paying us until you can get your property back on track. Whereas with Katrina, I’ll use 
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my family for instance, I have 5 siblings and my mother and 4 of the 5 live in NO. So all 

of us were affected so who could help who? So when you have that type of thing going 

on, it’s like wealth or whatever you have acquired it’s gone. Nobody can help anybody 

because you are all in the same boat.  That was the difficulty of Katrina and the fact that 

there have been so many things in place starting with the federal government that never 

backed up their promises, FEMA. Like I said FEMA said…they told everybody to apply 

for the small business administration loan and that’s what enabled my father to rebuild 

our home because he got an SBA loan [after hurricane Betsy], couldn’t get one! And 

you couldn’t understand the rhyme or reason how they gave these loans out because 

some people got it, people who had filed for bankruptcy got it! And I’m like how did that 

[happen] but it was just crazy.  So the thing was it was a loan not a grant why couldn’t 

every body get a loan, who wanted one?  We don’t know to this day how that process 

was done.  Then there was the Road Home program that really was a program that 

looked like that it was planned so that it would not succeed. And when you look at it by 

zip code African-American communities were not given the same amounts of money for 

their property. They were devalued, and as a result their reward amounts were much 

lower, which means there was a gap in the amount of money they needed for them to 

return.   

So the state, they won out big, because number one they kept the money, that’s 

number one. Find out go online and see there is tons of money left over. And what kills 

me is like, one of the candidates for Mayor is like, I won’t release his name he says ‘well 

we could use the rest of that Road Home money and do economic development.’ And I 

said ‘oh yeah the money that they didn’t give, I said you know what, that money should 

be redistributed and given to the people who could not get back in their houses because 

they didn’t get the appropriate amount of money from the beginning! If they had just 

gone on and given the people they said $150,000 per person, that’s the way they kind 

of allocated it, that’s the way the federal government thought. But the state got to 

manage that money. The state put things in place so the people could not get the 

money. So as a result people were not able, and then they said we will buy your home 

and they bought it for pennies on the dollar.  So they actually get your land.  And so if 

you don’t hear it from anybody else, it is all about the land, and it is all about a land grab 

and redistributing the land in this community.  
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Because I don’t know if you are aware of it but the L9W has the highest percent of 

homeownership in the entire city. Now the homes maybe very very modest, but they 

were owned by many of the people and owned outright. Many of the people did not 

have mortgages on these homes and if you look at the property of the L9W we are only 

15 minutes from downtown, we have riverfront property. Ok global green is over there, 

their interested. Ok if you look at redevelopment, redevelopment, it’s always looking like 

it’s going along the river.  Right across that side we have boats docking, cruise ships. 

So to me it’s just a natural progression to have some type of economic development 

along the river.  The other pieces is if you look at the land and look at the way things are 

if you go in the center of town when you step out of your door you’re on the street. In the 

L9W you have front yards, backyards, and many people have side yards, many people 

have double lots. That’s almost unheard of. And so they have been getting property for 

pennies on the dollar. People worked hard for this property, that’s what I told my 

mother, no don’t sell it.  

ML: How do you feel about these non-profits coming in and redeveloping?  

HC Director: My concern is whom are you building the houses for? Number one, look 

at the median income, just go look at with the U.S. census and see what the median 

income for the people down here. And then when you look at the homes being built by 

global green and I think the last one was $175,000. Ok, median income might be 

30,000, house 175,000 are you building it for the people that are indigenous to this 

community pre Katrina? We don’t want gentrification of our community. That is a 

concern, I think a legitimate concern. If you are going to build a house, housing where 

by the people who were here can afford to live in them.  I’m sorry, if it’s a small house 

and it’s not the most energy efficient but at least it would be mine. I would be able to buy 

it, and purchase it and it will be mine. The Make it Right homes from what they are 

telling me there is gap financing and forgivable loans. I was one of the community 

partners and that was always our question, ‘How will these folks afford the homes?’ 

These homes are very expensive and once the assessors, because I’m thinking in 2010 

they are going to start re-assessing all of these properties. What is that going to do to 

the homeowner who has to pay taxes on that property?  

ML: How are the property taxes in the area? 
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HC Director: We don’t know because like I said those houses are new and they have 

basically giving us a reprieve from taxes, but 2010 they are going to ding us. Yea it’s 

coming back online. So I have no idea what the taxes are going to be on those MIR 

homes, I’m not sure.  And there’s a big misconception by some of the elders that, ‘oh 

I’m grandfathered in’ oh no you are not grandfathered in when you have a brand new 

property. If you had an old property that you did some renovation to but even if it is an 

old property, I talked to an assessor, even if it is an old property and you build a certain, 

if you build an addition and it’s over a certain percentage it’s considered a new property 

so you are going to be…you aren’t going to be grandfathered in.  

Another thing is maintenance. Because my dad used to always say ‘Sure I could buy a 

Cadillac, sure I could, I can afford the installments, but will I be able to maintain it?’ you 

know driving around in a raggedy Cadillac. That was the joke. Whatever you get he 

always said you want to position yourself so you will be able to maintain it and keep it in 

good condition.  You have to maintain it.  So that’s been a question mark with some of 

the green houses, and I ask people all the time and no one can really give me a answer 

about the repairs, the maintenance on, because I guess it’s so new. Those solar panels 

and whatever other things they have to make the house more cost efficient, suppose it 

breaks or something how much is that going to cost? It is such a new industry, what I’m 

saying is that, I could get me a hot water heater and it’s going to cost me a couple 

hundred ok, replace it, I don’t even need to repair it, replace it. But what happens when 

those things break [solar panels]? So you know those are questions that are in my 

mind. I don’t know what the answers are. I’m acquainted with some of the people who 

live in the homes and one of them is a grandmother on a fixed income and I’m like ‘How 

are you going to do that?’ That’s the question mark. 

But you know I applaud Brad Pitt for even thinking about and even having the 

compassion to come down here and wanting to help the people of the L9W. However, 

we have to definitely still hold people accountable, we want to make sure that what ever 

you do it’s very transparent and that you are a true partner in the community. Like I said 

I wish there was more people who wanted to come down here and do affordable 

housing in our area. It seems like the houses that are coming here are not within the 

price range of the people who live here. The L9W probably has the largest numbers of 

properties that the state holds title to. With the Road Home program it’s like you had an 

option, to get this little bitty amount to repair your home or you could sell it to us (the 
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government). Many people took that option to sell. You have to understand you have 

people who number one did not have tons of money. We were out there protesting 

because the people were besides themselves when city ordinances came down. You 

have to weigh the people coming back with the people who are away. But if I’m away, 

let’s just say the house next door, if I’m living here I really don’t want to see a lot of 

grass growing because it causes problems.  But in the same token how can I, even 

though that house is in that condition, I still have to pay that mortgage. If I owe a 

mortgage on it, I still have to pay a monthly mortgage on it. In addition the city said that 

they would fine you $100 a day if the grass is over 36” or something like that, 3 feet.  If I 

can’t get anyone to cut my grass or I can’t get anyone to get my grass cut, I get, say in a 

month that’s $3,000. The government owned properties have someone come out and 

cut it. You’re going to see this neon orange, the street numbers, the address in neon 

orange and that property belongs to them.  The contractors come and they cut those. 

But the people who are away who are trying to hold onto their property but it just is cost 

prohibited they will not be able to do it over years. They are going to have to sell it for 

pennies on the dollar.  

And that was weighing very heavily on people. There was initially a lot of people 

committing suicide and there are still people committing suicide and when I spoke to the 

folks in congress I told them that the largest in house psychiatric institution is Orleans 

Parish prison. Some folks were not pleased because I said that. But one of the 

congressman came down to me b/c he’s working on some legislation in his state b/c 

he’s seeing people who have never had problems with the criminal justice system b/c 

they have mental health problems there are now have brushes with the law.  It could be 

you or I, let’s just say I become violent and I strike you and you say I’m going to press 

charges against that person. You know it could be something like that or it could be for 

whatever reason I’m not in my right mind and I just go sit in someone’s car. People have 

just done some of the strangest things. We had one young man come in here, we knew 

him as a patient, and he said ‘I just want to slit my wrists.’  We’ve had to take patients 

directly to psychiatric providers.  So it’s a very, very difficult situation to be in because 

people have had major losses and there’s a lot of hopelessness and despair and it still 

goes on. Recovery from the type of thing that we have actually witnessed and been a 

part of usually takes anywhere from 8 to 10 years minimum for people to recover.  
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The thing about it is, like for instance where the tsunami was and I did bring that point 

up too that this is a group of very special people they are eternally displaced within their 

own country. And if you look at the United Nations guiding principles on internal 

displacements this is a very fragile population and they are going to need on going 

services.  Now the United States signed off on it as did some other countries but they 

have still yet to designate the people affected by Katrina and Rita as eternally displaced.  

So if we were to get that designation that would entitle us to a lot more assistance but 

we are too busy.  

 ML: That’s all I have, thank you very much. 

 

Interview 3 
 

Interview with Lower Ninth Ward resident and Community Center Director 
 

ML: What was the Lower Ninth Ward like before Katrina. 

CC Director: Before Katrina sixty-five percent of the residents of the Lower Ninth Ward 

were elderly and only five percent have returned. They are punishing them.  Before, the 

obituary page in the local paper was a page long. Now it’s four pages. They are dying of 

‘broken hearts.’ It’s awful. People lost hundreds of thousands and the Mayor said ‘build 

at your own risk’, what sh*t is that?!  Much of the Lower Ninth Ward now has been 

exploited and it has been due to greed. But before Katrina there was five elementary 

schools and two high schools now there is only one charter school. Before I was all for 

charter schools but after Katrina I realized charter schools are for the kids that have 

higher test scores.  I had my blinders on. What happens to the children that aren’t as 

smart?  The system is messed up. They don’t care about the future of the children who 

are left behind because the penitentiaries are profitable. They pay them six cents an 

hour in the penitentiary for labor.  That’s what they get. 

ML: What’s the current property situation?  

CC Director: Everyone has a different story. But these people had no mortgages 

before. The Lower Ninth Ward had eighty percent homeownership. The media never 

tells anyone that. But I’ll tell you I’m 57, 58 years old and they are giving people a thirty 

year note on these houses. I don’t want to pay a thirty year note I don’t want to have to 

worry about a thirty year note! They take the help and are obligated for thirty years. 



! ""&

That’s what’s happening. If the house isn’t livable they can’t get insurance but these 

houses cost $125,000-$150,000, that’s a lot. I’m worried about gentrification and 

exploitation. Most people are going to lose these homes. 

One thing I’ve learned about this experience is you can be part of the change but you 

can’t stop the change. The community is in a lot of trouble for a lot of reasons.  All this 

solar and sustainability is being pushed at them. In the long-term it could be great but 

what about the present, it has to be sustained. Can they afford the upkeep? They can’t 

with an inflated house note and insurance costs.  

ML: What would have been a better way to rebuild? 

CC Director: Let the community take ownership of the community. We wouldn’t need 

FEMA or Road Home.  No one knows it has been written in the books for thirty years 

that the community dictates the community.  They paid all this money to clean up the 

streets to get all the debris out of them. What if they had given that money to the 

community? And let the community do it. Why give all that money to someone else? 

The city and the state took the money. It is unacceptable.  But it was no accident.  It’s 

happening everywhere is the U.S. It’s greed. In 1927 the government admitted blowing 

up the levees and in 1968, but they didn’t do it in 2005, yeah right. It was no accident.  

New Orleans is bowl shaped, you have to relieve the pressure or it fills. It is all about the 

money. They can’t flood Canal Street, can’t flood the Garden District because of the 

tourism, so they relieve it by flooding the Ninth Ward. 

ML: What are you doing here to bring the community back? 

CC Director: The center takes on emergency needs. We direct people to where they 

can get their necessary help. We have after schools programs and computer classes.  

Most of these kids have been to four different schools so it’s hard for them to catch up, 

so we offer them one-on-one time with teachers. This community center needed to 

happen first, a place that acted as a mediator between former residents and legitimate 

non-profits, a place where former residents could go and get information from people 

they trusted. 

This would have never happened had the levees not broken.  There would have not 

been such destruction.  Before Katrina there was 8,000 outright homeowners. Last time 

I looked it up it was 4,000 and now I would be afraid to look, it probably would be close 
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to 2,000. And the criminal part of it is these people need the money so they sell their 

property for $5,000. They’ve never had a lump sum like that so they sell it.  Then they 

come back to the area, drive down their old street and see a $240,000 house on their 

old property. The government gets the property and gives it to non-profits.  

You think Katrina messed up New Orleans? New Orleans was messed up before 

Katrina. Katrina just exposed the problem. That mayor should have never gotten re-

elected but he was. He campaigned, won and went missing for 6 months. He did.  It 

starts with accountability and the people we have to hold them accountable. That’s the 

way we do things around here we don’t hold them accountable, the way New Orleans 

and Louisiana does business. Bush didn’t do this we did this. I had blinders on for 

before I minded my own business. Now I realize we have to help each other out. Before 

I was just minding my own business. We live out of fear but we must do the right thing.   

And after all this there is still no evacuation plan. The worst part of such a disaster is not 

knowing where your family and friends are.  I think they should evacuate people by 

neighborhood. Then that would eliminate the panic of not knowing where your family is, 

they would be with you. That’s the biggest thing with the disaster in Haiti they need a 

community center where people can go and make contact with their families and let 

them know they are OK. A place where people can go, a hub.  You should do your 

thesis on ‘How do you weather the storm?,’ create a blueprint for how to deal with 

disaster. How to get the money to the people because what I have found is that the 

money doesn’t get to the people.  

ML: What’s the difference in the Lower Ninth Ward now? 

CC Director: I never want it to be the same. It was bad before. People realize they 

need each other now.  

ML: How do you bring a community back? 

CC Director: Collaboration, unity when people are on the same page you can’t stop 

them. There were twelve non-profits here before Katrina. Now there are thirty and still 

with less than half the residents back? These people go to see if they are eligible for pre 

approval and they are set up so people will fail right away and won’t be able to get their 

homes. People have blinders on and must take them off. It will continue until the 

community says enough is enough. It is accountability and one family at a time.  
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ML: Great. Thank you so much.   

 

Interview 4 
 

Interview with ‘Make It Right’ employees 
 

ML: What have been the challenges in rebuilding the area? 

Make it Right Employee 1: The challenges in the beginning were settling the title 

issues, people claiming property. Now for me it’s finding materials that are considered 

cradle-to-cradle that are affordable and can be easily replaced by homeowners. 

ML: How many people have moved back to the area?  

MIR E1: About 80 or so people back.  In the first two years the Make it Right houses 

were just for people who owned the property in our target area.  Because we kind of 

now have an idea of who is coming back and what properties are available we have 

opened it up to any former resident of the L9W. Many properties have been sold back to 

the bank and we gain those properties also we do property swaps. 

ML: How were the houses typically constructed prior to Hurricane Katrina? 

MIR E1: They were built up on cinder blocks. Shot gun style homes. 

ML: What is the MIR design process? 

MIR E1: Architects came from all over. They design a prototype that is constructed with 

no budget.  Then in the second phase the houses are modified.  The features that cost 

the most are reduced to be more affordable.  The house with the metal frame overhang, 

that metal overhang cost $80,000 initially. So in the second generation the house was 

modified without the metal overhang. It was sold at no additional cost to the 

homeowner. 

ML: How does the financing work? 

MIR E1: The homeowner is asked to put up as much money as they can. And we must 

determine if they are eligible to afford a home. They must have a base income that can 

include cost of property tax.  But we really try and help them out. 

ML: What do you focus on most for achieving LEED credits?  
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Make It Right Employee 2: I’m not sure but I do know that about one fourth of the 

LEED credits come from water efficient technologies from landscaping. But the main 

systems focused on are water and energy. 

ML: What features make the homes sustainable? 

MIR E1: We seal up the envelope for better insulation, more efficient heating and 

cooling, and obviously no VOC paints, mold resistant dry wall. We have to use all 

sustainable trim, locally sourced trim wood, the tile you are walking on has sixty percent 

recycled content in it, low-e windows, for the aspect of it, you can also see they have 

metal cladding so they are also very durable.  The cabinets have no add formaldehyde 

and they also are responsibly sourced materials as well.  The countertops are just plain 

old Formica.  Energy star rated appliances and light fixtures are used throughout the 

house and low flow water fixtures and dual flush toilets.  We have the cisterns that 

capture the water that comes off the roof and so on.  But you can see that everything 

we chose is nothing, expensive. 

MIR E2: So why did we choose to install the sprinkler system? 

MIR E1: Oh the sprinkler system, one reason in the affordability factor that it adds to it 

and also that it protects their home.  So a system like this, which is a residential system, 

will cost you somewhere between 1200 and 1500 bucks, to do and it ties into the rest of 

the house, right, but it protects your entire investment, God forbid anything happens.  

We found that important just for their sake, just to give them that extra protection.  Also 

it’s been written in ICC, International Code Council passed it as part of their code, so 

you’ll start seeing it more and more come 2010, 2011.  Depending on what area you are 

in.  We kind of want to be ahead of the curve instead of behind it.  So that’s why we 

decided to put them in.  All houses come equipped with appliances, tank less water 

heaters, which we have donated, so this is pretty much what the typical house looks 

like.  Now we also focus on a few methods of construction, this house is a modular 

home. Completely, well not completely, but a majority of it built in a plant and then 

delivered to us for all the final details, siding, painting, and all those finally touches.  We 

also focus on traditional on-site stick built and then SIP, which is a structural insulated 

panel.  And this one if you look at it from an affordability or sustainability aspect 

especially with this home and the fact that it takes place in a plant helps a lot with the 

reduction of waste.  There’s a way to calculate everything, it’s like a perfect science they 
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don’t waste at all.  So they have a very stream lined process.  And then depending on 

where you are, let’s say you are in an area where labor is abundant, then you want to 

go with the more traditional on-site stick built because that way you are going to get a 

better cost pricewise. If you are in an area where labor is scarce you are going to want 

to use modular because pretty much everything takes place at a plant, dropped off to 

you and then you need regular labor just to finish out the out work. 

MIR E2: And it’s faster. 

MIR E1: Yea it’s a lot faster because it is already done and then it’s just the final details 

and you just punch them out. And then SIP, is mostly used if you are in an area that is 

in between.   

ML: I’ve read about that, does it have foam on the inside?  

MIR E1: Yea think of it as an Oreo cookie, two pieces of OSB or whatever, foam agent 

is what it holds it all together. It also adds a bit of structural integrity to it because of the 

way it’s designed, the panels are usually four feet wide, and can be as high as sixteen 

feet tall.  So you get something that’s one single component it can withstand more sheer 

volume and it takes a lot more to rip off than it would a traditional stick-built home.  

Everything you see here they can find. 

ML: Are they all locally sourced materials? 

MIR E1: All of our suppliers are local; the windows they can find at a local supplier, our 

cabinets are the same.  The appliances that we decided to use, we used Fridge-Air, 

they can find them at any of the local suppliers, Dal tile you can find anywhere across 

the nation.    Now what you don’t see behind the wall, which is really cool, we used blue 

wood.  With what goes on here moisture wise, water just all the time, we wanted to give 

them the added protection of a moisture shield, so they don’t have to worry about rot or 

anything, for the long term maintenance of their home. It also reduces termites so we 

put a lot of care into that choosing these products, to just kind of relieve the pressure of 

that long-term upkeep for them, to make it more affordable in the long-run.   

All of our labor is locally sourced we don’t bring in any out of state contractors or 

anything like that.  One of the things we are focusing on besides obviously providing 

local people with work is educating the local workers.  So a lot of our contractors go 

through training. When they come on board they usually pair with a contractor that has 
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built one or two houses or more for their first house. It’s kind of the way they teach each 

other and we are interested in increasing their education, ‘this is how you go green, this 

is what you should focus on’. We have established contractors that have been doing 

this for thirty years and people that are just getting started and we don’t mind the 

learning curve because we just want it to become standard practice. 

MIR E2: We’ve become involved in green jobs and various organizations; we have a 

pilot street project that is going on, that we’ll have a component of workforce 

development.  So like training local workers on how to maintain pervious pavement and 

rain gardens and stuff like that.  And then the solar I’m not really sure about that. 

MIR E1: So for the solar we opened it up to like our general contractors, for all of them 

to be licensed to get their solar, so we kind of introduce them to a lot of things and just 

let them go on from there.  We just provide training grounds for them to get that 

experience and then we do like she was saying the pilot street program and we are 

hoping that eventually we move into a kind of youth training process, where we partner 

up with some of the youth workforce development and bring youth into our program and 

get them familiar with techniques that we are using.  Our main focus and one of the 

reasons the workforce development is kind of slow is because [we are focusing on] 150 

[homes].  

MIR E2: Yeah that’s what we always say ‘to be a catalyst’ like we aren’t trying to rebuild 

the whole community.  By bringing 150 families back, like there’s already talk of a green 

grocery store. Like with that and with the tourism that it brings to the site, I think it really 

will start [to bring people back].  But right now it’s still kind of like at a stand still. 

Because there is really I mean no body here you know, except for these homes. There 

is a little bit more people over in the Holy Cross neighborhood but it’s… 

MIR E1: Yeah in this area one of the other reasons is because, everybody asks ‘why 

didn’t you pick another hard hit area like St. Bernard Parish’ which is just a couple of 

blocks that way, ‘it was devastated equally if not more why didn’t you guys pick that 

area?’ Well those areas were coming back online (rebuilding) on their own.  And this 

area was being completely ignored.  So that’s another reason why we chose this area.   

ML: What is going to happen when the last house is built? 
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MIR E1: That’s well, we put in a couple of things. First is the education aspect, teaching 

them, creating new jobs, sustaining what the houses look like. And then maintenance 

wise each house comes with a warranty program that depending on what it is, is from 

two to ten years, depending on the component.  So that would hopefully help them keep 

that and maintain the features. But those are the two big parts, now as far as related to 

Make It Right what its goal is or what are we doing after the 150th, that is still to be 

determined.  There are some ideas in the works with what we might do, we will always 

have a presence in the City of New Orleans as long as we exist, we will continue 

working here continue working in other parts, in other areas of the city. But yeah, getting 

back to that trust issue, our first commitment is that 150.  We have to do that 150, 

because it’s that whole thing everybody promises they are going to do stuff, going to do 

this, going to do that, and they either never get started or they never follow through.   So 

Brad’s kind of thing is we want to keep our focus on 150 homes, and building the 150 

homes.      

ML: How is that coming? Do you think you are going to build 150 by next December? 

MIR E1: Yeah, by the end of this year there will be forty-four, forty-five on the ground in 

different phases of construction. And then that’ll leave 100 plus for next year.  And that 

will include a lot more of the duplexes, kind of a mixture of duplexes and single families.   

ML: What is you relationship with the other nonprofits in the area? 

MIR E1: We try to provide them as much information as possible.  That is mostly our 

focus what ever we learn here we want to make it available to the public.  We are aware 

of their efforts, we support them whenever we can but our goal is here. 

ML: I saw Common Ground right next to your site. 

MIR E2: Yeah we work with them, they aren’t really involved with rebuilding so much as, 

they were actually the first people to come in right after the storm.  They brought water 

and supplies and set up a free food stand.  Then they were involved in demo, I mean 

you live in Houston you, can’t pay a contractor to demo your house you know if the 

water just sits there it’s going to rot the interior of your home.  They’ve stripped homes 

so the shell can be reused and rebuilt.  We work alongside them but we don’t 

necessarily do the same thing.   
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MIR E1: Wherever we can we help them so mostly we just provide as much information 

as possible.  And hopefully teaching the contractors you know what we are doing here 

for them to learn and practice with it they will pass along. And they won’t be charging 

them as much to learn because they are going to already learn from us.   

ML: I’ve read education helps reduce the cost quite a bit 

MIR E1: Oh yeah, what happens, and speak this because I grew up in a construction 

household.  Unfortunately what happens in the construction industry is that, which is 

very rare [when it doesn’t happen], the client ends up paying the contractors work.  Pay 

me so I can learn from your job. That’s what happens a lot so you get contractors and 

that put in bids forty, fifty percent marginal’s because they don’t want to learn, they don’t 

want to lose any money on it on the project and they know they need to learn. So one of 

the things that has slowed down green to a degree is that. We are hoping that but 

learning here they actually have a real sense of what it takes to do the work.  That they 

will be able to say property is properly quoted instead of having these outrageous bids.   

ML: I read that they are charging people if their grass gets over a certain amount. How 

do people who don’t live here and still have their property pay? 

MIR E2: There are some volunteers that come out. Some lots get seized by the city 

because the grass gets too high.  Some people come out and mow their lawn every 

Sunday.  It’s crazy. 

MIR E1: You have to maintain your lot.  It’s one of the big things, and that’s throughout 

the United States.  It you own a lot you have to maintain it.  You just can’t have a public 

nuisance just out there for things to occur.  So you have to maintain them.  Usually 

when you see them being seized it’s not only a thing that they are being continuously 

fined but they have also fallen back on their taxes.  So it’s usually a combination of the 

two when they actually take them.  But mostly they just keep fining you.   

MIR E2: A lot of lots in our target area I don’t think they were seized but I think that they 

were sold back to the city homeowners that don’t want to rebuild, we buy the lots and 

we rebuild them. 

MIR E1: And we make sure, that’s how we were able to bring back people that weren’t 

in this area, from other areas.  We call it a ‘land swap’ we just trade their lot for ours. So 

that’s how we bring people in. 
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Entering ‘float’ house 

MIR E1: Now the idea, they did a great job of tackling the issue head on. ‘Well what 

would happen again if it floods? Well your house will float and you’ll be fine.’   They 

also, the chassis holds all of the major components like the plumbing the electrical; it’s 

all part of it so it all goes up with the house.  So it’s about minimizing the damage after 

the storm, it does a great job.  Where I don’t fundamentally agree with it is the product 

selection, how they went about it.  This might be just for this house we will have more 

control over it come the second round where it will fall more in line with what we choose.  

That’s one of the reason’s I don’t show this house. For example this refrigerator is 

priced at $13,000, why did they spec a $13,000 refrigerator I have no idea. 

ML: So is there no porch on this house? 

MIR E2: This is their attempt at a porch over here. The house is supposed to lift off so it 

can’t really have anything that attaches to the house.   

MIR E1:  If it was a sunny day honestly you wouldn’t need a single light on. It just all 

comes in naturally. 

MIR E2: Most of the houses, you know, we develop a CD packet and we give it to the 

builders, and they know how to build the house.  For this house we had the architect on 

site for like three months. And he had to make sure, tell people how the house was 

supposed to be built. Especially because the foundation is so unique and it had to be 

precise when they set the concrete exactly.  So there was just a lot of different things 

about this house that are really customized. 

MIR E1: That was the cool part when it arrived, it arrived on an eighteen-wheeler and it 

was parked on the street and lifted it with a crane, picked it up swung it around, and it 

was placed between the two poles.  There were two guys working in sync trying to get 

the house down.    

ML: Wow. 
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