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Program Summary: 
A water management strategy that provides the framework for a resilient, 
sustainable and vibrant New Orleans region 
 
 
Program Statement: 
The Plan defines a science, engineering, and design-based framework for a 
resilient and sustainable New Orleans region at all scales. Over the course of 
two years the firm led an international network of experts in water 
management, landscape, and urban design, creating an unprecedented 
metropolitan dialogue among industry, government, economic development, 
nonprofit, and community leaders. The Plan works in conjunction with the 
improved levee system and Louisiana’s 2012 Coastal Master Plan, but 
illustrates a paradigm shift from conventional drainage-driven water 
management towards a circulating system that values water as an asset. 
Proposed retrofits strengthen existing corridors, repair the landscape and 
broaden the hurricane protection concept of “multiple lines of defense” to 
include internal water management. By design, living with water solves not only 
problems created by flooding and subsidence but also improves safety and 
quality of life while providing new economic opportunities. 
Building upon previous collaborations with Dutch design and water 
management professionals, the multi-volume Plan is a living document created 
to inspire and focus long-range planning, and guide implementation of strategic 
investments for the next fifty years. Working within and across basins, the Plan 
includes systems proposals, district plans, demonstration projects, and typical 
components. The Plan is publically available for download online. 
 



 

The Plan integrates infrastructure 
planning and urban design 
across three hydrological basins. 
It proposes a new investment 
model for public works, wherein 
streets, canals, pump stations, 
and stormwater detention 
systems are vital to life in the 
region, and yields opportunities 
for economic growth and 
development. Proposed retrofits 
strengthen the function of 
existing water systems, make 
use of undervalued water assets, 
and enhance key corridors. 
 
The Plan is a comprehensive 
vision for the region in the 21st 
century, built as much on each 
basin’s history, geology, and 
geography, as it is on shared 
challenges and opportunities.  
 
 
 

The Plan focuses on water within 
levees- primarily stormwater, 
surface waters, and groundwater 
– and a new approach to 
managing these resources. It 
outlines principles for water 
management, regional planning, 
and urban design that are 
specific to this region, developed 
out of a process that considers: 

 

1     The region’s soils, water,  

       and biodiversity 

 

2     Existing infrastructure   

       networks 

 

3 The urban fabric 

 

4 Urban fabric after proposed 

       design 
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Over three centuries, Greater 
New Orleans has reshaped 
itself with an approach to 
drainage and flood migration 
that pushes its water assets 
out of sight and mind. Long-
term resilience requires 
adapting this approach and 
existing water management 
systems. 
 
In Greater New Orleans of 
tomorrow, stormwater, 
surface water, and 
groundwater are managed 
together, as resources with 
which to enhance public 
spaces, revitalize 
neighborhoods, strengthen 
habitats, and provide 
opportunities for economic 
growth. 



 

The Plan addresses three 
problems in New Orleans: 

 

1    Drainage systems are   

      regularly overwhelmed by      

      too much runoff. 

 

2    Excessive pumping causes   

      the land to sink by lowering   

      groundwater levels. 

 

3    Critical water assets are  

      wasted, hidden behind    

      walls, buried underground,  

      or pumped out of the city. 
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The basic components of the 
proposed system are small-
scale retrofits, circulating 
canals, strategic parklands, 
integrated waterworks, regional 
monitoring networks, and 
waterfront development zones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1. Plan of the living water system 

2. Proposed stormwater flows  

3. Proposed surface water and 
groundwater flows 
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Lafitte Blueway 

 

This corridor is a 3.1 mile linear 
open space that once was the 
Carondelet Canal and the 
historical entry to the French 
Quarter from Lake 
Pontchartrain via Bayou St. 
John. Now filled and ignored, 
the former navigation canal and 
an abandoned railway remain 
as a public right-of-way.  

 

The proposed blueway 
incorporates and builds upon 
the city’s master plan and 
provides an opportunity for a 
restored water identity within 
the heart of the city. With its 
connection to one of the city’s 
few open waterways, the 
waterway is a key element of a 
sustainable water management 
system, necessary for 
mitigating flooding, recharging 
groundwater, and improving 
water quality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Proposed waterway design 

2. Existing condition   

3. Plan of circulating system 

 

1 

3 2 



 

London Avenue Canal 

 

The removal of functionally 
obsolete floodwalls and 
reshaping of New Orleans’ 
primary outfall canals brings 
beauty and new amenities to 
the city’s lowlands. With 
closure structures at the 
lakefront now in place, the 
canals’ floodwalls are no longer 
needed to defend against 
storm surge, a function they 
failed to perform during 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 

 

Reconceived as multi-
functional waterways, with 
concrete walls atop green 
levee banks removed, the three 
outfall canals turn into 
significant public assets with 
park areas, trails, docks, and 
waterfront development. 

 

The transformation of the 
canals represents a broader 
shift in the region’s attitude 
towards water, one of value 
and appreciation rather than 
one of fear and destruction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Proposed canal design 

2. Existing condition 
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Monticello Canal Park 

 

Strategic parklands benefit 
neighborhoods and businesses 
on both sides of the canal. 
Widening the canal and 
relieving a bottleneck improves 
drainage at a critical juncture 
where key roadways cross over 
an important hydrological seam 
in the basin. At the same time, 
new recreational and 
agricultural uses store 
stormwater during intense rain 
events reducing flood risk for 
neighborhoods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Proposed canal design after 

average storm 

2. Existing condition 

3. Proposed canal design dry 
weather 

4. Proposed canal design after a 
T10 storm 
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Mirabeau Water Garden 

 

Stormwater storage and 
filtration, environmental 
education, and athletic fields 
support the community and 
athletic fields support the 
community and an educational 
institution on an unused parcel 
of 25 acres. A system of 
wetland terraces, rain gardens, 
bioswales, and a woodland 
wash provide diverse habitats 
for native flora and fauna, as 
well as educational 
programming for schools. 

 

The ambitious design diverts 
runoff from a Sewerage & 
Water Board pipe, infiltrating it 
into the sandy substrate of the 
Pine Island Trend and filtering 
it for use in recreational and 
ecological features. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Overall rendering of water 

gardens 

2. Section through wetland 
filtration terraces 
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Lakeview/West End District 

 

Higher groundwater levels 
provide improved stability for 
roads and homes sitting on soft 
organic soils. Sources of water 
that can replenish the 
groundwater supply during dry 
periods are key to maintaining 
the balance required by the 
highly organic soils in the 
region. Nearby Lake 
Pontchartrain and stormwater 
collected during each rain even 
serve as these sources, 
supplying water to perforated 
pipes that then filtrate it into 
surrounding soils when the 
water table drops below target 
levels. 

 

During rain events, a 
combination of reconstructed 
streets, detention basins on 
vacant lots, and larger 
detention and retention basins 
in neighborhood parks and a 
large median zone provide 
ample storage capacity to 
minimize street flooding and 
excessive pumping. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. District scale proposed design 

2. West End park, dry condition 

3. West End park, wet condition  

4. Reconstructed street proposed 
design 
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Uptown Streets 

 

Small scale retrofits in public 
rights-of-way catch rain where 
it falls. They reduce the volume 
of stormwater that flows from 
higher ground (the backslope) 
to the lowest areas of the city 
(the bowls), where it is pumped 
out to the lake via the Palmetto 
and 17th Street Canals. This 
eases the load on the drainage 
system reducing flood risk and 
drainage-induced subsidence 
for neighborhoods 
downstream. 

 

Pervious paving, subsurface 
storage, rain gardens, and 
hydrophilic plants, distributed 
throughout street corridors, 
reduce localized flooding at 
lower elevations by providing 
space for stormwater flow. 
Here the water is absorbed and 
filtered by plants and allowed to 
infiltrate the ground to mitigate 
subsidence. These retrofits are 
particularly effective on streets 
that run parallel to the river 
because they intercept the flow 
of stormwater as it moves 
down the backslope. 
 

 

 

 

 

1. Section perspective of pervious 
street paving and underground 
storage 

2. Interceptor streets feature 
multiple small-scale retrofits that 
slow the flow of water as it 
moves downhill 

3. Perspective of corner rain 
garden 
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Elmwood District 

 

Space for water is good for 
business. A largely industrial 
and commercial district can be 
a model for the many paved 
districts throughout the region. 
Vast expanses of rooftops and 
parking lots contribute to high 
levels of runoff and street 
flooding in neighborhoods 
downstream. 

 

With phased retrofits, streets 
and underutilized spaces are 
the basis for a district-scale 
network of water lanes and 
fields that collect and filter 
stormwater. Bioswales, 
detention basins, and parking 
lot retrofits slow down and 
store water, while hydrophilic 
vegetation supplies shade, 
improves air and water quality, 
and enhances the district’s 
identity. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Green retrofits along industrial 
streetscape 

2. Plan diagram, dry condition 

3. Plan diagram, average rainfall 

4. Plan diagram, heavy rainfall 

5. Aerial view of proposed green 
retrofits in the district 
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Lower Nine and St. Bernard  

 

Clear patterns of development 
and stormwater features are 
established as the ground 
slopes away from the river. The 
riverfront is already widely used 
as a promenade, a place to 
enjoy the river, and a vantage 
point to look back at the skyline 
of the city. On the backslope, 
rain gardens and improved 
stormwater detention reduce 
runoff. 

 

Past the commercial corridors, 
stormwater corridors made out 
of vacant lots intercept runoff 
moving downslope, and 
provide recreational amenities. 

 

A new canal, overflow basins, 
and wetlands at the northern 
edge of the district connect the 
area ecologically to Bayou 
Bienvenue and the Central 
Wetlands Unit, and surrounding 
areas both upriver and 
downriver.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

1 Lower Ninth Ward strategic 
parklands   

2 Plan diagram 

3 Weir for maintaining higher 
water levels, with new 
development along the 
waterfront 
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