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Better, Faster, Cheaper 
New Orleans’ Winning Strategy in the War on Blight 

A city with one of the nation’s worst blight problems is now considered a national leader in reducing vacant and dilapidated properties. 
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A blighted home on Dumaine St. in New Orleans. AP/Gerald Herbert
Few urban problems are more insidious than blight. Vacant or dilapidated properties suppress property values, threaten public safety, chase away investment and hurt quality of life.

Blight was a challenge for New Orleans even before Hurricane Katrina flooded nearly 80 percent of the city's housing stock in 2005. By 2010, New Orleans had perhaps the country's worst blight problem, affecting an estimated 43,755 properties -- nearly one-quarter of the city's residential addresses.

So it might be something a surprise that the city now is considered a national model for blight reduction. What might be even more surprising is how that turnaround has been accomplished in little more than three years.

What wasn't surprising at all was that blight was a big issue in the 2010 mayoral race. The winner of that contest, Mitch Landrieu, had promised to reduce the number of blighted properties by 10,000 by 2014. Landrieu quickly went to work, strengthening the city's enforcement powers, streamlining the process for remediating blighted properties and implementing a new computerized system to track code enforcement and permitting.

The new blight remediation process begins with property inspection. It then moves to a hearing in which the property owner is either found guilty or in compliance. If guilty, the owner must remediate the problem or the property is either demolished or goes to a sheriff's sale, which allows for a clean transfer of ownership.

Elected officials are generally reticent to take people's property, but the old approach just wasn't working. "Before, owners of blighted properties just ignored city fines, and peer pressure didn't change their behavior," said Deputy Mayor and Chief Administrative Officer Andy Kopplin. "But once they know you'll seize their property, they get religion."

To coordinate the blight-reduction efforts of various city agencies, the Landrieu administration created BlightSTAT, a process in which representatives from the Department of Code Enforcement, the Office of Community Development, the Office of Information Technology and Innovation, the Law Department and the New Orleans Redevelopment Authority meet to set goals and report on progress. The city's Office of Performance and Accountability acts as an ombudsman, presenting data and holding the agencies' feet to the fire.

But no one does a better job of holding feet to the fire than New Orleans' residents. The BlightSTAT meetings are open to the public, some have drawn over 100 attendees and each concludes with a question-and-answer period. (For two years after the first meeting in November 2010, the meetings were held twice a month; now that the initial surge of dilapidated properties has been addressed, they're held monthly.) Residents can also find out the status of specific properties on a "BlightStatus" website.

Feedback from residents and the New Orleans police department is used to set priorities among the dilapidated properties. BlightSTAT prioritizes properties whose remediation can stabilize a neighborhood as well as those in high-crime areas and major commercial corridors. Blight remediation is also the top priority when federal assistance is made available.

By early this year, Mayor Landrieu had more than made good on his promise, reducing the number of blighted residential properties by about 13,000. The average time from initial inspection to hearing has been cut in half, and one of the nation's former blight leaders is now reducing it faster than any other American city.

Just as blight threatens public safety and harms quality of life, eliminating it creates a virtuous circle. BlightSTAT can't claim sole credit for an extended real-estate boom in New Orleans or for the new confidence investors are demonstrating in the city, but it's hard to imagine that New Orleans' comeback would be nearly as robust without it.
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