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Executive Summary
The Need

· A coordinated system of local aid centers is needed now

· The cost is modest in relation to other needs

· The development of such centers can only proceed on the ground, in a “beta-test” mode; waiting to roll out a large-scale project may be disastrous

The Opportunity

· Widespread support of the concept, in New Orleans and across Louisiana and Mississippi
· Unified New Orleans Plan calls for it at city-wide level as well as at several neighborhood and district levels
· The resources and expertise are available now

This Plan 

· Assembled in collaboration with international leaders and local stakeholders

· Incorporates lessons of other centers
· Originated in October 2005 in early task force of Mississippi Renewal Forum; further developed in April 2005 Gentilly Community Charrette 

The Specifics

· “Decision tree” for assessing specific buildings and determining appropriate action, coordinating information from a variety of sources

· Participatory GIS on the web, allowing Wiki-style contribution of information 

· Pre-qualified and peer-to-peer rated databases of contractors, suppliers, designers, agents, consultants
· Pre-approved building plans, compatible with neighborhood plans, and able to be adapted easily with variable modular elements

· Pattern books for custom and DIY design
· Pattern language for custom and DIY design

· Library of additional design resources and ideas

· Librarian available to research specific topics, offer guidance, and coordinate volunteer assistance and referrals
· A forum for peer-to-peer collaboration and neighborhood-based planning

The Specifics:   The Decision Tree 
The tree is a model that correlates requirements in planning, insurance, government aid, local permitting and other issues.  Homeowners can follow the guide as applied to their own structure in a paper worksheet, or on a computer interface.

A flow-chart illustration from the UNOP District 6 Charrette Report (the full model will be more detailed):
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The Specifics: Participatory GIS
Residents or owners can go onto a user-friendly GIS that shows their own house or building, neighborhood and district, together with flagged data about base flood elevation, information about other homes with permits or plans to return, and opportunities to trade houses in more vacant areas for those in more clustered areas.  The GIS has tags with notes on the latest community information, and Wiki pages for sharing information.  Wiki pioneer Ward Cunningham (with the AboutUs wiki development foundation) has pledged to assist this project, and already contributed generously his time.

Following is a simulation using a Google Earth “mashup” – note the tabs, pop-up notes and hyperlinks embedded within layers of the image in easy-to-use fashion.  Clicking on some notes would take users to Wiki pages with additional details, or other pop-up information links. 
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Some pages will provide further information and guidance on specific topics of rebuilding, such as financing, program requirements, code requirements and so on.  These will offer modular elements of information that the user can collect for their own project.   The information can easily be plugged into the user’s own decision-tree model, which can then better reflect the requirements and interactions for their own specific project.  

The Specifics:   Pre-qualified and Peer-to-Peer Rated Database

The centers will compile lists of qualified contractors, consultants, designers and other service providers in the area.   In addition, homeowners can offer peer-to-peer ratings, and exchange other information and tips for the rebuilding process.  

Following is a real estate Wiki site, Zillow.com, which illustrates the ways that resources could be shared in such Wiki-based list formats:
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The Specifics:  Pre-Approved Building Plans

A Neighborhood Review Board can review plans and approve or call for variations to comply with the appropriate neighborhood plan.   Then the plans can be pre-reviewed by the City and/or other agencies as appropriate, together with modular variations and/or standard alternate details.   These can be compiled by “barefoot architects” (students, designers etc) and approved in bulk by a registered architect, engineer  or qualified building official.   They may also be plans for modular or offsite buildings, such as “Katrina Cottages” and the like.
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The Specifics:   Pattern Books

Pattern books will be made available in bulk for each neighborhood, based upon regional designs with specific neighborhood variations.    They will guide homeowners and their designers in developing custom designs, and in modifying stock pre-approved plans.  They will be customized with the assistance of expert partners such as the Preservation Resource Center of New Orleans.
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Volunteer designers and referred paid designers will be educated in the application of the pattern books to efficiently produce highly custom local designs.   Pre-permitted elements will be included along with rules for combining them into permitted configurations.  These can then be approved in a counter review process by rotating plans examiners, or other certified reviewers.
The pattern books will also be made available in an on-line version that allows versatile and literate combination of elements into a plan.   The on-line versions will feature cost estimating functions.
The Specifics:  A Neighborhood Pattern Language
Homeowners will have access to pattern languages developed for each neighborhood, based loosely upon the 1977 book, A Pattern Language, and the related design pattern movement in computer software.   The pattern language approach has proven a very powerful and easy to use methodology to create unique custom designs within a coherent language.
Each neighborhood pattern language is developed and revised by the residents and users themselves, assisted by staff and by experts from the Center for Environmental Structure, authors of A Pattern Language.  
Examples from the classic book:
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The Specifics:  A library of reference works, and a research librarian

The library of reference works:
· State planning reference works

· Local city or county master plan

· Local zoning ordinances, with interpretive summaries

· Local building codes, with interpretive summaries

· (For New Orleans) Unified New Orleans Plan

· (For New Orleans) Gentilly Neighborhood Charrette

· Books on the history of Louisiana/Mississippi and local (e.g. New Orleans neighborhood) architecture

· Books on do-it-yourself building
· Books on the construction and contracting process

· Guides on architectural design

· Guides on building costs

· Guides on financing and insurance
The librarian will be trained in assisting homeowners and in researching unresolved topics.  The librarian will also coordinate and schedule periodic visits by outside volunteer consultants and seminar leaders.   These may include:

· Experts in historic restoration and design

· Experts in neighborhood planning and zoning
· Experts in green building techniques

· Experts in the construction and contracting process

· Experts in the grant application and requirement process

· Advocates in the insurance claim process

· Lawyers and legal consultants

· Architects and building professionals

The librarian will also manage a strictly regulated and transparent procedure for making referrals to qualified outside contractors and providers.  These contractors and provides will be invited to enter a registry maintained by the librarian.  They may include:
· Designers and architects

· House raisers, builders and other contractors
· Engineers

· Attorneys
The Specifics: A Forum for Collaboration in Neighborhood-Based Planning
The centers are places where informal discussion and peer-to-peer exchange of information can take place – both physically, and through a web-based component.  They are also venues for periodic community meetings on timely topics of statewide, city-wide and local planning issues.  
Where appropriate, residents will have the opportunity to participate in planning of their own neighborhoods, and development of planning regulations such as zoning, coding and enforcement provisions.   As initiatives develop for neighborhood-based planning, the centers can evolve to provide a local neighborhood institutional component.
Periodic community exchange events will take place, moderated by organizations such as America Speaks, Asset-Based Community Development and others.  Linkages will be developed with economic development initiatives, education reform, crime management, environmental issues and other topics.  There will be ample opportunity for local organizations to supply flyers and other information resources (following a rigorous and transparent protocol).

APPENDIX:  Background Discussion

The Nature of the Challenge
Information is not yet available to homeowners where and when it is needed.  Homeowners and neighborhood representatives face a bewildering environment of obscure and often contradictory requirements:  technical demands for rebuilding based upon highly local conditions of elevation, soil and neighborhood context;  financial requirements of insurance companies, mortgage lenders and government agencies (often in conflict); and planning and permitting requirements that present multiple options and multiple potential problems. 

This environment of uncertainty translates into an environment of risk;  risk translates into inaction;  and inaction translates into further uncertainty, fueling a downward spiral of confidence and action. 

Information is not yet available to governments and financial institutions where and when it is needed.   In effect the distribution of resources faces a “last mile” problem.   Management at the point of distribution is posing an equally daunting challenge for information management and accountability.   Current processes are dwarfed by the sheer scale of the challenge, and slowed by bulk information-gathering processes that are largely “top-down” without significant exploitation of distributed network and local resources.
Residents too often wait for action from above, instead of using locally-available resources to act promptly and effectively for themselves.  Accounts of large sums of money coming soon from upper levels of government have encouraged a “limbo” atmosphere, as residents wait for a top-down process that is bogged down by problems of sheer scale.    But the neighborhoods that have been the most resilient and that have had the greatest success in the past are those neighborhoods that have sustained the active engagement of the residents, and where there have been institutions and local leadership capable of coordinating flows of both information and resources.  Among the most crucially important resources are those brought to the process by the residents themselves, in the form of self-organized community action.  Such local action is also crucial in aiding the flow of resources from outside. 

The Nature of the Solution
Residents need access to local resource centers, or “neighborhood rebuilding centers”, providing local information and organization resources. 
These “neighborhood rebuilding centers” would develop their individual resources from standardized resources, but in response to the specific needs of the residents of each neighborhood.  They would also be prepared to answer (or to research) the specific questions that neighborhood residents need answered.  They would serve as clearing-houses for authoritative information about FEMA requirements, insurance claims, financing and funding programs, mortgage options, buyout or land swap programs, and other relevant issues.   They would contribute bottom-up knowledge into a growing pool of useful information. 
The centers would provide access to expert guidance, and offer a library of resources relevant to implementation of the neighborhood plan as well as individual rebuilding or redevelopment projects.  Staff support would include architects, code officials and other building professionals, some perhaps rotating on a circuit between centers. The centers would also coordinate neighborhood-based planning, focused on implementation and compliance issues relevant at the neighborhood level, and they would be prepared to assist residents with such things as expedited permitting, pre-approved plans and inspections.  
The centers would also become important repositories of local knowledge.  Student interns from local universities as well as resident volunteers could be enlisted to produce neighborhood-specific resources such as maps, community asset inventories, databases of networks of people with common interests or skills to share, and data regarding local conditions.  

It is crucial that each center focus on mobilizing and coordinating the assets, energies and consistent engagement of the community in implementation of the plan.  In this way, the self-organizing potential of the neighborhood and the residents can be joined optimally to the resources offered by larger regional and national institutions.  

THE PROPOSAL
1. Create a pilot demonstration project for a new kind of neighborhood-level facility called a “Neighborhood Rebuilding Center”
2. Use this pilot as a laboratory model for the reproduction of additional centers as resources permit.
3. The centers should combine four elements: 

a) Answer Center: Authoritative information and advice delivered by staff and visiting consultants, and through a variety of materials developed with other agencies and sources.  A key element is the “Decision Tree” model that guides homeowners through the decision process, tailored to their own house and neighborhood.
b) Detailed Financial Guidance and Resources.  A clearinghouse portal of coordinated two-way information about grants, loans, buy-outs, and associated requirements and options.  Agencies and businesses may also use this portal as an information-gathering and tracking resource.   

c) Design and Building Guidance and Resources.  Assistance with design, renovation or construction options; and information resources including selected books, pamphlets, and regional pattern books. This assistance will be delivered by a qualified staff architect or building professional at no cost to residents, together with referrals to pre-qualified outside architects, builders and suppliers.   (These may be qualified through a local ratings system and other means such as Better Business Bureau reports.)
d) Neighborhood Action Forum.  The centers would provide a coordinating support structure for ongoing neighborhood planning and other activities by neighborhood leaders and action committees.  They would include a set of sociological resources to mobilize the assets of the neighborhoods effectively, both in order to address problems as they arise, and to move effectively toward a desired future.  
 Key Elements of the NRCs (Draft List)
· DECISION TREE.  Reliable information about

· Local conditions, options and limitations

· Grant moneys, and strings attached

· FEMA flood elevation requirements

· Insurance information, coordination, referrals to arbitration etc

· Related issues to be determined

This info will be compiled into handouts and available by computer
· EFFICIENT PERMITTING

· Expedited plan reviews

· Pre-approved plans, detail sheets

· Performance-based and owner-built standards

· Experimental alternatives (e.g. code-free zones?)

· Guidance for good quality building

· Pattern Books, Pattern Language et al.

· Plan books

· “Barefoot architects" (technical advisors)

· Available and qualified contractors 
· Other resources as developed

· Collaborative forum

· Education about the draft plan (copies available)

· Education and data collection about neighborhood issues

· Information collating and updating (e.g. occupied houses etc)

· Convening regular neighborhood conversations on planning et al.


Other elements

Programming of the space: 

· Good storefront presence

· A meeting space, offices, bathrooms etc (like a parish hall)

· Neighborhood plan drawings posted - large

· Big map on which local intelligence, notes can be added (who has come back, who is planning to come back, areas to be consolidated etc.)

· An outdoor area suitable for public gatherings and presentations (e.g. from porch)

Programming of the staff - eventually: 

· 1 paid counselor, well-versed in neighborhood issues, planning requirements, technical issues etc

· 1 paid clerical administrator

· Volunteers (universities/students, et al.)

· Pool of Qualified Resources:

· “Barefoot architects” – designers available for modest set fees

· Licensed architects – available for inspections, consultation, oversight etc.

· Lending experts etc

· Construction advisers etc

Other Resources

· Publication printing

· Website(s)
· Telephone

· Research and information-gathering as required

LOCATION

· A pilot project for each locale in a central and convenient location
Governance (to be clarified, but this might be the model):  

Each neighborhood association administers, after being seeded by a state program in collaboration with the agency responsible for each county or parish plan. 

Administration must be at the neighborhood level.  Top-down oversight and accountability is necessary, but delegated administration is vital to the local flexibility required.

 Proposed Strategic Partners
A core group of strategic partners should be enlisted to collaborate on the creation and launch of the pilot centers.  These partners might offer financial resources, staff time, publications, information or other needed resources.

Possible Strategic Partners:

· Louisiana Recovery Authority
· Mississippi Renewal Forum

· City of New Orleans

· Gentilly Civic Improvement Association

· Neighborhoods’ Planning Network

· City of Abbeville

· Vermilion Parish

· Preservation Resource Center
· American Institute of Architects

· Urban Land Institute

· National Association of Home Builders

· Home Building Materials Suppliers – Lowes/Home Depot/et al.

· Other suppliers and contributors
 User-friendly Description  

“What you can do at the Neighborhood Rebuilding Center”

There is one within a convenient distance of your house.  You can visit there in person, or you can log on by computer.   You are encouraged to go in person, to talk to someone and look over the information together.   You will find it a comfortable and reassuring place.

You can input your house address and get information about your neighborhood – who has come back, who is rebuilding, who says they are coming back, what houses are for sale, etc.   You can get a copy of the neighborhood plan, and information about the planned changes.

You can give your own information – your comments on the plan, your plans for your own home, things you have learned about requirements to help others who have similar problems.  This will all go into a kind of “wiki” information database of local information. 

You can get information about rebuilding requirements for your own house - Base Flood Elevation, soil conditions, whether you can build a second story on existing foundation, whether it’s technically feasible to raise your house, etc.

You can get basic information about grant money, loans, financial requirements, etc.  You can get these coordinated with the other requirements of rebuilding, running through a “decision tree”  that tells you whether you should raise, add a second story, or demolish.  (Or even do nothing.)

You can get basic information about the requirements for rebuilding – where you have to go, how much you have to pay, etc.  People at the center will advise you and help you through this process.

You can get pattern books and plan books showing local house options, approved by the neighborhood.  In some cases these plans might be pre-approved.

You can get someone to help to draw up your house – from a simple plan service or draftsperson, to a full architectural service.

You can get a list of qualified contractors who are available, and a rating of each, together with their schedule and expected wait times.

You can register problems or complaints with the process, and report progress for the purposes of follow-up and improvements.

You can get extensive information in the form of flyers, manuals, a library of books on neighborhood and New Orleans history, building ideas, planning ideas, and much more. 

You can meet your neighbors and share experiences and local information directly.
You can get involved in other neighborhood activities and projects, helping to rebuild the physical structure as well as the other assets of the neighborhood.
You can get involved in helping to run the Center, and in having a say in how its operation might change or expand in the future.

 About the Pilot Group
Michael Mehaffy, executive director of the Sustasis Foundation, is a seasoned project manager of large-scale, high-profile projects.   Most recently he created a highly-regarded professional training program in planning and architecture in the UK, successfully negotiating complex partnerships with the UK government, leading professional associations, NGOs and academic partners.   He did graduate work in architecture and planning at the University of California, Berkeley, and in business management and public affairs at the University of Texas at Austin.  He has served on three different Hurricane Katrina planning teams in Mississippi and Louisiana.  He was born and raised on the Gulf Coast.  He is the coordinator of the Environmental Structure Research Group, an international research consortium of planners, architects, sociologists, psychologists, physicians, ecologists, economists, physicists and others.
Andres Duany is principal of Duany Plater-Zyberk, an internationally distinguished planning firm that has completed designs for over 250 new and existing communities.  This work has exerted a major influence on the practice and direction of urban planning in the United States.   Andres has led planning teams for major portions of Hurricane Katrina rebuilding, including five parishes in Louisiana.   His team’s work in the New Orleans district of Gentilly in April 2006 featured a central proposal for a “neighborhood rebuilding center”. 
David Brain, Ph.D.  is a sociologist and associate professor at New College Florida.  He has done extensive work on the relation between urban design and social capital, and is a proponent of asset-based community development.  Most recently he served on the UNOP planning team for Districts 1 and 6. 
Steve Mouzon is an architect and co-founder of the New Urban Guild, a coalition of architects and builders developing regionally appropriate and affordable plans and services.   He was one of the creators of the “Katrina Cottage,” and affordable and expandable form of emergency housing. 
Emily Talen, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor of Planning at the University of Illinois – Urbana Champaign.  She has worked extensively on the issue of social diversity and processes that promote or deplete it.   Most recently she worked on the Mississippi Renewal Forum to re-plan 11 hurricane-ravaged towns in that state.
