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Writing about “stakeholder capitalism,” Deepak Lal notes, “Equally ten-
dentious is the claim that, because of the social cooperation required to obtain 
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be consulted and if necessary assuaged [italics in the original.]” Deepak Lal, 
Reviving the Invisible Hand: The Case for Classical Liberalism in the Twenty-
fi rst Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006): 188. 
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 At the same time, many people have moved into small cities, many at the 
urban edge. These have been described as “homevoter” cities and are similar 
to PNAs because their governance is mainly devoted to the maintenance of 
residential property values. Voter-homeowners look for expenditure and tax 
decisions by local governments that enhance residential property values. See 
William A. Fischel, The Homevoter Hypothesis: How Home Values Infl uence 
Local Government Taxation, School Finance, and Land Use Policies (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001). 

What we say about “residents” and “homeowners” in this section applies 
equally to commercial and other non-residential uses in the neighborhood. 

 Robert H. Nelson, Private Neighborhoods and the Transformation of 
Local Government (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2005.) Robert H. Nel-
son, “From BIDs to RIDs: Creating Residential Improvement Districts,” DeVoe 
L. Moore Center Policy Briefs No. 19 (April 2006.) 
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POWER TO 
THE NEIGHBORHOODS 
The devolution of authority 
in post-Katrina New Orleans

by sanford ikeda
and Peter gordon

W
hetherbasedonatop-downapproachor
some formofcitizenparticipation,most
urban-planningpoliciesfailtoliveuptotheir
goodintentions.Neverwasthismoreappar-

entthaninpost-KatrinaNewOrleans,whereastormthatlev-
eledcityblocksalsolaidbarethefailuresofpreviousattempts
aturbanplanning.AsNewOrleansrebuilds,cityofficialshave
anopportunitytoredirecttheireffortsawayfromthemis-
guidedpoliciesofthepastandtowardthepromiseofprivate
neighborhoodassociations(PNAs).Suchorganizationswould
aidthere-emergenceofNewOrleansasa“livingcity”—
onethatgeneratesitseconomicgrowthfromitsownlocal
economy.1AnetworkofPNAswouldcreatemanydifferent
kindsofcommunitieswithavarietyofrules,fees,andservices
amongwhichpeoplecanpickandchoose.NewOrleanians
couldvotewiththeirfeetwithoutleavingthecity.

goverNmeNt-iNitiated citiZeN ParticiPatioN

In recent years, citiesacrossthenationhaveconducted
cityplanningthroughpracticesknownas“government-ini-
tiatedcitizenparticipationprograms”(GICPs).2GICPsare
meanttotakeintoaccountthe“generalwelfare”ofthecom-
munitybyrequiringpolicymakerstopayspecialattention
tothedemandsofinhabitantswhoaredirectlyaffectedby
planninginterventions.Thefactthat“citizenparticipation”
hasbecomearequirementoftheplanningprocesssuggests
abacklashagainsttheheavy-handedpoliciesofprevious
attemptsaturbanplanning.

BeforetheriseofGICPsinthemid-twentiethcentury,urban
plannersintheUnitedStatesproceededwithlittleorno
inputfromthoselivingandworkinginthelocationsdirectly
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affectedbyagivenproject.3Suchtop-downplanninghad
obviousshortcomings,mostnotablyinthewayitneglected
thelocalknowledgeofpeopleontheground.4

GICPsseektocorrectthisdeficiencyoftop-downplanningby
incorporatinglocalknowledgeintoplanningdecisions.The
decision-makingbodycollectsopinionsandpreferencesfrom
interestgroupsandthepublicatlarge.Eventhoughthese
opinionsandpreferencesareoftencontradictory,thedeci-
sion-makingbodymustconsolidateallviewsinto“asingle

policyplatform,whichwillsecuremajoritysupport.”5The
large-scalepost-hurricaneplanningprocessnowunderway
inNewOrleansfollowsthisapproach.

Unfortunately,therationalebehindGICPsignoressomefun-
damentalproblems.

The “knowledge problem.”Governmentplannersdonot
haveaccessto,norcantheycomprehend,thebreadthand
depthofinformationavailabletolocalmarketparticipants.
Moreover,unlikeindividualsincommunities,plannersare
notfacedwiththesameincentivestoanticipatechangesin
localknowledgeandlearnfromafailuretodoso.

Politicization.Thedemocraticdesiretoaccountforawider
setofpreferenceshassimplyaddedmore“stakeholders”to
analreadyestablishedindustryoflobbyists,consultants,and
lawyerswhomakealivingnavigatingthecomplexregulatory
andpoliticalprocess.6

Private Neighborhood associatioNs 

In 2004, more than 17 percent ofAmerican residents
belongedtoahomeowners’orcondominiumassociation.7

Thistrenddatesbacktothe1960sand70s,buthasbeen
increasingdramaticallyinrecentyears,especiallyinsuburbs
andexurbs.8

Garden-varietyneighborhoodassociationscanyieldmany
benefits for residents and their communities. For such
organizationstoachievetheirfullpotential,however,urban
policymustpermitthemtoevolvewithinadifferentsetof
parametersthanthosethatcurrentlyexistinmoststates.City
governmentsmustallowneighborhoodassociationstoincor-
porateasprivateneighborhoodassociations,whichserve
notjustasnon-profitcommunitygroupsbutalsofillareal
governanceandeconomicrole.

PNAsprovideorcontractforsomeoralloftheservicesthat
alargercityusuallysuppliesforitsresidents.Theseassocia-
tionscouldworkwellinNewOrleans.Transferringsomeof
thecity’spowerstoneighborhoodswherecommunityties
alreadyexistorarelikelytoemerge,thisapproachwould
respectthedesireofNewOrleanianstoremainwithinthe
city(asopposedtomovingtothesuburbs).Bybringinglife
backintothecity’scommunities,PNAswouldcreatethe
conditionsforgreatereconomicactivityandmorefreedom
forentrepreneurs.

PNAsareappealingbecauseneighborhoodqualityisalocal
collectivegoodandresidentshaveastakeindevelopingrules
togovernneighborhoodqualityandneighborhoodtransition.9

PNAsprotectthepropertyrightsofhomeownersandincrease
propertyvaluesthroughtheprovisionofspecificserviceslike
garbagepick-upandcommunityrecreationalcenters.Their
successiseasilymeasuredbyrelativepropertyvaluesinthe
communitiestheygovern.

Conceptually,aPNAislikeabusinessrunvianeighborhood-
levelgovernance.Itmustattractandretainresidentsand
mixed-useenterprisesbyofferingcompetitiveservicesand
charges.APNAcanuselocalknowledgeandnormsinaway
thatcurrentplanningapproachescannot.Becausetheyare
locallyadministered,suchassociationsaremoreeffective
thancitywiderulesatregulatingthepaceandqualityoflocal
neighborhoodchange.

Ratherthancedingdecision-makingpowertoacentralized
municipalzoningboardthatmayormaynotheartheinterests
ofmateriallyaffectedinhabitants,themembersofaPNAhave
theultimatedecision-makingpower.Thus,PNAsexemplify
truecommunityempowerment.Theyallowindividualsand
theircommunitiestomakedecisionsthemselves,unlikethe
citizen-participationmodel,whichsimplyallowscitizens
tolookandfeelliketheyareparticipatingintheplanning
process.

Thereare severalpromisingexamplesofnascentPNAs
alreadypresentinNewOrleans,includingtheBroadmoor
ImprovementAssociationandtheMid-CityNeighborhood
Organization.Tosupporttheseorganizationsandcreatenew
ones,wesuggestthreestepsthatwillaidindevelopingand
maintainingsuccessfulneighborhoodassociations.10

1.ThecityofNewOrleansshouldencouragethedevelopment
ofPNAs.Asthesedevelop,thecityshouldactonlyasamedia-
torbetweenoutsidedevelopersandPNAsandonlywhena
PNAasksforitshelp.

2.AfterthevoluntarydevelopmentofPNAs,thecitygovern-
mentshouldrestrictitselftoplanningandestablishingcom-
monrulesforinfrastructure,especiallyroadsandhighways.
Theauthorityandresponsibilityoftheplanningcommission
wouldfallupontheindividualPNAs.

3.Finally,werecommendthatPNAshavethelegaloptionto
initiateaprocesswherebytheycansecedefromtheCityof
NewOrleans.

ThereisnoguaranteethatNewOrleanswillbeagreatcity
again.However,ifthecitycontinuesalongthepathindicated
byitscurrentpost-Katrinaplanning,itsfuturewillalmost
certainlyresembleitsbleakrecentpast.Ourproposaloffers
abrighterfuturebytakinggovernanceoutofthehandsof
cityofficialsandgivingdecision-makingpowertothosewho
liveandworkintheneighborhoodsthatarethefoundation
ofthenewNewOrleans.Weencourageapolicythatmore
effectivelyharnesseslocalknow-howandenergy,enabling
ordinarypeopleinNewOrleanstomakethedecisionsthat
willhelpthemdoextraordinarythings.

“PNAswouldcreatethe
conditionsforgreater
economicactivityandmore
freedomforentrepreneurs.”

“Ifthecitycontinuesalongthe
pathindicatedbyitscurrent

post-Katrinaplanning,its
futurewillalmostcertainly

resembleitsbleakrecentpast.”

Table 1

growth of Private Neighborhoods

tyPe of associatioN 1970 1980 1990 1998

coNdomiNium 85,000 1,541,000 4,847,921 5,078,756

homeowNers associatioN 265,000 613,000 5,967,000 10,562,964

cooPerative 351,000 482,000 824,000 748,840

total assoc. housiNg uNits 701,000 3,636,000 11,638,921 16,390,560

total Number of associatioNs 10,000 36,000 130,000 204,882

total u.s. housiNg uNits 69,778,000 87,739,000 102,263,678 111,757,000

Source: Community Associations Factbook, edited by Frank H. Spinic, Alexandria, VA: Community Associations Institute, 1999
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Neighborhood associatioN uNits as a % of total housiNg
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