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 Executive Summary 

In troduction 

On May 24, 2018, the City Council passed Motion M-18-200 directing the City Planning 

Commission to conduct a public hearing and study to (1) compile and summarize previous studies 

and advisory reports on the improvement of Canal Street between Claiborne Avenue and the 

Mississippi River, and (2) analyze new aspects of such, including but not limited to: 

a. Identifying key recommendations and barriers that have prevented those 

recommendations from being implemented; 

b. Identifying gaps in knowledge, resources, and considerations relevant to restoring Canal 

Street as a key destination within the City; 

c. Identifying opportunity sites for commercial or residential use; 

d. Providing recommendations for incentivizing use of upper floors while discouraging 

demolition of historic structures; 

e. Examination of whether encouraging upper floor development for the purpose of 

operating short term rentals along this corridor could spur revitalization, such as attracting 

more diverse and upscale retail on the bottom floors; and 

f. Providing recommendations for regulatory or policy initiatives that could be implemented 

to best accomplish the goal of restoring Canal Street as a key destination within the City. 

Study Goals 

Key Destination 

The words ñkey destinationò were repeated several times in the City Council motion that outlined 

the scope and purpose of the Canal Street study.  This speaks to the importance of Canal Street as 

a place that has historically held an important role in the Cityôs history in cooperation, ceremony, 

and commerce.  The motion states that the study should provide recommendations to restore Canal 

Street as a key destination, implying that it does not have this role currently.  Canal Street is still 

a place for culture and ceremony, as most Mardi Gras parades roll on Canal Street, but no longer 

holds a position as a regional retail destination.  A survey of residents during the Unified New 

Orleans Plan resulted in the general view that Canal Street was ñlittle more than an unattractive 

border between downtown districts.ò   Many residents and visitors hold this opinion, and Canal 

Street has become a street that one must cross to get to the CBD or French Quarter, and not a street 

that people walk up and down for its attractions.  This is what the staff focused on when thinking 

about Canal Street as a ñkey destinationò: how can Canal Street provide an opportunity for 

residents and visitors to walk its blocks and patronize shops, see a show, and perhaps even live 

and work, or stay in the long-vacant upper floors of the historic structures lining the street? 
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Goals 

The staff developed a list of goals to help guide its research and to ensure that all research and 

recommendations help achieve the goal of returning Canal Street to a key destination in the City. 

1. Compile and summarize past studies of and including Canal Street to determine trends and 

key recommendations 

2. Determine barriers to implementation of key recommendations from past studies. 

3. Identify opportunity sites for commercial or residential use. 

4. Provide recommendations for incentivizing use of upper floors while discouraging 

demolition, including but not limited to the use of Short Term Rentals as a tool for their 

redevelopment. 

5. Determine how to attract more diverse retail on the ground floors of Canal Street buildings. 

6. Recommend regulatory or policy initiative that could restore Canal Street as a key 

destination. 

 

Key Findings 

The staff reviewed numerous past plans and identified five general key recommendations that 

should continue to be the focus of initiatives aimed at restoring Canal Street as a key destination.  

The following findings highlights the results of this research and analysis, and informed the Canal 

Street Study recommendations: 

 

History of Canal Street and Summary of Past Planning Efforts 

¶ Historically, Canal Street served as the common ground between the French Quarter and 

Faubourg St. Marie.  In the late 1800ôs, retailers began relocating from retail corridors such 

as Royal and Chartres Streets to Canal Street because there was room to expand and 

accommodate the large dry goods stores emerging at the time. 

¶ Canal Street was the retail destination for the region until the mid-1900s when the growth 

suburban communities and the development of large indoor shopping centers threatened 

the streetôs position as a major shopping destination. 

¶ Beginning in the 1950s, most studies on Canal Street focused on maintaining the retail 

core, and usually focused on improving shoppersô experiences.  Recommendations 

typically aimed to provide suburban conveniences in the heart of the CBD, including high 

capacity roadways, convenient parking, and protection from the weather. 

¶ Despite efforts to maintain the strength of retail of Canal Street, by the 1980s shops and 

department stores were closing, and often moving to suburban retail centers.  The upper 

floors of Canal Street became vacant in this time period too, as many upper floors contained 

offices, workshops and showrooms for ground floor retail spaces. 

¶ In the 1990s, studies on Canal Street began focusing on upper floor occupancy along with 

retail recruitment.  The Acres of Diamonds study created several project proposals for the 

combination of the upper floor space of multiple buildings to make occupancy feasible.   
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¶ The 2004 Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy is the most recent comprehensive 

study of Canal Street.  Many of the studyôs recommendations and opportunity sites are still 

relevant today.  General topics addressed in the Canal Street Vision and Development 

Strategy include retail, upper floor occupancy, placemaking, transportation, and 

management.  These topics provide the structure of the staffôs analysis and 

recommendations in this study. 

Key Recommendations of Past Planning Efforts 

¶ The key recommendations that are the emphasis of this study were seen as common themes 

or trends from past studies and conversations with stakeholders.  The five key 

recommendations are grouped under Retail, Upper Floor Occupancy, Placemaking, 

Transportation, and Management categories, and are further divided into more specific 

action items.  These Key Recommendations of Past Planning Efforts are listed in Section 

C. and explored in greater detail in Section G.  

 Current Conditions 

¶ The CPC staff conducted a land use survey of the study area, and counted a total of 122 

ground floor uses including vacant spaces.  Retail represents the largest group of uses with 

35 percent of the total.  The next highest use category is vacant, or no use, with15 percent 

having no tenant or structure. 

¶ The largest grouping of retail uses is clothing and apparel stores (33%), and the second 

largest group is convenience/souvenir stores (26%).   

¶ The CPC staff also obtained information regarding building permits that were issued in the 

study area between 2010 and August 2018.  There have been a total of 216 permits issued 

for significant work,1 85 percent of which are structural or non-structural renovations.  Five 

of the 216 total permits were issued for new construction.   

¶ The adoption of the current CZO provided place-specific zoning districts that reflect the 

character and vision of the different portion of Canal Street.   

o Upper Canal Street is located in a CBD-7 Bio-Science District intended to promote 

the expansion of bio-science campuses and supportive services. 

o The area around the theaters is in a CBD-3 Cultural Arts District to promote this 

area as a cultural destination. 

o Historic Lower Canal Street is in a CBD-2 Historic Commercial and Mixed-Use 

District to further promote the goals of pedestrian-oriented retail and services. 

o Canal Street near the riverfront is in a CBD-4 Exposition District which is intended 

for large destination uses such as One Canal Place, the Aquarium, and Harrahôs 

Casino. 

Public Input 

¶ In accordance with Motion M-18-200, the City Planning Commission held a public hearing 

on the Canal Street Study on July 10, 2018.  At this public hearing, the staff presented the 

                                                           
1 Significant work defined as a value greater than $25,000. 
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scope of the study and opened the hearing to public comment.  No one from the public 

spoke on the study. 

¶ During the course of the study, the CPC staff had 18 stakeholder meeting with various 

offices, organizations, groups, and individuals. 

 

Analysis of Key Recommendations 

Retail 

¶ The Downtown Development District plays a major role in attracting retailers to Canal 

Street and the entire CBD.  The DDD hired a full-time Retail Attraction Specialist in 2008 

to promote the CBD. 

¶ The DDDôs current retail strategy is rooted in a study completed in 2004 that helped 

develop the retail recommendations for the Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy.  

The strategy divided Canal Street into four target areas which have different retail tenanting 

goals: 

o Mississippi River to St. Charles Avenue/Royal Street: upscale to high-end retail 

o St. Charles Avenue/Royal Street to Roosevelt Way/Burgundy Street: lifestyle 

shopping catering to residents. 

o Roosevelt Way/Burgundy Street to Saratoga Street/Crozat Street: Theater-arts 

district supportive uses 

o Saratoga Street/Crozat Street to Claiborne Avenue: convenience shopping for 

nearby residents 

¶ The 2004 strategy has since been supplemented by a 2007 study of the 700 to 900 blocks 

of Canal Street.  This study used the ground floor retail space inventory from the 2004 

strategy and identified possible retailers that fit the upscale to high-end profile. 

¶ The DDDôs retail strategy was also expanded upon with a 2013 market analysis which 

studied the feasibility of a large-format retail store on Upper Canal Street.  The study 

determined that the market existed for such a store in that location. 

Upper Floor Occupancy 

¶ Building code issues remain problematic for the rehabilitation and occupancy of the upper 

floor spaces on Canal Street.  Past plans recommended pursuing building code amendments 

similar to the State of New Jersey which adopted a sub-code specifically to stimulate the 

rehabilitation of historic structures. 

¶ The renovation of these structures often requires the installation of additional life-safety 

requirements, involving the provision of a second means of egress.  The narrow building 

frontages, limited ground floor space, and lack of available egress from the rear of interior 

buildings provide a challenge meeting these requirements.   

¶ The New Jersey sub-code essentially allows property owners to renovate historic structures 

without triggering additional life-safety requirements if the renovation does not result in 

the structure being less safe. 
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¶ The consolidation of upper floor spaces between multiple buildings appears to be the most 

accessible method for rehabilitating these spaces.  This was a method explored in detail in 

the Acres of Diamonds report in 1994, and the DDD continues to work with property 

owners to explore possible combinations of buildings.   

¶ Past studies also recommended a transfer of development rights mechanism to help 

incentivize the maintenance of historic structures and renovation of upper floor spaces.  

The owners of historic structures are often limited in their ability to expand their building 

footprint, even when allowed by the zoning code.  A transfer of development rights system 

would allow property owners to sell unused development rights to a receiving site that 

needs them, and in return would be required to invest the earnings into the maintenance or 

renovation of the historic structure. 

¶ Short term rentals also provide an opportunity for the renovation and occupancy of upper 

floor spaces along Canal Street.  Several projects have already been completed or are under 

review by City agencies.   

¶ The 2018 City Planning Commission Short Term Rental Study recommended that Canal 

Street from the Mississippi River to Rampart Street be exempt from the Commercial Short 

Term Rental limit of 25 percent of multiple-family building.  The staff believed that short 

term rentals are a use that could incentivize the renovation of these long vacant spaces. 

Placemaking 

¶ Planning effort conducted for Canal Street over the decades have consistently emphasized 

the importance of the physical character of the public and private spaces on Canal Street. 

¶ The staff analysis included case studies of the Avenue des Champs-Elysees in Paris, 

France; Times Square in New York City, and Fayetteville Street in Raleigh, NC. 

¶ All of the case studies analyzed for this study agree on a consistent set of overarching 

principles: encourage walkability, proliferate multi-modal forms of transit, create 

consistent landscaping, lighting, seating, and wayfinding strategies, and preserve the 

historic architecture and character of the districts. 

¶ The Canal Street streetscape has been enhanced in recent years through new sidewalk 

treatments, street furniture, landscaping, and curb extensions to expand pedestrian space.   

¶ A new zoning ordinance has been adopted, which includes regulations that seek to create 

an engaging, lively Canal Street by requiring active ground floor uses such as restaurants, 

retail stores, and cultural facilities.   

¶ Building facades have been restored with the assistance of the DDDôs fa­ade grant 

programs.  

¶ The theater district has been mostly restored with the return of the Saenger, Joy, and 

Orpheum Theaters, and the Loewôs State Palace Theater is currently in the process of being 

redeveloped. 

 

 

 



 

 

2018 Canal Street Study  Page 9 of 163 

Transportation 

¶ Past plans have consistently mentioned the curb usage issues facing the corridor, including 

the misuse of freight and passenger zones, and the blocking of travel lanes by buses or 

delivery trucks.   

¶ DPW and the DDD are finalizing a curb use study for the entire CBD, which will contain 

recommendations for the reallocation of curb spaces to add freight and passenger zones 

where they are needed.  The study also focuses on the enforcement of passenger and freight 

zone violations, and citing vehicles that obstruct travel lanes.   

¶ Other earlier studies, such as the 2004 Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy, 

recommended that Canal Street be reduced to two travel lanes and each direction, and the 

outer lane be a dedicated freight and passenger zone.  The curbside spaces would serve as 

parking.   

¶ The 2014 Pedestrian Safety Action Plan recommended a wide range of improvements to 

pedestrian comfort and safety along Canal Street, and many of these recommendations 

have been implemented.  Pedestrian countdown signals, high-visibility crosswalks, and 

truncated domes have been installed throughout the study area.   

¶ Bicycling has been promoted in the study area by a 90-day demonstration project called 

Connect the Crescent.  This 3 month demonstration includes a connection to the ferry 

terminal along Canal Street in front of Harrahôs Casino, and a number of crossings of Canal 

Street.  

¶ Canal Street is served by numerous bus and streetcar lines, and the hub of the transit system 

is located just off of Canal Street along Elk Place.  The 2017 RTA Strategic Mobility Plan 

recommends that a new downtown transit center be established by 2023 to 2027, and the 

construction of a new Canal Street ferry terminal being considered now.  

Organizational Structure 

¶ Multiple governmental entities are tasked with managing and improving Canal Street, 

including the City of New Orleans, Downtown Development District, French Quarter 

Management District, and the Regional Transit Authority. All of these entities have an 

important interest in Canal Street but none is focused exclusively on Canal Street.  

¶ The DDDôs 2004 Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy similarly identified the 

numerous public entities with an interest in Canal Street and saw the multiple overlapping 

interests as problematic. 

¶ Past Plans and stakeholder meetings also recommended a stronger emphasis on quality of 

life issues such as cleanliness, vagrancy, and building maintenance.  Many stakeholders 

believed that such quality of life issues preventing Canal Street from restoring Canal Street 

to a key destination in the city. 
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Recommendations 

Retail 

¶ The CPC staff recommends that retailers continue to be recruited through the development 

of promotional materials that highlight the potential on Canal Street and success stories, 

inform them of available tenant spaces, and list incentives that are accessible and 

predictable. 

¶ The CPC staff recommends a comprehensive update to the 2004 retail strategy that 

consider the current market on Canal Street and the significant changes in national retail 

trends. 

Upper Floor Occupancy 

¶ Amendments to the building code that can benefit the rehabilitation of the upper floors of 

Canal Street should continue to be considered.  Though this would require coordination at 

the local and state levels, it could be the best option for owners of buildings on the interior 

of blocks and those that do not want to combine the upper floors of their buildings with 

neighboring structures. 

¶ The DDD has provided pre-development support to property owners to help develop a plan 

for the consolidation of upper floor.  By developing floor plans, construction costs, and 

expected return on investment, this pre-development support can be very useful to assist 

property owners to commit to redeveloping their upper floors.  The CPC staff recommends 

that this type of assistance continue. 

¶ The CPC staff recommends the City adopt a transfer of development rights mechanism to 

allow property owners along the historic portion of Canal Street to sell unused development 

rights, if the earnings from these sales is invested into the maintenance and upper floor 

renovations of the historic structures.  A more detailed look into a program like this would 

need to be completed, including the sites that are able to send and receive development 

rights and the legal processes that effectuate these transfers.   

Placemaking 

¶ The CPC staff recommends that the City build upon the 2004 streetscape improvements by 

adding more outdoor seating, promoting the installation of awnings and canopies where 

appropriate, and encouraging café seating for restaurants on Canal Street. 

¶ The CPC staff also recommends that the existing zoning regulations in the Theater District 

be supplemented to promote live entertainment venues and other appropriate uses that 

support the theaters. 

¶ Additional special events should be held on Canal Street to bring people to the street, 

similar to Art for Artôs Sake, White Linen Night, or Dirty Linen Night. 

Transportation 

¶ DPW and the DDD, in consultation with the CPC staff, have been developing a 

comprehensive study of the curb uses in the CBD, including both sides of Canal Street.  
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The CPC staff recommends that the recommendations of this study be implemented as a 

short-term solution to the issues along Canal Street, including greater enforcement of 

freight and passenger zones, and the reallocation of spaces to provide more opportunities 

for loading and drop-offs. 

¶ If the implementation of the recommendations of the 2018 CBD Curb Use Study are not 

effective in solving Canal Streetôs problems, the staff recommends testing the use of a a 

shared-use lane on Canal Street.  This recommendation could be tested through a temporary 

demonstration project, and would keep two travel lanes in each direction, and the outer 

lane and curb area for freight and passenger activities.   

¶ The CPC staff also recommends the continued implementation of the 2014 Pedestrian 

Safety Action Plan and the 2017 RTA Strategic Mobility Plan.  Additionally, the staff 

support the Connect the Crescent demonstration project currently active in the CBD.  If 

this demonstration is successful, the staff support making these bicycle facilities 

permanent.   

Organizational Structure 

¶ The CPC staff recommends that Canal Street be promoted by a single, consolidated entity 

through a ñmain streetò approach as part of an existing public sector entity or a new, stand-

alone organization.   

¶ A stronger focus on quality of life issues is needed.  Numerous stakeholders believed that 

vagrancy, lack of cleanliness or sidewalks, and building maintenance were issues holding 

Canal Street back from attracting investment.  The staff recommends that the NOPDôs 

Canal Street Enhancement Unit be re-established and that enforcement authority over 

sanitation violations be granted to the Department of Sanitation, the Health Department, or 

other City enforcement agencies to relieve the NOPD as the sole enforcer of the sanitation 

code.     

Next Steps 

The Canal Street Study directed by City Council Motion M-18-200 will be presented to the City 

Planning Commission on October 23, 2018.  Before it considers the Study, the CPC must first hold 

a public hearing.  Taking the public input in mind, the CPC can choose to forward the Study to the 

City Council with or without changes to the staff recommendations.  If the CPC chooses to modify 

the Study recommendations, the staff will incorporate those recommendations and forward the 

revised study to the City Council by the deadline of November 1, 2018.  The City Council may 

choose to hold its own public hearing on the Study, though it is not required. 

 

Most of the recommendations within this report would require enhanced prioritization of resources 

to Canal Street and would not require further action by the City Planning Commission.  Changes 

could also include amendments to the City Code or State legislation, processes in which the CPC 

would not be formally involved with.  A couple recommendations were made for changes to the 

Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance, which the City Council would need to direct the CPC to 

consider as a text amendment.  If that is done, the CPC will docket the request and write a staff 

report with recommendations for specific zoning text changes.  The zoning docket would request 
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an additional public hearing before the CPC, and the CPC may choose to recommend text changes 

to the City Council with or without modification of the staff recommendations, or they could 

recommend denial of the proposal.  Next the City Council must hold a public hearing before 

considering adoption of zoning text changes.  The Council may adopt, adopt with modifications, 

or deny the recommendations of the CPC. 
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 History of Canal Street and Summaries of Past Planning Efforts 

Early Canal history 

The establishment of Canal Street followed the plotting of the French Quarter street network by 

almost 90 years and the then-Faubourg Ste. Marie (now Central Business District) street network 

by about 20 years. During that two decade stretch from 1788 to 1807, the area that would become 

Canal Street was part of a common ground between the Quarter and Faubourg Ste. Marie, bounded 

by Iberville on one side and Common on the other. Within this area was the Spanish colonial wall 

extending from Fort San Luis near the river and Fort Burgundy at the rear of the city.2 Figure 1 

shows how the French Quarterôs development radiated from present day Jackson Square, making 

Canal Street the upper edge of the cityôs original boundaries.   

Figure 1: 1761 Plan of New Orleans the Capital of Louisiana (Library of Congress) 

 

Fort San Luis diminished in importance after the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, while Faubourg Ste. 

Marie grew. As part of a dispute between the City and the federal government over the ownership 

of the common areas that included the area between Iberville and Common, the U.S. Congress in 

1807 required that a right-of-way be reserved for a waterway connecting the Carondelet Canal 

with the river, with sixty foot open spaces for a public highway extending alongside the waterway. 

In 1810, City surveyor Jacques Tannese plotted the street as 170ô, 6ò in width and running parallel 

to Iberville Street.3 The waterway was intended to connect the Mississippi River to the lake: it 

would extend from the river to what is now Basin Street, where it would meet the basin of the 

Carondelet Canal (later called the Old Basin Canal), which was built in the 1790s and led to Bayou 

                                                           
2 Campanella, Richard. Time and Place in New Orleans: Past Geographies in the Present Day. Pelican Publishing, 

2002.  
3 Campanella, Richard. Time and Place in New Orleans: Past Geographies in the Present Day. Pelican Publishing, 

2002. 
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Saint John, which in turn connected to Lake Pontchartrain. The Orleans Navigation Company was 

created to finance and construct the waterway, but it was ultimately never built4.  

Campanella divides Canal Streetôs history as involving three transitions in its history. In its first 

two decades from about 1810 to 1830, the streetôs width and ñaxislikeò position encouraged the 

construction of large institutional and residential buildings. These included a custom house at the 

river-side end that predated the current one, Charity Hospital at Canal and Baronne Streets, and 

churches. Fine residences lined the street, with commercial buildings mixed in as well. The street 

included two traffic lanes, a median, and sycamore trees3. In the 1830s, Canal Street to the river-

side of Royal Street had a greater concentration of commercial uses, while it was progressively 

more residential to the lake-side of Rampart Street, where large townhouses were built beginning 

in the 1840s.5   

Figure 2: Canal Street, 1857 

In the second era Campanella identifiesðCanal Streetôs heyday, starting during the 1840s and 

1850s and lasting for over a century, ending around 1964ðCanal Street morphed from a 

residential and institutional street to a commercial center, replacing Royal and Chartres Streets as 

the cityôs primary shopping destination6. Royal and Chartres Streets had buildings with narrow 

frontages and limited floor space, which suited the small, specialized shops of the early 19th 

                                                           
4 Campanella, Richard. Time and Place in New Orleans: Past Geographies in the Present Day. Pelican Publishing, 

2002. Pg. 111. 
5 Laborde, Peggy Scott. Canal Street: New Orleansô Great Wide Way. Pelican Publishing, 2006. Pg. 27. 
6 Campanella, Richard. Time and Place in New Orleans: Past Geographies in the Present Day. Pelican Publishing, 

2002. 
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century but not the large, dry goods 

stores emerging at the time. Canal 

Street had plenty of space for these 

large retailers, which could have 

expansive footprints and display 

windows.  In the mid-19th century, the 

street was developed with three- and 

four-story buildings.  

Starting in the 1850s, with the adoption 

of elevators, multi-floor stores became 

more common.  Cast-ironwork 

galleries became popular in the 1850s 

along Canal Street, protecting 

pedestrians from the sun and rain, but 

went out of fashion by the end of the 

19th century and were removed from 

buildings.7  A new building type 

emerged by the turn of the 20th Century: 

the tall office building, such as the circa 

1909 Maison Blanche Building, which 

is depicted in Figure 4.  

When streetcars were removed from 

Canal Street in 1964, the boulevard was 

in competition with auto-oriented 

suburban shopping destinations. Canal 

Street would go on to lose this 

competition over the rest of the 20th 

century, with its department stores 

closing in the 1980s and 1990s.  City 

Planning staff found numerous 

planning efforts focusing on Canal Street and the Central Business District in response to 

suburbanization.  The next section will provide summaries of these plans beginning in the 1950s 

in an effort to understand how Canal Street got where it is today.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Laborde, Peggy Scott. Canal Street: New Orleansô Great Wide Way. Pelican Publishing, 2006. Pg. 43. 

Figure 3  & Figure 4: Original Maison Blanche building (top) and 

its replacement (bottom) 
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1950 ï 1979 Plans and Studies 

Canal Street in the late 1950s was characterized by the fear of competition to the streetôs 

dominance over the regional retail market by new suburban markets.  Many of the plans completed 

during this time addressed this directly and prescribed solutions to put Canal Street and the entire 

CBD in a better position to compete with the growing suburban areas, which in many cases, meant 

adapting this area to provide suburban 

amenities.  Mayor deLesseps Morrison 

and City Planning Commission Executive 

Director Louis Bisso favored a metaphor 

comparing the CBD and Canal Street to 

illnesses that plague the human body.  

Mayor Morrison stated that most 

American downtowns ñare gravely ill 

with not one but three diseases: the cancer 

of the slums and obsolete facilities, 

hardening of the arteries brought on by an 

obsolete transportation network, and 

hypertensions, or high blood pressure, 

which had caused a weakening of the heart 

or central business district so that it was 

no longer able to keep pace with the 

demands being exerted on it.ò8  During 

this time of rapid suburbanization, City 

officials and planners still did not fully 

understand what long-term impacts 

decentralization would have on the city, 

and admitted that it was unknown if it was 

a permanent regional expansion or a 

temporary adjustment after World War 

II.9  Bisso also stated the decentralization 

was ñsimply a new term for an old 

phenomenaò in which retail corridors had 

moved from the French Quarter to Canal Street to Magazine Street and then into the suburban 

communities.10   

These concerns about the CBD and Canal Street areas of New Orleans also came at the beginning 

of the discussions about a proposed riverfront expressway, which was proposed as a way for the 

urbanized areas of central New Orleans to accommodate the growing use of the private automobile.  

                                                           
8 ñPrescribes the Cure: Chep Diagnoses óDowntownô Ills.  State Item. October 8, 1958.   
9 Revitalization Prospectus. The Times Picayune.  Sunday, November 24, 1957. 

 

 

Figure 5: John C. Chase editorial cartoon about the growth of 

New Orleansô suburban communities 
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In 1957, the City Planning Commission requested that its Executive Director visit 12 Midwestern 

and Eastern cities to learn from their attempts to remedy the ills of their downtown area. The 

Executive Director published all of his findings in a document called ñA Prospectus for 

Revitalizing New Orleansô Central Business District.ò 

 

A Prospectus for Revitalizing New Orleansô Central Business District (1957) 

The Prospectus for Revitalizing New Orleansô Central Business District (The Prospectus) focused 

on defining the problems the Central Business District, and offered approaches to alleviating these 

problems, and listed items that needed further analysis.  The Central Business District of New 

Orleans was defined in this document as the area bounded by the Mississippi River bridge 

approaches, Claiborne Avenue, Elysian Field Avenue, and the Mississippi River, or the area 

encompassed by the proposed ñOuter Beltò of roadways.   

Bisso believed that the 1957 version of the central area would not be able to withstand the growth 

of the private automobile and the demands for parking without some type of intervention.  He also 

believe that land use and aging structures factored into the planning conversation and stated in the 

Prospectus that ñtraffic congestionébrings about a gradual deterioration of economic 

productivity, which together with a mixture of all kinds of land uses and a growing obsolescence 

of many structures in the Central Business District, IS THE PROBLEM!ò11  Bisso further offered 

that the CBD was the most important ñroomò in the ñCity Planning Houseò and that the projected 

increase in vehicular traffic was unsustainable for the CBD in its 1957 form.12  The greatest portion 

of the Prospectus was devoted to Bissoôs belief that a belt system was needed around the central 

area in order to meet traffic demands from suburban commuters.   

Bisso believed that establishing a tiered roadway belt system, as had been done in other cities, and 

locating parking facilities on those loops would lessen the amount of traffic entering the densely 

developed CBD and would, in turn, free up the downtown street for pedestrians and essential trips 

(e.g. deliveries, transit vehicles, etc.).  Additionally, and to Bissoôs earlier point about the 

ñobsolescenceò of buildings in the central area, he believed that the construction of public facilities 

in these ñobsoleteò areas would stabilize property values and promote the further development of 

CBD-appropriate uses.  This group of public buildings included the Union Passenger Terminal, 

Civic Center (ñNewò City Hall), Central Police Station on South  Broad Street, Assembly Center 

Complex (to include the Municipal Auditorium), Federal Facilities on Poydras Street, and public 

buildings at the foot of Canal Street and around Jackson Square.13   

Part of Bissoôs recommendation was to identify supporting land uses for the CBD, and it included 

what amounts to a future land use map (see Figure 6).  Canal Street between Roosevelt 

Way/Burgundy Street and Magazine Street/Decatur Street was reserved as the Pedestrian-Transit 

Core, an area mainly used for retail and finance, and that would be designated for pedestrian use.  

                                                           
11 Bisso, Louis.  A Prospectus for Revitalizing New Orleansô Central Business District.  New Orleans City Planning 

Commission, 1957. Pg 8. 
12 Ibid., 4.  
13 Ibid., 53. 
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The two blocks up to Elks Place/Basin Street were designated Pedestrian-Transit Core Area II and 

as an inner parking concentration, which would provide the parking facilities for people accessing 

Area I.  Canal Street lakeside of Elks Place/Basin Street to Claiborne was designated for Industrial 

Use and the area at the foot of Canal Street was included in the Public Building Groups.   

Bisso believed that concentrating single use-types in areas would reduce the amount of traffic 

circulation.14  This belief can be seen in the overall supporting land use map in The Prospectus.  

Most of the area was dedicated to industrial uses, including the present day Warehouse District, 

Superdome Area, and Upper Canal Street.  Other types of uses like office and retail were to be 

concentrated mostly between Poydras Street and Canal Street and the upper half of the French 

Quarter.  Bisso recognized that office jobs were becoming more common, stating ñtechnological 

developments have developed a greater need for ñpencil pushersò than has ever existed previously 

in historyéIt can easily be demonstrated that a preponderance of the recent construction within 

the Central Business District has been specifically designed to house these ópushersô.ò  

The lower half of the French Quarter was to remain residential, though Bisso did not believe 

residential was an appropriate CBD use.15   

Figure 6: Supporting Land Use from the Prospectus 

 

To his credit, Bisso did believe in strong regional coordination when developing transportation 

systems.  He believed that transit must be provided to the suburban developments, even before 

                                                           
14 Ibid., 34. 
15 Ibid., 51.  
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reaching a critical mass of households, in order to pre-empt total car dependency in these areas.16  

Additionally, the Louisiana Legislature had just passed Act 239, which authorized the creation of 

an agency that would eventually be called the Regional Planning Commission. Perhaps Bisso said 

it best, that ñsteps taken now to prevent deterioration of the heart of the city will go far toward 

preventing major surgery later.ò17 

After the release of The Prospectus, Mayor Morrison and Executive Director Bisso discussed its 

recommendations with the media for the next year or so promoting its ideas and expressing concern 

over the changing nature of the CBD.  The ideas in this plan did not promote the de-concentration 

of the CBD, but did promote projects that would make it easier for people not to live in or near the 

CBD.  This, coupled with Bissoôs assertion that residential uses were incompatible with CBD 

functions, ensured that commuting convenience remained the top priority.  These ideas, as outlined 

in The Prospectus, where not original and many cities were being modified to accommodate major 

roadways through very densely developed areas.  The idea that cities had to replicate the suburbs 

permeated many of the ideas that surfaced during this time.  Morrison even proposed imagining 

ña downtown with trees and flowers, monuments, and fountainsépicture one or even several 

business district parks with benches and shady walks, an oasis of quiet in the center 

ofé.confusionéIn effect, then, letôs start bringing some of the attraction of suburban living 

downtown.ò18 

Figure 7: All Weather Shopping Plan for Canal Street, 1959 

                                                           
16 Ibid., 45. 
17 Central Business Region Revitalization Proposed. 
18 Ideas Discussed on óDowntownô. The Times Picayune.  October 8, 1958. 
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People did not argue about the need for trees and parks, but some soon began to wonder if the 

accommodation of the automobile would really ñcureò the CBD.  Some lay the blame for 

suburbanization on the generous federal housing policies of the time,19 or the retail store executives 

who choose to move stores to suburban locations leading to the closure of downtown stores.20  

Either way, the strain on retail along Canal Street continued into the 1970s with no effective 

response. 

 

Canal Street Improvement Project (1970) 

September 1970 marked the release of the Canal Street Improvement Project (Improvement 

Project), a plan developed by the Tulane University Department of Civil Engineering for the New 

Orleans Central Area Council Chamber of Commerce of the New Orleans Area.  Unlike The 

Prospectus, this plan focused solely on Canal Street and mostly on environmental issues that 

hampered the further development of Canal Street.    

From the beginning, the Improvement Project stated that in order for Canal Street to thrive, 

significant office, residential and hotel development needed to occur.  This idea of residential uses 

being not only a compatible but necessary uses for the success of downtown retail is a sharp turn 

from the land use policies offered in The Prospectus.  The sharp turn was, perhaps, a reaction to 

the emerging prevalence of office buildings in the area and a better understanding of the needs of 

their occupants.  No matter the reason for the change in land use philosophy, the Improvement 

Project flatly states that a mix of uses is critical to the health of the Canal Street retail center and 

promotes the development of mixed-use structures along Canal Street.21  

Retail 

The Improvement Project believed there were several reasons that the retail along Canal Street 

was declining.  One of these reasons was that Canal Street could not compete with the massive 

climate controlled shopping centers being developed in suburban communities.22  At this time in 

history, few buildings had awnings or canopies to shield pedestrians from the elements.  The plan 

offered recommendations to alleviate this problem.  The first was that old buildings should provide 

awnings to the curb line of the street and that air conditioning and heating should be provided 

under the awnings.23  The Improvement Project suggested that new development be designed to 

provide arcades that could shelter pedestrians along the street.  In addition to street level pedestrian 

cover, the plan believed that the second floors of structures could be opened up for business 

through the construction of a network of second level pedestrian bridges.  This would provide the 

double benefit of providing conditioned space for pedestrians to access stores and would relieve 

pedestrian congestion at street-level.   

                                                           
19 Reasons for Downtown Programsô Failing Told. The Times Picayune.  September 29, 1961. 
20 Goehring, Maude. Why Blame Downtown Woes on Automobiles.  States Item. October 3, 1961.  
21 John L. Niklaus and C. Blasé McCarthy.  Canal Street Improvement Project.  New Orleans Central Area Council 

Chamber of Commerce of the New Orleans Area.  September 1970. 
22 Ibid., 22. 
23 Ibid., 23. 
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The Improvement Project also believed that many of the existing structures along Canal Street had 

outlived their useful life and should be replaced by modern structures.24  Much of the development 

occurring during that time was happening on sites with few hurdles to developments,25 such as 

green-field sites that were common in suburban communities at the time.  The small lots and 

numerous property owners along Canal Street, in this context, would present an almost 

insurmountable task of assembling land for a major redevelopment project.  The authors pointed 

to the lack of office construction activity on Canal Street as proof of this.  At the time this document 

was published, three million square feet of office space was proposed or under construction and 

only 500,000 square feet was located on Canal Street. 

Transportation 

Some of the transportation recommendations were discussed in the previous section, namely the 

second-level pedestrian crossings to improve the pedestrian experience and relieve sidewalk 

congestion.  The Improvement Project recommended, like The Prospectus, that peripheral parking 

lots be established to divert vehicular traffic away from the CBD.  The plan also recommended 

that Canal Street have no on-street parking, which would increase the capacity of the street by two 

travel lanes.  This elimination of parking would be coupled with better coordination of deliveries 

to allow for greater vehicular capacity along the street.   

In 1957, The Prospectus contemplated the declining use of transit into the CBD and generally 

believed that the number of people entering the CBD by transit vehicle would decline over the 

years, but stopped short of predicting extreme declines in ridership.  With the benefit of an 

additional 13 years of ridership information, The Improvement Project noticed that the decline of 

transit ridership ï from 63.4% of CBD workers in 1958 to 40.2% of CBD workers in 196726 -  was 

sharp and deserved immediate attention and dedicated efforts to reverse the trend of the past 

decade.  The plan proposed five options to improve the efficiency of transit vehicles along Canal 

Street27: (1) build a subterranean busway, (2) build an elevated busway above the sidewalk and 

next to the façade of Canal Street buildings, (3) continue neutral ground bus operations and create 

traffic arteries parallel to Canal Street to alleviate conflicts between passenger and transit vehicles, 

(4) overhead pedestrian ways and exclusive bus lanes, and (5) a low cost solution of continuing 

bus operations in the neutral ground and dedicate a bus lane on Canal Street for bus route that 

terminates on the street. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 Ibid. 12-15. 
25 Ibid. 7. 
26 Ibid. 29. 
27 Ibid. 35-39. 
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Figure 10 & Figure 11 : Elevated busways (left) and subterranean busways (right) 

 

The Improvement Project seems to concede that the 5th alternative is the mostly likely to be 

implemented given the cost and aesthetic considerations of the others.  For example, in reference 

to the elevated busway proposal, the authors note that the disadvantage of this proposal is that it 

ñéwould interpose a relatively bulky horizontal element across the façade of every building along 

both sides of Canal Street,ò28 a notion that might seem outrageous today, but Canal Street a the 

time was being considered for large-scale modern developments and did not have the protections 

of a local historic district against demolitions.   

The Implementation Project also recommended regional coordination and planning to better define 

the purpose of Canal Street to the metropolitan area.29  It argued that improvements to the street 

should be delayed until that vision is established. 

Design 

The Improvement Project also offered a number of recommendations relating to the overall look 

and function of the pedestrian realm of Canal Street.  In addition to recommendations for expanded 

sidewalks and greater use of canopies and arcades, the plan recommended greater better 

organization of items in the right-of-way and signage along the corridor.  The Improvement Project 

suggested the better organization of the pedestrian environment including mailboxes and 

newspaper vending machines, and to not allow the accumulation of trash on the sidewalk.  Simple 

management of these components of the right-of-way could provide a better experience for 

pedestrians, both aesthetically and functionally.  The management of these items could include a 

better grouping and removal from pedestrian paths, as well as developing a standard design for 

common features for place-making specific to Canal Street.30 

 

                                                           
28 Ibid., 35. 
29 Ibid., 50. 
30 Ibid., 24. 
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Figure 12: Canal Street Project organization of the public right of way 

 

The Improvement Project took exception to the amount and condition of the signage in the area at 

that time: ñIt is almost as though some buildings exist solely to support the signs which adorn their 

facades and perch upon their roofséWhile in some instances, the large signs mercifully obscure 

the shabbiness of obsolete buildings.ò31  The authors recommend a program to remove superfluous 

signage and other unnecessary items attached to building facades.32   

Though some of the recommendations in the Canal Street Improvement Project are no longer 

desirable (e.g. elevated busways), the plan did recognize the connection between the pedestrian 

experiences and how it relates to the desirability of Canal Street as a retail corridor.  The 

Improvement Project suggested that awnings be provided to shied pedestrians from the elements, 

and that basic cleanliness and organization of items in the right-of-way would all be a positive step 

towards improving the pedestrian experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 Ibid., 23. 
32 Ibid., 52. 
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Figure 13: 1972 Canal Street Mall rendering 

 

 

The Central New Orleans Growth Management Program 1975 

Beginning in 1973, the City and stakeholders in the central area of New Orleans engaged in a 

process to develop The Central New Orleans Growth Management Program (GMP).  The City was 

experiencing a boom in construction of office and hotel buildings at the time, and projected the 

trend to continue into the 1990s.   This report aimed to provide recommendations for the 

responsible and coordinated development of the central area of the city, including forecasts of 

retail, office, and residential demand in the area and recommendations for design, future land use, 

zoning, and public improvements.   

The introduction of the plan lays out the vision for the central area after recommendations are 

implemented in a section titled ñIn The Year 2000.ò  The plan envisioned the year 2000 

characterized by the accommodation of office buildings along the Poydras Street that have 

attracted national corporate headquarters, ñglitteringò hotels spread throughout the CBD which 

have also expanded the nightlife options from the Vieux Carré into the CBD, and the 

redevelopment of the riverfront to include residential, office, and retail uses.33  The plan also 

envisioned Skid Row along Julia Street to be eliminated through the treatment of its residents and 

                                                           
33 The Central New Orleans Growth Management Program Technical Report. 1974. P1. 
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the rehabilitation of the historic structures 

on the street.  The GMP divided its study 

area into six action areas, three of which 

focused on or included portions of Canal 

Street.  Area 1b focused on the center of 

retail activity on Canal Street, Area 2a 

included the riverfront area, and Area 3 

included Upper Canal and the Iberville 

Housing Development area.   

Many of the issues identified in this plan 

were similar to that of the Canal Street 

Improvement Project: declining retail, 

parking and traffic, design of new 

buildings, inadequate zoning controls, 

social issues that need to be addressed, 

and the demolition of old buildings in 

favor of large buildings that are out of 

scale with the historic nature of Canal 

Street. 

The GMP outlined six objectives for the 

development of the Canal Street retail 

core (Area 1b).  The first objective was 

simply to ensure the continuity of retail 

space and pedestrian activities along this 

stretch of Canal Street from Loyola 

Avenue to Chartres Street.34  It also suggests that all new development have retail space that opens 

directly to the sidewalk.35  The next, and related, recommendation is the overall improvement of 

the pedestrian realm of Canal Street.  The GMP suggests that improvements include additional 

landscaping, lighting improvements, and the amortization of superfluous signage.   

One point that was stressed for the preservation of the Canal Street retail core was that high rise 

development should not be allowed in that area.  The GMP argued that the development of high 

rise hotels along Canal Street would produce traffic and environmental issues that would 

overwhelm the street, and preferred that this type of development be directed into the CBD which 

would be more appropriate in scale and would activate the street life in that area.36  One of the 

threats to the preservation of this stretch of Canal Street, aside from the lack of local historic district 

protections, was the development rights allowed by the zoning of the area.  Canal Street from the 

Mississippi River to Claiborne Avenue was located in a CBD-1 District in 1974, which allowed a 

                                                           
34 Ibid., 47. 
35 Ibid., 100.  
36 Ibid., 47. 

Figure 14: Growth Management Plan Action Areas 
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20 Floor Area Ratio.37  The GMP suggested a 6 Floor Area Ratio be the maximum allowed in this 

segment of Canal Street.  The GMP, similar to earlier plans that tried to address declining retail, 

also recommended shuttle buses be used to transport drivers from satellite lots around the CBD.   

The GMPôs recommendations for the Riverfront 

area of Canal Street (Area 2b) focused mostly on 

the movement of vehicles and people along for 

the anticipated newly developed area with new 

office, retail, and residential uses.  The plan 

recommended a pedestrian pathway along the 

River and pedestrian connections to streets in the 

neighboring areas.  The plan recommended that 

the Rivergate tunnel be used for parking and 

transit movement, that a River Boulevard be 

developed, and that a shuttle bus operate in a 

dedicated lane on the River Boulevard and 

connect to development along the Riverfront, 

Canal Street and the Superdome.38  Aside from 

the transportation related recommendations for 

the Riverfront area, the plan recommend that the 

development intensity allowed be better 

controlled.  The Riverfront was in the same CBD-

1 District as Canal Street with a 20 FAR.  The 

GMP proposed a 10 FAR. 

The last Canal Street-specific action area addressed in the GMP was Area 3, or Upper Canal.  The 

GMP recognized this area had significant potential for development due to its proximity to jobs in 

the CBD and Vieux Carré and it could be a natural extension of the continuous row of retail along 

Canal Street.39  The GMP suggested that this area was ideal for hotel and residential development, 

and projected that 1.4 million square feet of development would be completed in this area by 2000.  

Due to this suggestion and projection, the GMP further recommended that the public realm be 

improved with landscaping and pedestrian facilities.  The GMP also recommended a reduction in 

the allowable FAR from 20 to 14.   

The GMP makes a number of other very specific recommendations for other action areas and a 

number of general recommendations for the area (e.g. the creation of a local historic district).  One 

of the main points made throughout the GMP is that significant development was expected for the 

25 years following the report, and that the City needed to be prepared to direct these pressures to 

appropriate locations, make improvements to ROWs to better accommodate greater pedestrian and 

                                                           
37 Ibid., 68.  
38 Ibid., 53. 
39 Ibid., 57. 

 

Figure 15: The Riverfront at Canal Street in ñThe Year 

2000ò 
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vehicular traffic, and to generally preserve the overall quality of life for those living and visiting 

the central area of New Orleans.40 

 

City of New Orleans Business District Implementation Strategy, Program and Zoning Plan (1976) 

The Growth Management Plan in 1974 included a number of recommendations that needed further 

study or guidance to be implemented.  One of these recommendations involved proposed 

amendments to the zoning of the CBD area, including Canal Street between the Mississippi River 

and Claiborne Avenue.  The Implementation Strategy, Program and Zoning Plan (Implementation 

Strategy) was developed after the GMP to focus solely on the specifics of zoning allowances in 

the CBD area, and worked in parallel with the development of historic districts, creation of the 

DDD, and the public works improvements in the area.41  All of the recommendations in this report 

proposed changes to the zoning districts in 1976, and those recommendations affecting Canal 

Street can be divided into four categories: Bulk and Area, Use, Signage, Design, Bonus 

Allowances.  

Bulk and Area 

The GMP stressed that the existing CBD-1 District allowed far too much developable area, via 

Floor Area Ratio, which would promote the construction of buildings out of scale with the historic 

character of this portion of Canal Street.  The Implementation Strategy recommended that a zoning 

district be created for the Canal Street retail core that helped preserve the scale of these historic 

structures.  A maximum 6 FAR was proposed along with a maximum buildings height at the 

streetôs edge of 75 feet, and 85 feet total42.  This mirrored the FAR recommendation of the GMP, 

but added a maximum height for additional protection.  The proposed zoning district along the 

remaining portions of Canal Street, CBD-2A and CBD-2B, allowed FARôs between 8 and 14 

depending on the residential/non-residential composition of the building.  Height was also strictly 

controlled by FAR, with no maximum building height.  These areas were intended for hotel, office, 

and residential development and were envisioned to be a higher intensity than the historic retail 

center of Canal Street, and both bookend and support the retail present on the street.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
40 Ibid., 64. 
41 Haines Lundberg Waehler, Wallace, Mcharg, Roberts & Todd, and Planning Services Incorporated.  City of New 

Orleans Business District Implementation Strategy, Implementation, Program and Zoning Plan. 1976. Page 2. 
42 Ibid., 58. 
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Figure 16 : Street façade controls in the 1976 Implementation Strategy 

 

The Implementation Strategy also recommended amending a setback requirement in the CBD that 

required buildings to be set back a minimum of 30 feet from the centerline of a narrow street.  The 

report believed this requirement did not support the GMPôs vision of promoting a walkable urban 

environment and would result in disjointed street walls.43  The Implementation Plan, instead, 

recommended a build-to line with allowances for setbacks of no more than 20 feet in width for 

entrances and mini-parks.44 

Land Use 

The two major use-related recommendations from the GMP and, subsequently, the Implementation 

Strategy were related to the proliferation of parking facilities and the stabilization of retail along 

Canal Street.  Planners believed that parking was key to the survival of retail along Canal Street, 

but also understood that the proliferation of surface parking lots destroyed the historic character of 

these areas.  The solution at the time was to locate parking lots on the fringe of downtown and 

provide shuttle service to the central area of the city.  In order to prevent further demolitions of 

historic structures, the Implementation Strategy proposed that new accessory or principal parking 

areas not be allowed along the retail core section Canal Street45.  In the other proposed districts 

covering Canal Street, CBD-2A and CBD-2B, parking was recommended to be allowed, but with 

restrictions.  The CBD-2A District, covering Canal Street between Camp/Chartres Streets and 

Tchoupitoulas/N. Peters Streets, would not be required parking and only allow minimal accessory 

parking.  The rest of Canal Street, in the CBD-2B District, would generally be allowed accessory 

parking at a level the use demands and would only allow non-accessory parking as a conditional 

                                                           
43 Ibid., 14. 
44 Ibid., 26. 
45 Ibid., 49. 
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use.  Again, these recommendations show the Implementation Strategyôs desire to preserve historic 

areas, allow limited opportunities for parking in new developments adjacent to the historic retail 

area, and permit only the parking needed for new developments closer to Claiborne Avenue.   

The second major use recommendation was also proposed in general terms in the GMP, which 

was the requirement of retail uses on the first floor.  The Implementation Strategy recommended 

that buildings in the Canal Street retail core be required to dedicate 70 percent of the floor area of 

the ground floor for retail uses.46   

Signage 

The Implementation Strategy made a number of recommendations to help reduce sign clutter on 

Canal Street.  Recommendations include a prohibition on roof signs, flashing signs, and projecting 

signs in the CBD.47  The Implementation Plan also proposed amortizing projecting signs in the 

Canal Street retail core within a year of the adoption of the amended zoning districts.  The 

amortization of projecting sign in the retail core was tied in with the overall effort to beautify this 

section of the Canal Street to make it more inviting to shoppers.  Presumably, the blanket 

prohibition of roof signs, flashing signs, and projecting signs throughout the CBD was to preempt 

the development surge forecasted for the following decades and prevent sign clutter from 

spreading into these areas. 

Bonus Allowances 

The Implementation Strategy introduces a number of recommendations for elective elements that 

private developers could opt into.  One element recommended was the Transfer of Development 

Rights (TDR).  This idea was contemplated in the GMP, but the state law at the time did not allow 

such a transfer of rights.  The Implementation Strategy believed the state enabling legislation for 

the CBD special taxing district would allow that agency to utilize this tool.  The report specifically 

mentions the use of façade easements to assist with the rehabilitation of historic structures, which 

is a program currently managed by the Downtown Development District.48  TDR can be a strong 

tool to discourage the demolition of historic structures, not only because of façade preservation 

programs, but also if unused development rights can be sold to other private developers that need 

additional development rights.  The Implementation Strategy did not directly address the concerns 

of the GMP about the legality of TDR in Louisiana and New Orleans, but it recommended TDR 

as a tool for development in the CBD.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
46 Ibid. 38. 
47 Ibid. 59. 
48 Ibid. 43. 
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1980s Plans and Studies 

The State of Louisiana and City of New Orleans emerged from the 1970s riding high on the wave 

of the unprecedented oil prices resulting from the preceding Oil Boom.  While much of the nation 

suffered from high gas prices, Louisiana, a state that in 1982 derived 42% of its revenue from oil 

and gas, benefited from high oil prices. 49  At the same time, Americans were cutting back on 

spending and travelling less. Tourism in New Orleans plummeted in the early 1980s and, by some 

estimates, numbers were down by 50 percent.50 People were optimistic that the 1984 Worldôs Fair 

would cure the cityôs steep decline in tourism. As these unique economic conditions swirled around 

New Orleans and the nation, Canal Street continued struggling to compete with suburban retailers 

as the effects of suburbanization and urban decline began to show on the street. Canal Streetôs 

status as the regional center for retail continued to further decline as prominent retailers and 

businesses were opening stores in Metairie and other nearby suburban locations. 

The 1984 New Orleans Worldôs Fair was originally touted as a way to garner sufficient state funds 

to build a world class convention center in a historically industrial part of the city along the 

Mississippi River. This new convention center was envisioned as a necessary catalyst for future 

tourism that would be attracted to the city via the lucrative convention circuit. Additionally, the 

fair would revitalize a deteriorating neighborhood near the Port of New Orleans and parts of the 

Warehouse District, and would expose millions of visitors to the numerous charms and attractions 

of the Crescent City.51 In the end, the fair would lose $100 million dollars and attracted only around 

35,000 visitors per day compared to the predicted 70,000.  

Despite these disappointments, the fair resulted in lasting changes for the city and the 

neighborhoods immediately surrounding Canal Street. Legacies of the fair include the convention 

center, a cruise ship terminal, and a riverfront shopping mall. The fair was the impetus for the 

construction of new high rise hotels along and near Canal Street including the 49-story Sheraton 

at 500 Canal Street (which was originally designed and approved as a two-tower complex; while 

the second tower was never built, the zoning entitlement remains in place) and the 23-story La 

                                                           
49 New York Times, ñTexas, Oklahoma and Louisiana Make Slow Comeback from ô86 Oil Bust,ò November 18, 

1980. P.9. 
50 Will the Worldôs Fair be the Cure for those Basin Street Blues?ò Business Week, 7 May 1984. 
51 Cotter, Bill. The 1984 New Orleans Worldôs Fair. Arcadia Publishing. p7-13. 
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Meridian, in addition to the 

numerous shops and restaurants that 

opened as a result of the increased 

convention business. The fair also 

resulted in the first phase of the 

revitalization of the Warehouse 

District and the Julia Street Arts 

District. In preparation for the fair, 

Canal Street received an 

approximately $2 million renovation 

in 1983 as part of the Downtown 

Development Districtôs Sidewalk 

Improvement Project. The 

improvements, which were the first 

major capital improvement project 

of the Downtown Development 

District, included new paving, street 

trees, lighting, curbs and ramps. The 

improvements were considered long 

overdue and welcomed by business 

owners and visitors alike who felt 

that a more beautified and pedestrian 

friendly Canal Street would be a 

direct contributor to the streetôs 

success.52 

The trends that had signaled the slow decline of Canal Street as the premier regional shopping 

destination that surfaced in the 1970s, would continue into the 1980s. The oil boom of the 1970s 

and the investment that accompanied the 1984 Worldôs Fair briefly offered hope that the decline 

would be curtailed, but after the fair shut its gates and the oil boom turned to bust, reality returned 

once again. The economic downturn in the regionôs economy associated with the 1985 oil bust 

certainly took a toll on the numerous retailers along Canal Street as locals and tourists alike became 

more frugal. By the mid-1980s one in eight Louisianan workers was unemployed as the state 

claimed the highest unemployment rate in the nation and, as the Times Picayune described, ñby 

1986, shops on Canal Street were closed and windows were boarded up and colorfully painted. 

Just a decade earlier, the street was full of shoppers and the CBD was still the primary shopping 

area in the region.ò53 It was during these bust times of the 1980s that upper floor office uses moved 

to the more attractive high-rises of the Poydras Street corridor.  Bank, savings, and loan institutions 

shrank their real estate portfolios, and the prominent multi-floor retail uses ñbecame a particular 

                                                           
52 ñCanal Street renovation gets New Orleaniansô OK.ò The Times Picayune, Friday, March 25, 1983. Pg. 9. 
53 The Times-Picayune. ñ1985: The oil bust hits the New Orleans economy,ò 28 December 2011. 

https://www.nola.com/175years/index.ssf/2011/12/1985_the_oil_bust_hits_the_new.html 

Figure 17: Rendering from 1981 approval of the Sheraton Hotel 

https://www.nola.com/175years/index.ssf/2011/12/1985_the_oil_bust_hits_the_new.html
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victim of the timesò as they ñclosed, down-sized, merged or moved to the suburbs.ò The upper 

story spaces on many of the structures on Canal Street became vacant and other uses that could 

occupy the upper floors seemed to be impractical.54  

Other factors that had contributed to the decline of the thoroughfare as the region shopping 

destination included the consistent migration of jobs and residents to suburban centers such as 

Metairie, Kenner and the Gretna and the rise of regional shopping malls that challenged Canal 

Streetôs dominance with a well-organized approach that included sophisticated merchandizing and 

management strategies. Additionally, traditional retailers along Canal Street were threatened by 

competition that was much closer to home as two new indoor shopping malls opened at the foot 

of Canal Street. A new shopping mall that featured a Saks Fifth Avenue opened at One Canal Place 

in 1983 and the expansive Riverwalk mall opened shortly after the Worldôs fair where the Julia 

Street and Poydras Street wharves once stood.  

In response to numerous threats to the 

dominance, and even survival, of Canal Street 

as a regional shopping destination, an 

aggressive marketing campaign branded 

ñRediscover Downtownò urged shoppers to 

return to the shopping destinations along Canal 

Street by touting such amenities as improved 

transit options, parking availability, historic 

charm and the unrivaled service offered at its 

host of distinguished retailers. The first major 

retailer to close was the iconic Maison Blanche 

department store in 1982, Godchauxôs and Gus 

Mayerôs followed in 1988, D.H. Holmes closed 

in 1989, and many of the smaller shops and 

retailers closed their doors as well. As the 1980s 

came to a close, writers at the Times Picayune 

were no longer writing on the pleasures of a 

stroll along Canal Street but instead the attention 

had turned to tales of violence, drugs and 

lawlessness along the street.55 The conversation 

now became, ñHow do we fix Canal Street?ò56 

 

 

                                                           
54  ñAcres of Diamonds: Opportunities on Canal Streetò Hebert/Smolkin Associates, March 15, 1996. Pg. 6-1. 
55 The Times Picayune. ñCanal: The Heart of Saturday Night,ò Christopher Rose, 16 August 1987. Pg. 2. 
56 The Times Picayune. ñStudents have big plans for upper Canal Street,ò Marjoerie Roehl, 3 May 1996. 

Figure 18: Rediscover Downtown ad in The Times 

Picayune, 1982 
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New Orleans Growth Management Plan Update ï 1986 

In 1975, the City of New Orleans and the Central Area Council of the New Orleans Chamber of 

Commerce, in joint venture, completed a Growth Management Plan for the New Orleans Central 

Business District. However, major events occurring throughout the 1980s prompted the team to 

produce a Growth Management Plan Update in 1986. Major events such as the 1984 Worldôs Fair, 

reduced federal spending, and redefined growth expectations in light of the recent collapse of the 

oil industry influenced the decision to update the 1975 plan. A key focus of the updated plan is the 

lack of growth of a ñstable downtown residential community,ò which the plan saw as a strategic 

objective in the maintenance of a strong retail core on Canal Street.ò57 The closing of several large 

department stores and the exclusively office and hotel based development is cause for concern of 

the Canal Street and the CBD becoming a ñsterile 9 to 5 center if residential objectives are not 

soon achieved.ò58 

Like the original 1975 plan, the plan update divided the study area into nine districts that span the 

area from the Riverfront to the Superdome and back to Canal Street. The Canal Street corridor into 

two sections: Upper Canal extends from Saratoga to the Claiborne Expressway, the Canal Retail 

Corridor runs from Saratoga to Tchoupitoulas Streets. 

Land Use ï Upper and Lower Canal Street 

Lower Canal Street had recently expanded its 

retail offerings by adding the new Canal Place 

development, and Upper Canal Street had seen 

new development in the form of the new 

200,000 square foot ODECO office building 

and the renovation of the of the Clarion Hotel 

and Fisk office building. Upper Canal Street 

was seen as the point where continuous retail 

development gives way to a more scattered 

development pattern that includes surface 

parking lots and office buildings. The Retail 

Corridor had seen 2.5 million square feet of 

new development since 1975 in the form of 

office and hotel development below St. 

Charles Avenue. This new development was 

largely a result of the 1984 Worldôs Fair and 

was seen to have stabilized lower Canal Street 

while having little effect on the continued 

decline of retail uses above Carondelet Street.  

                                                           
57 Growth Management Plan Update, 1986, Pg. 6. 
58 Ibid., 6. 

Figure 19: GMP Update Land Use Plan 
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The plan update recommended building on the character of the ñGrand Retailing Boulevardò 

established in existing design controls and streetscape improvements and reinforced by the 

recommended retail management program  and the encouragement of an anchoring node of high 

intensity, mixed-use development at the upper end, between Rampart and Saratoga Streets.  

This zoning corresponded to the traditional Canal Street retail core. The purpose of this district 

was to preserve and enhance the retail center by requiring lower floor retail and service uses. New 

development was required to be sympathetic in scale and design to the existing fabric, and the 

transition and connection to the adjacent Vieux Carré was to be enhanced. The boundaries of this 

district corresponded to the boundaries of the Canal Street Historic District. 

The plan update recommended: 

¶ Extending the CDB-2 provisions to Iberville Street west of Loyola, raising minimum 

FARôs from 11 to 16.  

¶ Creating a new zoning district CDB-1B with an unlimited FAR to encourage a high density 

mixed-use development to anchor the intersection of Elk Place/Basin and Canal Street with 

a unique mix of retail and entertainment functions at the street level and high density office 

or hotel/residential uses above. 

¶ Revising the existing sign ordinance for Canal Street and implement a sign amortization 

program along the street (similar to the 1975 recommendation). 

Urban Design ï Upper and Lower Canal Street 

A main success touted by the plan update was the streetscape improvements conducted along 

Canal Street in the early 1980s. Canal Streetôs special character is said to be a result of the careful 

protection of its historic scale, architectural character of the street facades and the excellent 

landscape improvement that had been made. Additional strategies were still needed to stabilize 

and intensify its retail function. The recently constructed Canal Place development was seen to 

have anchored development along lower Canal and it was recommended that a similarly high 

intensity development should anchor the upper end around North Rampart or Basin Streets. This 

new anchor would allow upper Canal to be clearly defined as a separate district and develop an 

identity of its own. It was also determined that public and open space amenities were very limited 

in the CBD and Canal Street corridor in general and the plan recommends that a potential for 

gateway opportunities to the Vieux Carré and public gathering spaces for Canal Street be pursued. 

Additional design considerations included: 

¶ Design details in paving, lighting, and signage should be selected to enhance pedestrian 

safety and comfort.  

¶ Planting should be dense and protective with trees shading the sidewalks and low shrubs 

or hedges protecting the pedestrians from traffic lanes.  

¶ Pedestrian crossing of the street should be encouraged in frequent, clearly marked, well-lit 

crosswalks. 
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Market Conditions ï Upper and Lower Canal Street 

Expanded conventions and growing convention business due to the new convention center resulted 

in positive outcomes for hotel businesses. Canal Street had experienced some growth in retail space 

in the year leading up to the plan update with the opening of the Canal Place and Riverwalk 

shopping centers at the foot of Canal Street. However, fears were growing that Canal Street was 

facing a decline as a retail center as several of the large department stores began closing along the 

street. It was unknown whether these closings represented a trend or unique cases. 

The GMP Update recommended undertaking a detailed, retail market analysis to determine 

existing and potential retail market for Canal Street to identify gaps in retail merchandizing.  It 

also recommended that the study include a structural examination of buildings with unoccupied or 

poorly utilized upper floors to determine their suitability for conversion to more active uses.  The 

GMP Update further recommended that a comprehensive centralized retail management program 

for Canal Street be developed to increase its competitiveness and share of the regional retail 

market.  Similar in approach to the management of an enclosed shopping mall, centralized retail 

management entails the creation of an entity to coordinate six programmatic functions: 

transportation/parking, maintenance, security, promotions, streetscape improvements, and tenant 

mix/leasing. 

Transportation ï Upper and Lower Canal Street 

Parking related issues along the Canal Street corridor was the main transportation topic discussed 

by the plan as the various retail establishments looked to provide a convenient and safe commuting 

experience to regional customers. Similar to the original plan, peripheral parking lots are 

recommended as a solution to expected increased parking demand. Exploring the potential for park 

and ride shuttle services are encouraged to ferry visitors to and from Canal Street.  The plan 

recommends that a parking control entity be created with coordination and oversight authority for 

downtown parking strategies.  

Throughout the 1980s, the CBD Shuttle ferried visitors to and from various parking facilities 

around the CBD and Canal Street. This service was considered to be underperforming and the 

improvement of the performance of the CBD Shuttle was recommended though better publicity of 

the service, increased visibility of the vehicles through creative paint schemes and decorations, 

route adjustments to connect more major activity centers, reduced headways and fares and 

allowing transfers. 

The GMP Updateôs Functional Area C included the portion of the riverfront along Canal Street 

from Tchoupitoulas Street to the Mississippi River. 

Land Use - Riverfront 

The area that was largely working docks and railyards in the mid-1970s was transformed by the 

1984 Worldôs Fair and the construction of 3.4 million square feet of hotel, exhibition and 

convention space, an 180,000 square foot mall and a condominium tower. It was during this era 
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that the riverfront became a prime destination for visitors and locals alike and the proposed 

riverfront trolley and large concentration of City owned land made the riverfront area prime for 

future development. The GMP Update predicted that public entertainment, exhibition, convention 

and hotel uses would continue to expand along riverfront. The plan recommended that tourist 

oriented functions should be balanced with residential development wherever feasible and noted 

that the potential redevelopment of the Rivergate Exhibition Hall as a mixed-use development was 

a possibility as well. 

The CBD-2 District provided for a similar variety of uses as the CBD-1, but at lower intensities 

than in the central core. Mixed-use developments were encouraged and off-street parking was 

required at levels approaching demand. The base FAR was 10, 7 for residential uses and a 

maximum of 16 for mixed-use projects with bonus additions. 

The plan update recommended that incentives should be offered to developers that include a 

substantial increase in residential bonuses, as well as a mandatory requirement for residential 

components in proposed riverfront developments. 

Urban Design - Riverfront 

The plan update referred to the need to monitor the development trends along the riverfront and 

allow for intensifying existing functions, special activity locations and changes in development 

character. The plan also highlighted the need for future development to relate strongly back to the 

City, as well as the river. 

Additional design considerations included: 

¶ Design details in paving, lighting, and signage should be selected to enhance pedestrian 

safety and comfort.  

¶ Planting should be dense and protective with trees shading the sidewalks and low shrubs 

or hedges protecting the pedestrians from traffic lanes.  

¶ Pedestrian crossing of the street should be encouraged in frequent, clearly marked, well-lit 

crosswalks.  

¶ The riverfront promenade should be extended and improved with 50 percent matching 

contribution from existing or proposed private developments fronting on each section. 

Improvements should include landscaping, pedestrian amenities and small, sheltered park 

areas that will enhance the attractions of the area or residential developments. 

Market Conditions - Riverfront 

The possibility of state legislation legalizing casino gambling had been discussed around the time 

of this plan. The plan update explored various options for such a project and determined that the 

Rivergate Exhibition Center to be a prime location due to its proximity to the Convention Center, 

riverfront activities, Canal Street and the Vieux Carré. 
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Canal Street Local Historic District (1984) 

In 1984, the New Orleans City Council designated a portion of Canal Street as the Canal Street 

Local Historic District under the jurisdiction of the Central Business District Historic District 

Landmarks Commission. The commission regulates construction, demolition, exterior alterations 

and demolition by neglect in designated historic districts. The Canal Street Historic District 

extends from S. Saratoga/Crozat Street on the lake side, down the center of Iberville Street to N. 

Peters/ Tchoupitoulas Street on the river side, and includes all lots fronting on the downriver and 

uptown sides of Canal Street except for the uptown side lots between Camp and Magazine Streets, 

which is occupied by the Sheraton Hotel and the Sazerac House.  

There was a heated debate over the potential effects of the designation in the months leading up to 

the Council vote. Those against the proposed designation argued that property values would 

decrease and that additional regulations would stifle potential development within the historic 

district. Those in favor of the proposed designation cited the importance of controlling demolitions 

in order to preserve valuable structures, the ability to ensure architectural quality of new 

construction through design review, the ability to prevent the deterioration of structures by citing 

owners for demolition by neglect, and tax advantages and incentives that would be available to 

owners who wish to rehabilitate historic buildings within the new district. In the years leading up 

to the historic district designation, Canal Street had seen several large modern structures developed 

in the footprint of demolished historic buildings, examples include the Marriot (1972) and 

Sheraton (1982) hotels.  

While the CBD-3 zoning district that went into effect in 1978 limited the height of structures to 70 

feet59, the new historic district would be especially effective in preventing the demolition of 

historic structures (unless the Commission ruled that economic benefits were deemed to outweigh 

the perceived negatives of demolition). Twelve historic structures were demolished along Canal 

Street (Mississippi River to Claiborne Avenue) 1969 and 1979.60 The new designation was cheered 

by many property owners who saw the move as vital in the effort to maintain the historic character 

of the district, which in turn would help keep Canal Street a viable retail district.61 In January of 

1986, The Times Picayune reported on the plans to restore the original fa­ade of McCroryôs at 

1005 Canal Street through the utilization of historic tax credits and incentives, a project that was 

touted by HDLC Director as ñexactly the type of project that we hope the creation of the Canal 

Street Historic District would bring about.ò62 

 

 

                                                           
59 Sheraton was permitted before advent of new zoning district 
60 City of New Orleans. Impact Analysis Group ï Final Report. 14 December 1979. 
61 Stuart, Lettice. ñForces ready for battle over Canal Street plan.ò The Times Picayune, Saturday, 13 October 1984. 
62 Stuart, Lettice. ñMcCroryôs to restore Canal Street neighbor to original fa­ade.ò The Times Picayune, Saturday, 11 

January 1986. 
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Urban Land Institute Canal Street Study - 1989 

The 1989 Canal Street Study produced by the Urban Land Institute (ULI) paints a picture of Canal 

Street as space that was in decline similar to downtowns of many of the older cities. The study 

points to the following factors as the primary reasons for that decline: 

¶ The outward movement of jobs and residents away from the central city and into the 

suburbs 

¶ Regional shopping malls, with a sophisticated merchandising and management approach, 

reducing downtownôs percentage share of retail sales 

¶ Competition with national retailers expanding into New Orleans market 

¶ The recent downturn in the regionôs economy 

The ULI panel was tasked with identifying the forces changing and shaping the face of Canal 

Street and developing effective and aggressive strategies for the revitalization of Canal Street. The 

study divides Canal Street into three distinct geographic areas.  

Figure 20: ULIôs three areas of Canal Street 

 

Lower Canal Street is described as being the area between the river and Chartres Street, Middle 

Canal Street is described as being the area between Chartres and South Saratoga Street, and Upper 

Canal Street is the area between South Saratoga and Interstate 10. 
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Development Potential 

The ULI panel sees Middle and Upper Canal Street as the portions of the street that were strongest 

in retail and with the most future potential to succeed. The study noted a number of potential 

strengths of Canal Street, including the sense of tradition that make it unique among other regional 

shopping destinations, the position of the street as a transit hub, the streetôs proximity to the French 

Quarter, CBD and the Convention Center, the existing critical mass of retail, and the ability to 

appeal to a broad range of income levels. Perceived deficiencies include a deteriorating image, a 

decaying physical quality, and a declining share of the regional retail market. The panel stressed 

that perceived high crime rates and racial tensions were deficiencies having an especially negative 

effect on the deteriorating perception of Canal Street. Additionally, the lack of convenient parking 

and effective marketing of the street were noted as additional deficiencies. 

The development of vacant upper floors in the form of renovated housing and convenience-type 

retail serving local residents on upper Canal Street were noted as short-term development 

opportunities. The panel recommended pursuing the establishment of biomedical facilities close 

to the hospital complex and mentioned the Science Center in Philadelphia as an example. The 

potential for utilizing the abandoned theatres at Canal and Rampart Streets was stressed as an 

opportunity to revitalize this portion of Canal and restore important cultural facilities that could 

act as a transitional area into Upper Canal Street. The plan acknowledged that the market was not 

ripe for development in the late 1980s, and recommended the following activities to promote 

immediate development and to set the stage for future development: 

¶ Increased police presence 

¶ Increased sign control 

¶ A storefront beautification program 

¶ Improved physical links to the French Quarter 

¶ The establishment of a Canal Street shuttle 

¶ Property tax incentives to stimulate development 

¶ Create a sign amortization program 

¶ Increased programming and decorative features 

Transportation 

At the time of the drafting of the study, buses operated in the neutral ground along Canal Street 

and the only operating streetcar line in the city was the St. Charles line. The panel recommended 

replacing the neutral ground bus operations with streetcars similar to those on St. Charles Avenue. 

The Canal Street streetcar line could then connect to a greatly expanded streetcar system 

connecting Canal Street to destinations throughout the French Quarter, CBD, and the Warehouse 

District. The general idea was that Canal Street was disconnected from destinations such as the 

Convention Center, Superdome, and Poydras Street and a streetcar network would be able to 

reconnect the street to destinations around the city. The panel also recommended that bus service 

be removed from Canal Street. The plan suggested that a supply of convenient and competitively 
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priced parking should be available and well publicized, and that a cooperative valet parking 

program be established to serve Canal Street retail. 

Organization 

The study envisioned a Canal Street that served as the visual and transportation link connecting 

the French Quarter to the CBD and under the organizational jurisdiction of the DDD. The panel 

was concerned about the number of overlapping agencies, organizations, task forces, and 

committees that oversaw the downtown area and Canal Street. The panel recommended three 

strategies to improve the organization of the downtown area to bolster Canal Street: 

¶ Create a Downtown Economic Development Oversight Board to reflect the interests of the 

CBD and the French Quarter. The creation of the new Oversight Board would provide the 

opportunity for the city to deal in a comprehensive and coordinated fashion with the many 

organizations involved and concerned with the downtown. 

¶ Create a Business Retention Committee made up of the chairs of the Business Council, the 

Chamber of Commerce, and the banking industry. This committee would be responsible 

for retaining the current businesses located in the downtown area and keeping the city 

abreast of the plans businesses may have to shut down or move out of town. 

¶ The Oversight Board should carry out an aggressive regional marketing campaign 

promoting all of the downtown attractions, utilizing its own funds along with matching 

share from the businesses that will benefit. 

Centralized Retail Management 

The panel acknowledged the economic competition Canal Street was facing from suburban retail 

centers that benefited from coordinated management systems, recommended that Canal employ 

an approach similar to other ñmain streetsò around the United States. The centralized retail 

management of Canal Street would serve to accomplish the following goals: 

¶ Coordinate physical design efforts ï Canal Street should not be treated as just another part 

of downtown but should have a coordinated design effort that includes streetscape projects, 

façade improvements, signage, etc. 

¶ The improvement of retail operations ï oversight of retail elements such as cleanliness of 

storefronts, treatment of window displays, common hours, joint marketing and promotion, 

employee training, business counseling, business recruitment and retention, influencing 

tenant mix. 
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1990s Plans and Studies 

Figure 21 & Figure 22: Downtown riverfront 1977 (left)63 and 2018 (right)64 

  

The decade opened with a sense of optimism with the grand opening of the Aquarium of the 

Americas in 1990 and Woldenberg Riverfront Park just before in 1989, adding to the major 

development of One Canal Place in the previous decade.  These developments were visible, 

modern developments that anchor the river end of Canal Street and signaled the ñopening up the 

riverfrontò to the New Orleansô citizens on property formerly occupied by warehouses.65   

Figure 23 & Figure 24: Historic structures at foot of Canal Street (left)66 and Rivergate Exhibition Hall (right)67 

    

                                                           
63 Andor, Derzsi Elekes. ñThe International Trade Mart Towers over the New Orleans Riverfront.ò 1977. 

GoNOLA.com, New Orleans Tourism Marketing Corporation, 14 July 2014, gonola.com/things-to-do-in-new-

orleans/history/nola-history-the-warehouse-district. 
64 NEWORLEANS.COM, © TripAdvisor, New Orleans, 2018, www.neworleans.com/listing/woldenberg-

park/32771/. 
65 ñAudubon Nature Institute History.ò Audubonnatureinstitute.org, Audubon Nature Institute, 2017, 

audubonnatureinstitute.org/audubon-nature-institute-history-6. 
66 Brantley, Robert S. ñstreetcar turn, Liberty Monument at the Foot of Canal Street, and buildings being torn down 

for the Rivergate.ò 1964, Historic New Orleans Collection, 

http://www.curtis.uno.edu/rivergate/html/images/bldg7.html 
67 Gorin, Abbye A. ñExterior view of the new Rivergate, entrance No. 5, from Poydras Street showing the dramatic 

lighting design.ò 1968, The Rivergate, Tulane University Library, New Orleans, 26 Mar. 2002. 
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One of the major development events that occurred in the 1990ôs was the demolition of the 

Rivergate Exhibition Hall for the construction of Harrahôs Casino.  Completed in 1968, the 

Rivergate was said to have added a ñstunning new vista to [the] cityôs premier intersectionò and 

ñnurtured [the burgeoning] convention trade and fostered development of skyscraper hotels on 

lower Canal Street in the early 1970s.ò 68  Potential developers and nearby hoteliers and business 

owners complained of ñeverything about the Rivergate, from its concrete walls to its dirty roof.ò 

Nearby hoteliers and business owners advocated for the demolition of the Rivergate, and the 

Friends of Rivergate advocated for its adaptive reuse.  The City Council ultimately approved the 

structureôs demolition in 1995, and Harrahôs Casino opened in its new building in 1999.69 The 

construction of the casino, aquarium, and development of the riverfront park was indicative of the 

changing patterns of land and economic uses, such as the decline of industrial uses to gaming, 

convention, tourism, and recreational uses. 

 Figure 25 & Figure 26: 1995 Demolition of the Rivergate Exhibition Hall (left) & 1999 Photo of Harrahôs Casino 

The worst of the recession caused by the Oil Bust had passed by the mid-1990ôs and resulted in a 

shift towards a tourist, service-oriented economy, and a renewed interest in making public 

improvements in the corridor. 70  Improvements to Canal Street were made in preparation for the 

1997 Superbowl including additional planters, removal of water fountains, upgraded lighting 

standards, and a crackdown on storefront security grilles71. These building design choices and 

public rights-of-way improvements reflect another effort by the City to improve the overall 

appearance of Canal Street be ñcleaning it up.ò  

 

 

                                                           
68 Campanella, Richard. Bienville's Dilemma: a Historical Geography of New Orleans. Center for Louisiana Studies, 

University of Louisiana at Lafayette, 2008. 
69 Rouchell, Michael. ñDemolition of the Rivergate and Early Construction of the Casino.ò The Rivergate, Tulane 

University Library, 2002. (http://www.curtis.uno.edu/rivergate/html/default.htm) 
70 Campanella, Richard. Bienville's Dilemma: a Historical Geography of New Orleans. Center for Louisiana Studies, 

University of Louisiana at Lafayette, 2008. 
71 Downtown Development District. (1996, October 10). Letter from the Downtown Development District. Louisiana 

Division/City Archives & Special Collections, New Orleans, LA. 

http://www.curtis.uno.edu/rivergate/html/default.htm
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Lower CBD National Historic District Report (1991)72   

This study was submitted to the National 

Register of Historic Places and catalogued the 

physical and historic context and conditions of 

the proposed district, much of which covered the 

upriver side of Canal Street up to the 

intersection at Basin Street. The analysis 

examined ñcontributing resources,ò which 

includes buildings constructed from the periods 

of 1830ï1859 (constituting 47% of the 

resources), 1860-1899 (12%), and 1900-1941 

(30%). The earliest period is where nearly half 

of the three to four story Greek Revival and 

Italianate, antebellum structures were 

constructed, which the report finds 

ñremarkableò that such a collection is still intact. 

In contrast, the latter periods result in slightly 

taller structures, with the report noting the 

ñunrivaled collection of skyscrapers. The 

noncontributing resources are buildings less 

than 50 years in age and constitute an intrusion 

rate of 11 percent, a rate significantly lower than 

the average rate of 20 percent ï 30 percent. The 

proposed district is a ñtoute ensembleò of many 

styles, periods, and building types.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
72 1991 report prepared by the National Register of Historic, administered by the National Park Service (NPS), an 

agency within the United States Department of the Interior 

Figure 27: Survey of Historic Assets in Lower CBD 
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New Orleans Riverfront Evaluation (1992) 73  

The 1992 Riverfront Evaluation focused 

on what the City of New Orleans could 

do to ensure the best use of the riverfront 

to benefit to the city, encourage quality 

redevelopment and detailed what conflicts 

exist among riverfront interests that would 

require the Cityôs resolution and 

leadership.  The study area included the 

eastbank riverfront from Jackson Avenue 

to Press Street. The report noted that there 

was no comprehensive planning process 

for the entire riverfront and that one was 

needed for both the landside and riverside.  

The evaluation noted the World Trade 

Center, at the foot of Canal Street kicked 

off an era of planning and development 

that rolled into Louisiana World 

Exposition in 1984. One of the goals was 

that the Fair would stimulate economic 

development of the riverfront and initiate 

a comprehensive redevelopment of 

marginal uses ï the Riverwalk being an 

example of this.   

 

The evaluation noted that the river end of 

Canal and Poydras Streets were the center 

of the riverfront and the areas with the 

greatest concentration of potential future 

uses.  Canal Place, Hilton Hotel, the 

International River Center, the Aquarium 

of the Americas, and the New Orleans 

Convention Center were all identified as 

being considered for redevelopment, 

further expansion, and renovation.  

Redevelopment of wharves had been 

occurring in the area since the 1960s as the 

land use of wharf properties and the land-

side of the railroad changed from wharves 

and port-related uses to mixed-use, 

                                                           
73 1992 Study prepared by Frederic R. Harris, Inc. initiated by the City of New Orleans under the Bartholomey 

Administration. 

Figure 28: Riverfront Evaluation Development Plan 
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commercial, and public redevelopment, in addition to warehouse buildings being adapted for 

residential and retail uses. Even the Canal Street Wharf (Ferry), was identified as a favorable 

gaming boat location; the relocation would also ñeliminate vehicular congestion at the foot of canal 

and improve access to the ferryò with the riverfront and Canal streetcars serving as distribution for 

residents and tourists.  

 

At the time, pedestrian and other links were not well established, as Woldenberg Park and the 

Aquarium did not have strong connections to other notable developments, such as Spanish Plaza.  

Signage, direction, and landscaping were cited as tools that could help. The aquarium, however, 

was identified as a ñsuccessful downtown anchorò as a quasi-public property, and recommended 

that a ñunifying landmark or monument of significant importanceò should be located at the foot of 

Canal Street to further establish its identity in the foot of Canal Street.  

 

The plan recommended the establishment of a more formal joint private/public planning process 

for urban design and development functions of the riverfront. The plan also offered several 

strategies related to development along the riverfront, since much of the existing developments 

were under-utilized, such as surface-area parking lots along the river.  Since New Orleans and the 

riverfront were transitioning from an industrial-based economy to tourism-based economy, the 

plan advised a holistic strategy that incentivized a diverse mix of uses with improved quality. Some 

of the specific recommendations related to sections of the riverfront near the Lower Garden District 

and the French Quarter. The plan also recommended the extension of the Riverfront Streetcar to 

Press Street, the development of a riverfront performance facility, and the extension of a riverfront 

park linked to the Moonwalk and Woldenberg Park.   

 

Acres of Diamonds (1996)74   

The Acres of Diamonds study analyzed the vacant upper floors of properties fronting Canal Street 

by meeting with real estate experts, surveying 2,241 residents and workers downtown (Vieux 

Carré, CBD, and the Warehouse District), conducting a rent-occupancy/facilities study of 

apartments in comparable markets, proposing architectural feasibility proposals, and exploring 

incentives and legal arrangements. These legal arrangements, such as covenants, include owners 

of smaller buildings keeping sole ownership of their ground floors and collaborate together to have 

part ownership, rendering the building codes and life safety regulations manageable.  The GMP 

Update in 1986 proposed that a study like this be prepared in conjunction with a retail market 

analysis.   

 

The results of the study outlined the reasons for the vacancy of the upper floors, such as the 

economic downturn of the 1980s, which vacated once-used upper floors that were occupied with 

office space and some residential apartments. The planôs findings noted that smaller buildings 

presented a significant obstacle in terms of compliance with life safety and building code as they 

had challenges with retrofitting for elevators, hallways, and lobbies as well as awkward column 

                                                           
74 1996 Study prepared by Hebert/Smolkin Associates and commissioned by the Downtown Development District 
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spacing, too few windows, and hard-to-use floor sizes. Yet since these buildings also presented 

attractive opportunities such as the upper floors with high ceilings, safe and sound structures, and 

large windows, the barriers to the upper-floor renovations were ultimately economic barriers 

whose financial thresholds hadnôt been met (i.e. the benefits did not outweigh the costs per 

individual structure). The plan posited that the barriers could be ñsurmountableò if the legal 

framework of providing part-ownership across owners (i.e. one property owner retains exclusive 

use of the ground floor but multiple owners ñshareò the upper floors) could be adopted, providing 

solutions together to alleviate these physical conditions. Renovating upper floors of multiple 

buildings together to create a system or network of buildings could ultimately provide a means for 

building to meet current life-safety and building code requirements. It also suggested an optimal 

deal structure between owners, rehabilitation developers, and cooperate-citizen users. 

 

The plan additionally asserted that residential use, at that time, was the most economically 

productive use of upper floors, despite the higher pro-formas that retail, hotels, offices, and time-

sharing would result in because of the market conditions. The plan recommended that developers 

institute an optimal unit mix and price points, which were advised and enumerated at a market 

competitive rent of $1.1075 per square foot, an optimal rent of $500-$1,000,76 a ñstronger than 

expectedò condo market priced at in between the $80,000ï $120,00077 price points, and the optimal 

unit mix would be around 10 percent studios at 450 square feet, 5 percent one-bedrooms at 600 

square feet, and 40 percent two-bedrooms at 1,000 square feet. 

 

Other results included resident and worker surveys, with the main finding that residents of the 

Vieux Carré and Warehouse district thought favorably of Canal Street living (81% to 19%), while 

downtown employees did not (24% to 76% against) ï which the study cited as a strong showing 

since the expected favorability rate was between 5 percent to 10 percent. Additionally, a majority 

of downtown residents (90%) and employees (51%) cite walkability to work, dining, and 

entertainment as the principal reason in favor of living on Canal Street. Downtown residents (19%) 

and employees (76%) however cited inadequate security and crime as the principal reason in 

opposition of living on Canal Street.  

 

Financially, the plan encouraged the procurement, research, and disbursement of Historic Tax 

Credits, tax-exempt bonds and/or mortgage financing. Stewardship-wise, the plan foresaw the 

DDD as a catalytic information resource and facilitator between investors and regulators as well 

as the steward for maintenance and manager of a façade restoration program. Civically, The City 

would direct its agencies to foster cleaner, safer, and attractive environment on Canal Street, by 

encouraging the establishment of qualified tax-exempt entities to receive historic façade 

easements, upgrading the appearance of the street, coordinating with NOPD to achieve cost-

effective security, showing owners and architects the best ways and means to achieve life safety, 

considering loadings zones (for residents to have grocery- and household-items drop-offs), and 

creating a guide for successful mixed-use developments. 

                                                           
75 ~$1.77 in 2018 dollars 
76 ~$800 to $1,600 in 2018 dollars 
77 ~$128,000 to $192,000 in 2018 dollars 
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New Orleans Land Use Plan (1999)   

The 1999 New Orleans Land Use Plan was developed as the first element in the Cityôs Master Plan 

that remained unfinished prior to Hurricane Katrina.  In 2010, it was replaced by the new Master 

Plan with a Land Use Plan chapter. In the 1999 Plan, Canal Street was located in Planning District 

One, sub-district 1A. It gave a brief overview of the history of the CBD (also known as Faubourg 

St. Marie) and planning efforts affecting the district, summarized the neighborhood as a ñvibrant 

synergy of commercial, residential, and cultural activity.ò  The plan noted that the whole District 

contained the largest population decline across the Districts, with a 37% decline in the African-

American population between 1980 and 1990, but the population overall increased from 1990 to 

1997, indicating a trend towards more downtown living; the African-American population of the 

District remained consistent at 10 percent (compared to 55% overall). The composition of land 

uses in the District was 55.6% commercial, 17.3% institutional, 12.3% parkland, 9% residential, 

and 5% industrial uses. The plan noted that a number of uses have replaced industrial facilities 

including parks, retail, and high-density residential.  

The plan additionally observed that a concentration of historic sites and tourism activity 

contributed to the location of a number of public and semi-public land uses in District One, with 

investments in the extensions of the streetcar line, the Customs House, the Aquarium of the 

Americas, and Woldenberg Riverfront Park as prime examples on Canal Street. The plan cites 

Harrahôs Casino as the only entertainment venue in this district, but mentions the proliferation of 

venues throughout the French Quarter and Warehouse District.  

The plan highlights that the City and the DDD jointly sponsored a panel of the Urban Land Institute 

(ULI) to recommend strategies for revitalizing retail uses on Canal Street. The panel found that 

there were several underserved markets that would frequent retail stores on Canal Street.  They 

believed that, though there was high concentration of retail activity on Canal Street, there was a 

shortage of retail shops which serve the everyday needs of residents78. The group recommended 

investment at the corner of Canal and Basin/Rampart as an entertainment center, as well as 

marketing strategies and maintenance standards for the street. The ULIôs recommendations of a 

cohesive and realistic vision for redevelopment were incorporated in the proposed land use map 

for District One. 

                                                           
78 Such as grocery stores, hardware stores, and dry cleaning establishments 
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Figure 29: Land Use Workshop: Summary Schematic

 

The plan also included a community participation section, with input from residents saying they 

were ñ strongly in favor of vertical zoningò believing ñmixed-use designation[s] would encourage 

more residents to move back to the neighborhood and re-establish the district not solely as a tourist 

attraction, but as a place to live and work.ò Workshop participants specifically supported bringing 

residents to the upper floors, keeping new construction in scale with the adjacent Vieux Carré, and 

encouraging the small, local retail businesses to the ground floor uses. They also advised that 

residential areas be maintained, to limit the future development of hotels, and direct entertainment 

businesses to Loyola Avenue, Canal Street, and Rampart Street.  

The plan identified ñpivotal parcelsò as large vacant buildings on Canal Street: the former Krauss 

Department Store, the former Woolworthôs store, former Maison Blanche store, as well as the 

Claiborne corridor underneath the interstate highway. 79 The plan believed that larger, commercial 

retailers such as discount variety department stores or a grocery store on properties above Rampart 

Street should be encouraged, but that lower Canal should be treated as the Vieux Carré, with 

requirements of ground-level retail with pedestrian access to the street. The proposal also identified 

surface parking lots as opportune development sites and recommended having a ñsunset provisionò 

ordinance that would eventually require parking lot owners to develop the land.  The plan 

suggested that having farmerôs markets on the parking lots would be a good interim use. The plan 

additionally summarized that ñalmost every study of Canal Street ends with a ringing call for 

restoring it to its former retail prominenceò and that the recommendations in the ñ1999 Land Use 

plan will work to bring about a future that citizens agree they would like to see, but only if these 

recommendations are reliably carried out by officials whose elected or appointed office gives them 

the requisite authority.ò  

  

                                                           
79 All the sites mentioned have either been demolished and developed 
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2000-present Plans and Studies 

The myriad planning efforts undertaken since 2000 have consistently arrived at similar conclusions 

about the challenges facing Canal Street and the initiatives required to confront them. These 

initiatives can be grouped into three classes. The first group includes interventions to be taken by 

the public sector: revised zoning regulations to promote the appropriate types and scale of 

development, streetscape improvements, and efforts to facilitate parking and ease traffic flow 

along the street. The second group includes interventions focused at specific opportunity sites, 

usually with a public sector component, such as the redevelopment of the Iberville public housing 

site and the revitalization of the node of theaters on Canal Street at Rampart Street and Elk 

Place/Basin Street. The third group includes efforts to spur private sector investment along the 

corridor. This includes the renovation of upper floors, as well as the development of large-scale 

retail destinations.  

 

Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy, Downtown Development District, City of New 

Orleans Canal Street Development Corporation, May 2004 

The most wide-ranging examination of Canal Street performed since 2000 was the Canal Street 

Vision and Development Strategy. The was published in 2004 as a collaboration between the 

Downtown Development District, the City of New Orleans, and the Canal Street Development 

Corporation. The strategy had two objectives of articulating a vision for Canal Street and 

prescribing a path to reaching it. In creating this vision for Canal Street, the study addressed all of 

the various opportunities and challenges confronting Canal Street at the time: the physical 

condition of the corridor, including the streetscape, landscaping, public art, and lighting; security; 

traffic and parking; the theater node at the intersections of Canal Street with Elk Place/Basin Street 

and Rampart Street; the use of Canal Street buildingsô upper floors; the possible redevelopment of 

the Iberville public housing site; the agglomeration of Charity Hospital and other medical 

institutions near Canal Street; zoning and regulatory processes; and the management of Canal 

Street.  

The study was performed immediately prior to Hurricane Katrina and confronted the depressed 

state of Canal Street at the time. By 2004, Canal Streetôs status was characterized by low-end, 

tourist-oriented retailing and clothing stores, with the bulk of the metro areaôs retail market served 

by suburban shopping malls, and the higher-end, tourist-oriented retail market served primarily by 

Canal Place and the Riverwalk. At the time, retail occupied 23% of all occupied ground floor space 

on Canal Street and about 4% of the total occupied inventory in the corridor. Hotels occupied 65% 

of all occupied space in the corridor. Ground floor hotel space including public-serving amenities 

(restaurants, retail), and the like was about 10% of total hotel space. Twenty-three percent of the 

ground floor space in the corridor was vacant.  Vacant upper floor space represented about 25% 

of entire upper story floor area upper floors were generally vacant except for key hotels and legacy 

retailers such as Rubensteinôs, Adlerôs). 

Despite this disinvestment, the study saw an opportunity to turn Canal Street around. The ability 

to successfully do so was based on a number of factors: broader market forces derived from 
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demographic, employment, and tourism trends; quality of public sector intervention particularly 

in streetscape, cleanliness, and security improvements; public transportation; traffic and parking; 

upgraded retail mix; the then-undetermined future of Iberville; entertainment concentration along 

Rampart and Basin, reusing upper vacant floors; and enhanced connections to the riverfront. The 

study outlined public sector strategies to address these factors.  

Placemaking 

The public sector was obligated to improve the physical character of Canal Street, creating a safer, 

more active, welcoming environment to residents and tourists alike. The Canal Street Vision and 

Development Strategy articulated the plan of improving the pedestrian streetscape by creating 

additional pedestrian areas through the use wider sidewalks with durable paving, as well curb 

extensions into parking lanes at intersections and some mid-block locations. These enhanced 

pedestrian areas would be complemented by the addition of landscaping, lighting, and street art. 

Particular locations where these interventions would be most important included the Canal Street 

and Bourbon Street intersection, where a change in paving, shade structures, street furniture, 

lighting, and/or information kiosks would define the entry to Bourbon Street and underscore its 

importance as a destination.   

Figure 30: Public art sketch on Canal Street between Rampart and Basin Streets 

 

Other suggested location-specific interventions included the prominent intersections with Rampart 

Street and Elk Place/Basin Street, where monumental pieces of public art could be installed, and 

the intersection of Canal Street with Claiborne Avenue, which could be improved by interesting 

lighting that could be programmed for special events.  

These streetscape improvements were recommended to be complimented with other placemaking 

efforts. Additional lighting and sidewalk cafes were needed to provide activity, the study advised. 

Entertainment uses were desirable, particularly jazz or blues venues that appeal to large audiences 

of mixed ages and incomes. DDD rangers were recommended to contribute to an increased sense 

of safety along Canal Street.  
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Zoning 

In addition to making infrastructure improvements along Canal Street, the public sector also had 

the opportunity to improve Canal Street through its regulatory role. The study recommended that 

the City adopt new zoning regulations that best position Canal Street for new development, while 

ensuring that the development respects the character, scale, and quality of the historic corridor. 

This zoning that existed at the time, created through the 1970 zoning ordinance and its later 

amendments, split the corridor between the CBD-2, CBD-2B, and CBD-3 Central Business 

District zoning designations. The majority of the corridor was within the CBD-3 district, which 

was created exclusively for Canal Street. The district limited building height to 85 feet, except in 

certain locations where the height limit was 70 feet. The district limited buildingsô floor area ratios 

(the proportion of a buildingôs floor area to the size of its site) to 6.0 for commercial and mixed-

use buildings and 4.5 for solely residential buildings. The segment of Canal Street to the lake-side 

of South Saratoga/Crozat Street was included in CBD-2 and CBD-2B districts, which limited floor 

area ratio to 10.0 for commercial and 7.0 for residential developments, allowing larger, more 

massive structures. The document critiqued the zoning ordinance as confusing and inflexible, with 

regulations that did not adequately relate to the purposes of the districts to encourage commercial 

development compatible with the historic character of Canal Street between the river and Elk 

Place/Basin Street, or which facilitated the expansion of medical center along the lake-side end of 

the corridor. The strategy encouraged these regulations be revisited based on the effort occurring 

at the time to develop a city-wide Master Plan. It advised that the Master Plan should articulate an 

urban design plan for Canal Street, which should be implemented through new zoning regulations 

which would include design review procedures coordinated with HDLC review processes.  

Building code 

The study also viewed changes to the building code as necessary to facilitate the use of the upper 

floors of Canal Street buildings. The occupancy of upper floors had been discouraged by a number 

of issues. First, there was simply reluctance among property owners to reuse upper floors, 

combined with the cost of doing so. Second, the use of these floors was dependent upon the need 

to combine them, which involved the physical complexities of connecting narrow and deep row 

structures with minimal natural light aside from front and rear windows and floor plates that are 

uneven between neighboring structures. Third, there was the regulatory obstacle of building codes 

that require significant improvements to buildings. The Canal Street Vision and Development 

Strategy recommended that these building code barriers be resolved through the adoption of new 

regulations based on the New Jerseyôs rehabilitation subcode, which was adopted in 1998. 

Transportation 

The study recommended a number of efforts to facilitate traveling and parking along Canal Street, 

making it a convenient shopping alternative to suburban malls for locals and easily navigable for 

tourists. The study recommended that the Canal Street roadway be improved through better 

management of curbside use and the creation of additional street parking. Such improvements 

might require the reduction of travel lanes, with the preservation of at least two travel lanes in each 

direction. Aside from the creation of more on-street parking, the study recommended that a public 
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parking authority be used to expand the inventory and distribution of paid parking while reducing 

its pricing. 

Figure 31: Illustration of transportation recommendations 

 

The strategy also recommended changes to the public transportation network to relocating the bus 

facilities from Canal Street to cross streets. Bus-to-bus transfers were recommended replaced with 

routes that cross Canal Street, as well as the relocation of transfer areas to side streets. The study 

recommended the relocation of transit shelters to reduce bus idling of buses in front of Canal St. 

businesses. These changes would minimize potential conflict between pedestrians and people 

waiting for buses (and resulting sidewalk congestion), while promoting sidewalk restaurants. 

Sub-area recommendations 

The study also made a number of recommendations affecting sub-areas of Canal Street, including 

the theater node, the areas along and just off of Canal Street occupied by university medical 

facilities, and the Iberville public housing site. The node of the Saenger, Joy, State Palace, and 

Orpheum theaters could be transformed into a ñjazz corridorò.   
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Figure 32: Theater node placemaking recommendations 

 

This area could be identified through the installation of iconic structures at the intersections of 

Canal Street with Elk Place/Basin Street and Rampart Street. Regarding medical uses along and 

near Canal Street, the study urged designs that used Canal Street as a ñfront doorò. Active medical 

facilities were recommended to locate there, as opposed to parking structures or passive facilities 

with few windows and minimal staffing. The study called for the Iberville public housing site to 

be redeveloped in a manner similar to what ultimately happened about a decade later. It proposed 

that the 1940s, barracks-style structures be replaced with a new urbanism-influenced development 

featuring a restored street grid, units for a mix of income levels, and structures having vernacular 

architecture. Also proposed was the expansion of the developmentôs footprint through the addition 

of new structures on Canal Street and Basin Street. 

 

Unified New Orleans Plan (2007), City of New Orleans 

Shortly after the release of the Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy in 2004, the city 

experienced the unprecedented disaster of Hurricane Katrina. Myriad planning efforts occurred in 

the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, including important citywide recovery plans. The first of these, 

the Unified New Orleans Plan, was adopted by the City Council in 2007, divided the city into 

districts. Canal Street was part of District 1. The language in the District 1 plan specific to Canal 

Street in some respects built on the work of the 2004 DDD Canal St Vision and Development 

Strategy. The UNOP plan identifies the same problems facing Canal Street as were identified in 
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that and other plans of the recent past: loss of statue as the regionôs main retail street, with marquee 

department stores and other retailers replaced by low-end retail; code-related cost premiums 

combined with soft demand resulting in upper floors being vacant; limited financial ability of 

small, individual building owners to renovate and convert upper floors. 

Similar to the 2004 DDD plan, the UNOP made an effort to articulate a strategy addressing the 

array of factors affecting the street. It argued for an identification of Canal Streetôs ñnew economic 

missionò and an understanding of how the streetôs ñrich historic heritage can inspire [an] urban 

design strategy that supports that mission.ò While much of the UNOP report looked at the entire 

planning district, it also has some sub-district specific recommendations relative to the Canal Street 

corridor and the medical district adjacent to Canal Street. These recommendations echo some of 

those in the 2004 DDD plan. They include an urge that the downtown residential population be 

increased; that there be a large, destination retailer; that there be a promotion of ñcultural tourismò 

in order to improve the character of the street, including cultural exhibits in vacant storefronts; that 

the Canal Street theater node be restored; and that there be a coordinated parking program to 

encourage the reuse of upper floors, which could be done by creating a validated parking program 

to attract shoppers to Canal Street and shared parking with nearby office buildings for residents of 

upper floors. To create the accomplish these objectives, the plan urged the establishment of a 

management entity working to a greater extent on retail recruitment, marketing, events; the 

development of a high-quality, in-depth market study; and the use tax increment financing or other 

incentives to encourage reuse of upper floors.  

The UNOP plan made a number of recommendations relative to the development of a medical 

district along Canal Street between Rampart Street and Claiborne Avenue. This medical district 

would create jobs and activate Canal Street. Its development would require public investment in 

streetscape improvements to create an urban, walkable development character, a well as the 

installation of fiber optic services and expanded public transit. It would require organizational 

support to facilitate a consolidated University and Veterans Administration hospital, coordination 

between medical institutions, and to increase access to venture capital.  

 

Plan for the 21st Century: New Orleans 2030 (2010), City of New Orleans 

Just as the UNOP plan was developed in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina as part of the post-

disaster recovery efforts, so too was the cityôs master plan, the Plan for the 21st Century: New 

Orleans 2030. Hurricane Katrina produced a number of governmental reforms in New Orelans, 

including, in 2008, an amendment to the City Charter to require a master plan to guide the physical 

development of the city. This master plan was adopted in 2010 and has been amended twice since 

then. It has the ñforce of lawò as it relates to the planôs land use element, meaning that all ñland 

use actions,ò such as zoning amendments, development approvals, subdivision approvals, and 

capital improvement plans must be consistent with the master planôs future land use element. 

Through this force of law, the master plan is intended to create predictability in land use decision-

making.  
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The master planôs future land use element encompasses the entire city, setting forth objectives 

about the allowable use and development character for all properties. The majority of Canal Street 

between the river and Claiborne Avenue (with the exception of the Harrahôs casino site and the 

riverfront) is designated as ñMixed-Use Downtown,ò which seeks to create a mix of residential, 

commercial, entertainment, and institutional uses, and which intends for the scale of development 

to vary based on its context, with new development in historic areas compatible in height and 

massing with its historic surroundings. The exceptions to this ñMixed-Use Downtownò 

designation, Harrahôs Casino and the riverfront, are designated as ñDowntown Expositionò 

reflecting their roles as tourist destinations. These designations allow for high-intensity 

entertainment facilities, consistent with their orientation toward intense, visitor-focused use. The 

master plan is the basis for the cityôs zoning ordinance, which was rewritten beginning in 2010 

after the adoption of the master plan. The new zoning ordinance was adopted and went into effect 

in 2015. 

 

Refined Height Plan (2017), Downtown Development District 

The master plan is the foundation for the Cityôs zoning ordinance but it is not the only planning 

document that influenced the zoning ordinance. When the efforts to develop a master plan and 

implement it through a new zoning ordinance were resumed following Hurricane Katrina, the 

efforts included the recalibrating of height limits throughout the CBD. The DDD developed the 

Lafayette Square/Upper CBD Height Study of 2007, which was amended in 2009 to ensure that 

recommendations were made on a block-by-block basis for consideration by the City Planning 

Commission as the new Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance was drafted. This height study did not 

address the Canal Street corridor, instead focusing on Lafayette Square and the surrounding 

portions of the CBD between Poydras Street and the Pontchartrain Expressway.  

Figure 33: Potential building envelopes in study area of updated height study 
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In 2017, this height study was revisited and expanded, with Canal Street included in the expanded 

study area.  This study addressed the area from the centerline of Canal Street to the Pontchartrain 

Expressway and from the Convention Center to Loyola Avenue. The studyôs intent was to integrate 

the original study area, along with the expanded area not included in previous versions, into a 

larger, cohesive district, and refining the height regulations for this larger study area. The study 

noted that most of the 2009 versionôs policy and design recommendations were incorporated into 

the new Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance, adopted in 2015. However, refining was necessary; 

there was not an across-the-board need for increased height throughout the area but there were 

specific areas were additional height might be appropriate.  

The Canal Street corridor is one such area where changes were proposed. The study recommended 

that areas limited to 50-foot in height be increased to a 65-foot/5-story limit. The areas now subject 

to a 70-foot limit and those subject to a 120-foot limit be increased to a 125-foot/10-story limit. 

These changes would result in all of Canal Street between North/South Peters and South 

Saratoga/Crozat being subject to the 125-foot/10-story limit. The other areas (to the river-side of 

Peters and to the lake-side of South Saratoga/Crozat) would remain controlled by only by the 

applicable FAR limit, rather than a specific height cap.  

 

New Orleans Mobility and Parking Study (2009), Downtown Development District 

While the plans included above touched on Canal Street either as part of a planning effort for a 

substantial geographic areaðbe it citywide (the 2007 Unified New Orleans Plan and 2010 Plan 

for the 21st Century: New Orleans 2030), focused on the Central Business District (the 2017 

Refined Height Plan), or a corridor-wide initiative (the 2004 Canal Street Vision and Development 

Strategy)ðother planning efforts have been topic-specific and addressed Canal Street in the 

context of that topic. One such study is the New Orleans Mobility and Parking Study, published 

by the Downtown Development District in January, 2009 

These recommendations made in earlier planning efforts, such as the 2004 Canal Street Vision and 

Development Strategy were echoed in the New Orleans Mobility and Parking Study. The studyôs 

broad themes include enhancing the pedestrian environment through improved signalization, 

crosswalks, sidewalks, curbing, and wayfinding signage. Among other locations in the larger study 

area, the document identifies place-based improvement locations on Canal Street at 

Tchoupitoulas/North and South Peters and Canal Streetôs intersections with Basin Street/Elk Place, 

North Rampart Street/South Rampart Street. Also echoing the 2004 planôs recommendation about 

the use of a parking authority to expand the inventory and distribution of parking facilities, this 

study recommended the creation of a public or quasi-public organization to manage publicly-

owned parking facilities, possibly including metered on-street spaces. The parking management 

entity could provide a public valet service or use a circulator transit service to connect remote 

parking locations with destination areas of downtown, encouraging drivers to park once at a single 

location and walk throughout downtown rather than driving from destination to destination.  
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Pedestrian Safety Action Plan (2014), City of New Orleans  

Another topical study that touched on Canal Street was the City of New Orleans Pedestrian Safety 

Action Plan, released in July, 2014. While other Canal Street plans discussed streetscape 

improvements for their role in placemaking, urban design, and economic development, this plan 

addressed streetscape improvements with a specific focus on safety considerations. The report 

addressed locations across the city where pedestrians were killed or severely injured. It identified 

three problem locations on Canal Street and made specific, technical recommendations for them. 

These locations were Canal Street at Bourbon Street/Carondelet Street, the block of Canal Street 

between Royal Street/Saint Charles Avenue and Camp Street/Chartres Street, and Canal Street at 

Peters Street.  

Addressing the problematic intersection of Canal Street and Bourbon/Carondelet, the study 

recommended closing Bourbon St. to vehicles, designating turning lanes on Carondelet Street, 

having high-visibility crosswalks, using truncated domes to distinguish between pedestrian and 

streetcar areas in the neutral ground. The plan also recommended installing planters or other 

structures to prevent mid-block crossing, having countdown pedestrian signals, and eliminating 

right turns at red lights.  

For the segment of Canal between Royal Street/Saint Charles Avenue and Camp Street/Chartres 

Street, the alignment of the crosswalks makes wayfinding difficult, crosswalks are poorly marked, 

pedestrian signals do not work properly, pedestrian holding areas in neutral ground create awkward 

interactions with streetcars, and no-turn and yield signs are in posted locations that are not visible 

enough. The study recommended addressing this through pedestrian islands in the neutral ground 

on the lake-side of Canal Street to create a conflict-free situation between vehicles U-turning, 

truncated domes on neutral grounds to distinguish between pedestrian/streetcar areas, more visible 

crosswalks, delineated turn lanes, countdown pedestrian signals, eliminate right turns on red.  
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Figure 34: Conditions of Canal St. at Peters St. in 2014

 

At the intersection of Canal and Peters Streets, the signal timing across Canal St. is problematic 

and crosswalks direct pedestrians into awkward spaces in the neutral ground. A U-turn at the 

intersection creates a hazardous situation for pedestrians crossing Canal Street. The right turn lane 

from South Peters Street onto Canal Street going toward the river could be removed, eliminating 

the small pedestrian island and creating a larger pedestrian space in front of the heavily pedestrian 

trafficked Harrahôs Casino. Other improvements to the intersection could include prohibiting turns 

on red lights, visible crosswalk striping, realigning crosswalks to straighten them, countdown 

crosswalks, and expanded pedestrian islands in neutral grounds to provide a conflict-free situation 

between vehicles that are U-turning. 

 

Riverfront Master Plan (2017), New Orleans Building Corporation 

The New Orleans Building Corporationôs Riverfront Master Plan, prepared by Dana Brown & 

Associates, Inc. and published in October, 2017, is a plan that is specific to the Mississippi 

Riverfront. While it does not directly address Canal Street, it does make redevelopment 

recommendations for the riverfront area, which includes the area at the foot of Canal Street, 

between Canal Street and the Mississippi River. Because of the interconnected nature of the 

riverfront and foot of Canal Street, the planôs conclusions are important for the foot of Canal Street.  

The plan was developed to guide the future development of the public spaces along the Mississippi 

Riverfront between the Howard Hughes Corporationôs Outlet Collection at Riverwalk to the 

upriver side and the Governor Nicholls Street wharf to the downriver side. It includes Spanish 
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Plaza, the Canal Street ferry terminal, Woldenberg Park, and the Moonwalk and to ensure the 

riverfront because a seamless, cohesive public space. The plan intends for the riverfront to be 

enhanced as a destination, with a great amount of usable space created. The plan was created in 

the context of several redevelopment projects along the riverfront, including Spanish Plaza 

renovations, the construction of a new Canal Street ferry terminal, the redevelopment of the World 

Trade Center as the Four Seasons Hotel and Residences. 

The plan identified deficiencies with the existing design of the Mississippi Rivefront and 

recommended new designs. In assessing existing conditions, it concluded that existing pedestrian 

circulation was disjointed, the circuitous existing pathway system causes visual confusion for 

pedestrian, and safety was compromised because pedestrian spaces haphazardly overlap vehicular 

areas. To rectify that, it recommended the use of distinct paving types/color to delineate pedestrian 

versus vehicular zones, improving circulation issues, enhances safety, and facilitate wayfinding.  

Figure 35: Portion of Riverfront Master Plan near foot of Canal Street 

 

 

The plan suggested two design options for consideration by the City and stakeholders. The first 

option included a continuous pedestrian promenade along the riverôs edge, with consistent pavers 

linking and connecting each part of the riverfront. The plan extended Spanish Plazaôs paving and 

lighting design onto refurbished Canal St. wharf. It called for the regarding of Woldenberg Park 

lawn to maximize amount of usable space. The section option employed the geometric form of an 

arc throughout the riverfront, with the shape being used differently in different parts of the 
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riverfront. Similar to the first option, this second option employed consistent design details like 

lighting standards and tree plantings, although they were used in different ways.  

 

Canal Street Retail Market Analysis (2013), Downtown Development District 

Other work done in the period since 2000 has not been focused on specific geographic areas, such 

as the entirety of Canal Street, the riverfront, or specific intersections. Rather, they have sought to 

demonstrate the financial viability of specific types of development projects, with the idea that 

these demonstrations could spur development at multiple locations. The Canal Street Retail 

Market Analysis, released by the DDD in December, 2013, evaluated the potential for a 250,000 

square foot retail development along six block long portion of Canal Street between Elk 

Place/Basin Street and Claiborne Avenue. The study envisioned a large scale retail development, 

anchored by a national general merchandise tenant such as Target, with the retaining tenant mix 

including local and national retailers. 

The study described a number of factors setting the stage for a large retail development in Canal 

Street. The first is market demand. The study noted that in New Orleans, $1.9 billion is spent by 

residents on retail goods outside of the city, and a development along Canal Street could capture 

some of this retail spending. The second is that a downtown location would be consistent with both 

national and local development trends. Locating the development on Canal Street in the Central 

Business District, rather than in a more outlying part of the city, would follow nationwide trends 

toward urban living and the returning of investment to downtowns. It would build upon recent 

local examples of downtown reinvestment, such as the reintroduction of streetcars on Canal Street 

in 2004 and Loyola Avenue in 2013, as well as the increased hotel presence along Canal Street in 

recent years. Finally, it noted that a Canal Street location would be well served by the 

transportation network, as the street is located near Interstate 10, along streetcar and bus lines, 

street conditions support pedestrian activity and there are currently high pedestrian counts, and 

there is increased residential development in the Central Business District, citing the 

redevelopment of the Iberville public housing site, the residential conversion of the former Texaco 

building, and the development of the South Market District. 

The studyôs methodology included examining retail supply (existing sales) and retail demand 

(consumer expenditures) within four market areas.  The four market areas were within a one mile 

of the project site, within three miles of the site, within a 30 minute drive of the site, and within a 

60 min drive of the site. These four market areas (classified as ñneighborhood center,ò ñcommunity 

center,ò ñregional center,ò and ñsuper-regional centerò) were intended to account for ñthe unique 

nature of the site and the potential for a mix of retail types ranging from local to regional drawò. 

The study concluded that there was strong demand for additional large-scale retail of this type 

along Canal Street. The retail would be focused on meeting the needs of the one-mile and three-

mile market areas, while also presenting additional retail options to residents living more distantly, 

as well as tourists, and that the retail development should offer national and local brands that are 

missing from the current retail mix and are appealing to a wide range of customers.  
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Upper Floor Development: 800-810-814 Canal Street (2014), Downtown Development District 

Just as the DDD worked in the Canal Street Retail Market Analysis to document the market 

potential for a large-scale retail development, it has also worked to outline the feasibility of 

reoccupying the upper floors of historic Canal Street buildings. In 2014, the DDD presented a case 

study of 800, 810, and 814 Canal Street, as an example of how upper floor renovations could be 

financed, designed, and constructed. The work built upon the DDDôs Acres of Diamonds study 

from 1996, and noted that changing market conditions favoring downtown residential development 

made the study worth revisiting. The presentation contained architectural plans showing how the 

three buildings could be combined, as well as a pro forma to demonstrate the profitability of such 

a venture.  Through this work, the DDD sought to show that times have changed along Canal 

Street. 
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 Current Conditions 

Land Use Survey 

City Planning staff conducted field surveys from June 27, 2018 through June 29, 2018 to inventory 

first floor land-use, building characteristics, curb use, and to take general observations from the 

study area.  The staff also obtained records for all significant building permits and violations issued 

in the past five years to provide an idea of the current activity and issues in the study area.  This 

section will provide a summary of this information.  

The staff counted a total of 122 uses, including vacant spaces, along Canal Street between the 

Mississippi River and Claiborne Avenue.  Retail uses represent the largest group of use in this 

stretch of Canal Street with 35 percent of the total.  The next highest use category is vacant, or no 

use occupying the structure, with 15 percent of having no tenant or structure.  The third largest 

group of land uses is restaurants, with 14 percent of uses in the study area.  Most restaurants are 

split between Standard Restaurants (47%) and Fast Food Restaurants (41%).  Uses designated as 

ñOtherò in Table 1 include uses such as Casino, Social Club, Cigar Bar, and Motor Vehicle Rental 

Establishment.  These use are not common in the study area and are generally found only once 

between the River and Claiborne.   

Figure 36: Land Uses in Study Area by Number 

 

 

Historically, Canal Street has served as the cityôs main street for retail shopping.  Many of the 

large department stores had large stores on the street and smaller retail frontages were typically 

occupied.  It is hard to determine exactly what the use mix was in the height of Canal Streetôs reign 

as the retail center of the city, but most people assume that the numbers are lower than they were 

in the mid-20th Century.  Currently, 35 percent of uses in the study area are retail goods 

establishments.  When only accounting for the historic portion of Canal Street between the 400 

and 1000 block, this number is significantly higher (52%).  Retail establishments in the study area 

vary, but the largest category (33%) is clothing stores.  The next largest category is convenience 

items and souvenirs catering to the high volume of tourist traffic along Canal Street.  
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Table 1 : Retail Uses in the Canal Street Study Area 

Retail Use Number of Uses Percentage of Total 

Pharmacy 3 7% 

Jewelry Store 4 9% 

Convenience/Souvenirs 11 26% 

Clothing 14 33% 

Beauty 3 7% 

Other 8 19% 

TOTAL  43 100% 

 

The results of the land use survey are perhaps not surprising, as retail has always been what Canal 

Street has been historically known for, but perhaps that majority share is less than it was in 

previously decades.  The number of vacancies in the study area is concerning.  Many of the 

vacancies found in the study area are undeveloped sites that should be prime sites for development 

opportunities, particularly the large lots on upper Canal Street.  One previously vacant site, Canal 

Crossing, is now being developed into a multi-family housing building.   Other vacancies are 

within existing buildings and pose different problems than undeveloped sites.  Some of these 

existing buildings face issues with building codes, small floor plates, and many have suggested 

that the perception of Canal Street might hurt the attraction of retailers.  This study will provide a 

more in-depth discussion on retail on Canal Street in Section G. 

 

Building Permits 

City Planning staff also obtained information regarding building permits that were issued in the 

study area between 2010 and August 2018.  The staff focused on permits for significant work, or 

amounts greater than $25,000, and included permits for Change of Use, Interior Demolition, Non-

Structural and Structural Renovations, and New Construction. 

 

Table 2 : Significant Building Permits Issued in the Canal Street Study Area 

Permit Type Number of Permits Percent of Total 

Change of Use 17 8% 

Interior Demolition 10 5% 

Renovation - Non Structural 158 73% 

Renovation - Structural 26 12% 

New Construction 5 2% 

TOTAL  216 100% 

 

There have been a total of 216 such permits issued since 2010.  Renovations constituted 85 percent 

of the building permit activity, an expected result in an area that mostly developed. The 216 permits 

represents a significant amount of activity in this area.  This is especially true since 80 unique 
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addresses were issued permits for significant work during this time.  To put this into perspective, 

the above land use survey counted 122 ground floor land uses.  Assuming this more or less 

represents the total number of addresses in the study area (excluding apartment and suite numbers), 

65 percent of the addresses in the study area performed significant work on their property.   
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Notable Recent Projects  

The Governorôs House 

The long-vacant former Canal Street Hotel is 

in the process of being renovated and put 

back into use as a hotel.  The 6-story hotel 

will have 224 rooms, parking garage, and 

new rooftop addition. 

 

Canal Crossing 

Located at 1535 Canal Street, Canal Crossing 

is a 7-story, 329 unit apartment building with 

associated amenities such as a fitness center 

and lounge for its residents.  The apartments 

and amenities wrap around an interior 

courtyard and 510 space parking garage 

fronting on Iberville Street 

 

Jung Hotel 

The Jung Hotel recently reopened after not 

being in operation since Hurricane Katrina.  

First opening in 1907, the Jung Hotel at one 

point in time was the largest convention hotel 

in the South.  The hotel opened with a mix of 

guest rooms, residential units, and 

commercial space. 

Hostelling International 

 

One of the several historic upper-floor  
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renovation projects in progress on Canal 

Street, located at Canal Streetôs intersection 

with South Rampart Street and home to 

Fischerôs Jewelers. This hostel will have 

approximately 150 beds and various 

communal spaces for guests.    

Hard Rock Hotel and Residences 

 

The Hard Rock Hotel and Residences is 

currently under construction at the corner of 

Canal Street and North Rampart Street.  The 

building will have 17 floors that will provide 

a mix of hotel rooms, apartments, and lower 

floor commercial space.   

 

Sazerac Museum 

 

The Sazerac Co. is renovating two buildings 

adjacent to the Sheraton on Canal Street ï one 

three story and one five story building.  The 

buildings are located only 300 yards or so 

from Sazeracôs original location in the 

French Quarter.  Once completed, the 

structures will house the Sazerac Museum, 

offices, and conference space.   

Four Seasons 

 

The Four Seasons is currently renovating the 

34-story former World Trade Center 

building.  When completed, the building will 

have 6 floors of amenities and mechanical, 13 

floors of guestrooms, 13 floors of residential, 

and the two top floors will be reserved as 

attractions. 

State Palace Theatre 

 

The State Palace Theatre has been closed 

since 2007 after being closed by the Fire 

Marshall.  The current owners are exploring 

ways of renovating the building ï including 

the preservation of the historic structure and 

construction of a new hotel above it. 
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Canal Street Zoning History 

Figure 37: Map of Canal Street Zoning History  

  

 

Canal Street has experienced a number of zoning designation changes since the Cityôs first 

Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance was adopted in 1929.  The first zoning districts applied to the 

street were generally reflective of the uses at the time: Industrial along the riverfront and a ñhigh 

buildingò industrial district for the rest of the study area.  This was during the heyday of retail 

shopping and department stores on Canal Street, and these commercial uses were permitted in the 

ñKò District along with certain industrial uses.  When the 1953 CZO was adopted, the ñhigh 

buildingò area became a Central Business District zone, which is more reflective of the expansion 

of the core of the city and larger structures being planned and constructed at that time.  The 

riverfront remained an industrial zone to promote its active industrial use.   

The 1973 CZO created a series of nine CBD Districts that were applied between Iberville Street, 

Claiborne Avenue, the Pontchartrain Expressway, and the Mississippi River.  The CBD-2 District 

was intended to provide for business and mixed-use growth at lower intensities than the core of 

the CBD, and was applied to Upper Canal Street and areas closest to the riverfront.  As outlined 

in the 1970ôs Growth Management Plan, the riverfront was being considered for a relatively dense 

1929  1953  

1973  2015  
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concentration of new office, residential, and commercial uses as industrial uses began vacating 

properties closest to the foot of Canal Street. The two squares between Liberty/Tremé Street and 

Saratoga/Crozat Streets were located in a CBD-2B District which was intended to be similar to the 

core CBD District (CBD-1), but at slightly lower densities.  This was the only area in the CBD 

designated with this zoning district.  The CBD-3 District was applied to the historic portion of 

Canal Street, between Saratoga/Crozat Street and North Peters/Tchoupitoulas Streets.  The CBD-

3 District was developed to maintain the historic scale and height of the existing development, and 

enhance the pedestrian environment and retail continuity by requiring ground floor retail uses for 

new developments.  The Sheraton hotel site was carved out of this continuous CBD-3 District and 

included in the CBD-4 District which was slightly more permissive than the CBD-3 District, and 

was intended for uses adjacent to the more intensive development in the core of the Central 

Business District. 

The adoption of the Plan for the 21st Century, commonly referred to as the Master plan, in 2010 

established the foundation for the creation of new zoning districts citywide.  The current CZO 

became effective in the August 2015 and provided a new set of seven CBD Districts that are more 

tailored to the places in the CBD.  As evidenced in Figure 37, the zoning of Canal Street has shifted 

over its history to reflect shifts in the character of the area.  The 1929 and 1953 zoning only made 

the distinction between the industrial riverfront and other ñtall buildingò commercial and industrial 

areas away from the river.  The 1973 zoning along Canal Street included five different districts of 

varying densities and use allowances that was more reflective of specific goals for certain types of 

development in certain areas.  This also introduced zoning for a redeveloped riverfront and more 

restrictive zoning for the historic portions of Lower Canal Street.  The current CZO further refines 

this idea, by providing place-specific zoning districts that reflect the character and vision of very 

specific areas.  Upper Canal Street is located in a CBD-7 Bio-Science District intended to promote 

the expansion of bio-science campuses and supportive services.  The area around the theaters are 

located in a CBD-3 Cultural Arts District to promote this area as a cultural destination.  Historic 

Lower Canal Street is in a CBD-2 Historic Commercial and Mixed-Use District to further promote 

the goals of pedestrian-oriented retail and services.  Lastly, the foot of Canal Street is in a CBD-4 

Exposition District which is intended for large destination uses such as One Canal Place, the 

Aquarium, and Harrahôs Casino.  

Furthermore the CBD Districts have specific use restrictions intended to preserve the active ground 

floors of the historic portions of Lower Canal Street: 

17.3.B.2 REQUIRED USES FOR PROPERTIES ABUTTING CANAL STREET  

a. In all CBD Districts, where a lot abuts Canal Street, at least seventy percent (70%) of 

the Canal Street frontage of the ground floor of any structure on the lot shall be 

allocated for occupancy by one (1) or more of the uses listed above in Section 

17.3.B.1.a. Such uses shall have a minimum depth of ten (10) feet from the wall of the 

structure that faces Canal Street. Only the frontage of those uses, not including 

corridors or other spaces used in common with other uses, is counted in determining 

the amount of frontage allocated. 
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b. For any hotel/motel located in a structure on a lot that abuts Canal Street in any CBD 

District, the lobby of the hotel/motel may count toward meeting one-half (1/2) of the 

seventy percent (70%) frontage requirement. 

c. For the purpose of meeting these space requirements, space will qualify only if it is at 

street level and if it is directly accessible to the public from a sidewalk or other public 

pedestrian way. 

d. The following uses are prohibited in properties that abut Canal Street in any CBD 

Districts: 

i. Restaurant, Fast Food 

a. Except when the unit has a primary entrance on a street intersecting Canal Street 

and that entrance is at least 100 feet from Canal Street, and no part of the Fast 

Food use has frontage along Canal Street. 

ii.  T-shirt shop80 

The required uses in Section 17.3.B.1 include art galleries, art studios, cultural facilities, health 

clubs, personal service establishments, standard and specialty restaurants, and retail good 

establishments.  The zoning of Canal Street has changed as the nature of the street has changed.  

The adoption of the current CZO established zoning districts that are better aligned with the vision 

and goals of the Master Plan. 

Master Plan 

Squares fronting on Canal Street between Claiborne Avenue and the River are predominantly 

within the Mixed Use Downtown Future Land Use Map designation with the following exceptions: 

¶ The squares including Harrahôs Casino, the Four Seasons, Spanish Plaza and the 

Ferry Terminal are within the Downtown Exposition Future Land Use Map 

designation. 

¶ Lots between Saratoga and Lasalle Streets that are owned by Tulane University are 

within the Mixed-Use Health/Life Sciences Neighborhood. 

The descriptions of the Master Planôs Future Land Use Map categories are copied below: 

MIXED -USE DOWNTOWN 

 

Goal: Support and encourage a vibrant, 24-hour live-work-play environment in the Central 

Business District, and provide areas to support a high density office corridor. 

 

Range of Uses: High density office, multifamily residential, hotel, government, 

institutional entertainment and retail uses. No new heavy or light industrial uses allowed. 

                                                           
80 T-Shirt Shop. Any premises in which the retail sale of t-shirts and souvenirs is the principal use of the premises 

or is the major attraction to the premises. For the purposes of this Ordinance, souvenir means items, exclusive of 

books, magazines or maps that serve as a token of remembrance of New Orleans and bear the name of the City or 

geographic areas or streets thereof or of events associated with New Orleans including, but not limited to, events 

such as Mardi Gras, Super Bowl, or the Sugar Bowl. 
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Agricultural, stormwater management, and supporting public recreational and community 

facilities are allowed. Transit and transportation facilities are allowed. 

 

Development Character: The scale of new development will vary depending on location 

within the CBD and will be determined by appropriate height and massing, particularly 

near historic districts. Incorporate risk reduction and adaptation strategies in the built 

environment. 

 

MIXED -USE HEALTH/LIFE SCIENCES NEIGHBORHOOD  

 

Goal: Provide areas for hospitals, offices, supportive retail and residential uses to create a 

vibrant neighborhood center with job growth in the medical care and research sectors. 

 

Range of Uses: Hospitals, offices, residential (single-family, two-family, and multifamily 

along major corridors), and supporting neighborhood retail/services. Agricultural, 

stormwater management, and supporting public recreational and community facilities are 

allowed. 

 

Development Character: The scale of new development will vary depending on location 

and will be determined by the appropriate height and massing. Special attention needed to 

ensure appropriate transitions from higher density corridors (i.e., Tulane Avenue) to 

surrounding historic, low density neighborhoods. Incorporate risk reduction and adaptation 

strategies in the built environment. 

 

DOWNTOWN EXPOSITION  

 

Goal: To provide areas of downtown that will house and support high-volume visitor 

traffic at major trade and spectator venues including the Convention Center and 

Superdome. 

 

Range of Uses: Convention center, sports/entertainment arenas/complexes and supporting 

uses such as hotels, and office space within the CBD. Transit and transportation facilities 

are allowed. Residential, agricultural, and stormwater management uses are also allowed. 

 

Development Character: The scale (height and massing) of new development will vary 

depending on location and proximity to historic districts. Incorporate risk reduction and 

adaptation strategies in the built environment. 

 

The Downtown Exposition and Mixed-Use Downtown Future Land Use Categories both promote 

a vibrant, dense development pattern.  The Downtown Exposition category is tailored towards 

large visitor-oriented and event-based venues including the Convention Center and Harrahôs 

Casino.  The Mixed-Use Downtown category support a ñlive-work-playò environment which 

builds off of the concentration of office uses in the CBD and promotes residential and services that 

support a dense area with a mix of uses.  The Mixed-Use/Life Sciences Neighborhood category 

promotes the expansion of the hospital facilities and related uses with a mix of residential and 

other services for the convenience of workers and residents of this area.  
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 Public Input 

Public Hearings and Written Comments 

In accordance with Motion M-18-200, the City Planning Commission held a public hearing on 

the Canal Street Study on July 10, 2018.  At this public hearing, the staff presented the scope 

of the study and opened the hearing to public comment.  No one from the public spoke on the 

study.    

 

All written comments received during the study period are attached to this document.   

 

Stakeholder Meetings 

During the course of the Canal Street Study, the City Planning Commission staff met with the 

following offices, organizations, groups, and individuals: 

 

¶ Adlerôs and Rubensteins 

¶ Downtown Development District 

¶ French Quarter Business Association 

¶ Greater New Orleans Hotel & Lodging Association and New Orleans & Co. 

¶ Greater New Orleans Housing Alliance 

¶ Historic District Landmarks Commission 

¶ HRI Properties 

¶ JECohen Holdings, LLC 

¶ Managers of The Ritz Carlton, Marriott, J.W. Marriott, The Jung Hotel 

¶ Mathes Brierre Architects 

¶ New Orleans Building Corporation and Dan Real 

¶ New Orleans Police Department ï 8th District 

¶ New Orleans Regional Transit Authority 

¶ Sazerac House 

¶ Sonder and Aaron Motwani 

¶ Tulane University Medical School 

¶ Vieux Carre Property Owners and Residents Association, French Quarter Citizens, 

Lafayette Square Association  
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 Analysis of Key Recommendations 

Retail 

The Early History section of this report outlines both the historical development of Canal Street 

and its role as the regionôs premier shopping destination.  Canal Street was the fashion center of 

the South and was known for its luxury offerings.  Its importance also extended into the 

documentation of familiesô histories, as most families had their photographs taken at department 

stores on Canal Street.81 Retail grew to the extent it did on Canal Street due to a growing trend at 

the time for retailers to have shop floors and frontages larger than the buildings on Chartres and 

Royals Streets could accommodate.82  Laborde and Magill point out that around this time, 

amenities such as electrification of the city and large-paned glass show windows made shopping 

as much about the experience as necessity.  Retailers like D.H. Holmes, Maison Blanche, and 

Krauss were able to establish their stores on Canal Street and expand over time by occupying 

adjacent structures, building larger new structures, and even expanding across street ROWs in the 

case of Krauss.  Retailers believed that location and the ability to expand was the key to their 

success, and Canal Street afforded them the room to do this on a scale not possible on the old 

French Quarter shopping corridors.  Laborde and Magill give the example of the Godchauxôs 

moving from a location close to Chartres Street a few block over closer to Baronne Street, because 

the block near Chartres was no longer seen as desirable.83  

This trend of retailers relocating and expanding continued until Canal Street itself fell out of favor 

as a retail destination.  Suburban shopping malls provided a climate controlled shopping 

experience that provided convenient parking as patrons that fled the city for suburban 

communities.  As noted in the past plans section of this report, City officials went to great lengths 

to make Canal Street as pleasant as an indoor shopping mall, and even proposed climate controlled 

enclosures over the sidewalk.  Of course, this would not have worked, and as most interventions 

did not or would not have persuaded suburban residents to travel to the Canal Street to shop, when 

many of the same retailers had stores in those suburban communities or the shopping malls were 

simply closer to the shoppers.   

Today, most of Canal Streetôs upscale stores are concentrated in a suburban-style shopping mall 

near the Mississippi River end of the street.  Several of the retailers from the streetôs heyday 

remain, such as Rubensteinôs and Adlerôs, but most have moved their operations or completely 

closed their doors altogether.  The ground floors of Canal Street are still occupied by retail uses, 

most of which provide apparel or souvenirs and convenience items.  In most stakeholder meetings 

with City Planning staff, nearly all were optimistic that the street could handle additional retail 

tenants, even those offering mid- to upper-tier items.  In this section, the staff will provide details 

about the Downtown Development Districtôs retail strategy and updates on its recent effort to 

attract new retailers and the promotion of Canal Street in general. 

                                                           
81 Peggy Scott Laborde and John Magill.  Canal Street: New Orleansô Great Wide Way.  Pelican Publishing.  Gretna, 

Louisiana: 2006.  P. 57-58. 
82 Ibid., 32. 
83 Ibid., 41-42. 
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Market Potential and Tenanting Strategy: Retail and Restaurant Reconfiguration of Canal Street 

New Orleans, LA ï 2004 

The retail portion of the 2004 Canal Street Vision and Development Strategy was informed by the 

more detailed Market Potential and Tenanting Strategy (Tenanting Strategy).  Generally, the 

Tenanting Strategy analyzed the spending potential of residents and visitors, and examined in 

detail the existing inventory of ground floor space with recommendations for potential tenants.  

The three major goals of this strategy were as follows: 84 

¶ Identify uses that could be successful in the retail spaces that were already occupied at the 

time in 2004 

¶ Upgrade the quality of tenants occupying the ground floor space on Canal Street 

¶ Utilize vacant space to accommodate new tenants until leases expire on spaces currently 

occupied by tenants that do not fit the profile of the retail strategy  

The Tenanting Strategy discussed the significant purchasing power of residents in the 

neighborhoods adjacent to Canal Street (Warehouse District and French Quarter) and believed that 

these neighborhoods together could support 34,000 square feet of retail space on Canal Street.  

Other residents of New Orleans were expected to be able to support an additional 162,000 square 

feet of retail space, and visitors were expected to be able to support 395,000 square feet.  In total, 

the Tenanting Strategy believed that 845,000 square feet of retail could be supported when 

factoring in visitors, the day time working population, and residents from New Orleans and the 

greater metropolitan area.85 

A total of 680,000 of the 1.1 million square feet of ground floor space on Canal Street was occupied 

on Canal Street at that time. The report believed that an additional 25 percent could be supported, 

but this would still be short of the total inventory.  To put these totals into perspective, the report 

stated that the 1.1 million square feet of ground floor space on Canal Street and the 300,000 square 

feet of space in Canal Place together equal the size of a super-regional shopping mall.86   

The report suggested that certain tiers of retail be targeted for specific areas of Canal Street: 

¶ Below St. Charles Avenue/Royal Street: upscale to high-end retail 

¶ St. Charles Avenue/Royal Street to University Place/Burgundy Street: lifestyle shopping 

catering to residents 

¶ University Place/Burgundy to Saratoga Street/Crozat Street: theater-arts district supportive 

uses 

¶ Above Saratoga Street/Crozat Street: convenience shopping for nearby residents 

The DDD provided staff with a visualization of the retail strategy areas and other overlapping 

initiatives and investments made in the corridor.  

                                                           
84 Market Potential and Tenanting Strategy: Retail and Restaurant Reconfiguration of Canal Street New Orleans, 

Louisiana.  Downtown Development District and The City of New Orleans.  January 2004. 
85 Ibid., 3. 
86 Ibid., 5. 
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Figure 38: Map of Canal Street Retail Strategy Areas and Other DDD-Sponsored Investments 






































































































































































