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Letter from the President and CEO

On behalf of the Build Baton Rouge staff and Board of Directors, it is with great pride
that | present the Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development. The Plan
culminates an almost two-year effort to envision a viable, transit-oriented, and equity-
driven revitalization of our city's most blighted and disinvested commercial corridor. It is
an ambitious vision to address the racial and spatial stratification that has undermined
prosperity and progress in North Baton Rouge. It is in keeping with Mayor Broome's
charge to create innovative and actionable plans to bring resources and development to
North Baton Rouge. Most importantly, it reflects the collective vision of the hundreds of
community members who poured into this process to outline a bold vision for the future.

Build Baton Rouge and a host of partners have worked hard to deliver this vision. We
began our focus on the Plank Road Corridor early in 2018 by convening the Capital
Area Transit System, the City-Parish Department of Transportation and Drainage,

the Louisiana Department of Transportation and Development , and other partners

to develop a plan for bus rapid transit along the Corridor. We then received the
Metropolitan Council's approval to transfer over 85 vacant and adjudicated properties
in the Corridor to our land bank. Next, we raised over $225,000 in financial and in-

kind support to fund a comprehensive master plan to address land, economic, and
community development along the Corridor. We received thirteen responses from all
over the country to our request for proposals for a master planning team, an affirmation
of the tremendous potential Plank Road holds. We selected an experienced team led by
Asakura Robinson and allocated almost $50,000 of our budget to advancing a robust
community engagement program led by Build Baton Rouge staff. Through that process
we hired small businesses and contractors from North Baton Rouge, held interactive
cultural events to engage community residents, and listened to a diverse spectrum of
knowledge experts and culture-bearers on how they imagine a future Plank Road.

Our goal has always included an emphasis on implementation, and the Plan includes
policy proposals, programs, and real estate developments that are already underway. We
know these proposals and developments are possible because of our well-established
track record of community-led urban revitalization. Over the course of the past decade,
we have led planning and redevelopment efforts that have resulted in Baton Rouge
successes like Electric Depot and Ardendale, which now includes a $30 million U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development Choice Neighborhoods grant. We look
forward to leveraging the tools of community engagement, public finance, land banking,
and public-private partnerships to realize tangible and transformative change for the
Plank Road Corridor.

Thank you to everyone who participated in this effort and believe in Baton Rouge.
Congratulations to the Build Baton Rouge staff and all who labored to bring forth this
vision. We look forward to working with you all to continue building the Plank Road
we've all imagined and deserve.

Respectfully,
Christopher J. Tyson

President and CEO
Build Baton Rouge



Letter from the Mayor-President

The Plank Road Corridor Master Plan represents my vision for revitalizing our disinvested
communities, addressing issues of economic development, neighborhood stabilization
and community uplift in an area that was once a thriving part of our region. This initiative
is @ major step towards returning this historic neighborhood to its former glory. | want

to thank Build Baton Rouge for its tireless efforts to jumpstart investment here. At the
beginning of my administration, | made reestablishing this organization a top priority

so it could serve its intended purpose as the redevelopment authority for the City-
Parish. Through their efforts, they produced a master plan with an intelligent approach,
leveraging tax incentives and private partnerships for maximum effect.

A community can only be great when every neighborhood is prosperous. National
experts outline that a focused approach for redevelopment in a given area is the most
effective approach, as opposed to spreading resources too thin. This master plan will
create a community where young people will want to live and invest for the future. It
also has safeguards in place to protect existing residents, ensuring the integrity of the
neighborhood remains intact. The rich history of the Plank Road Corridor needs to be
preserved and enhanced to promote a prosperous community for all. | am so proud of
what the future holds for this area, and for our entire City-Parish.

Sincerely,
Sharon Weston Broome

Mayor-President
City of Baton Rouge and East Baton Rouge Parish



"The Plank Road
Corridor is a thriving,
socially diverse and
walkable network

of neighborhoods
anchored by good
transit, strong local
businesses, quality
housing, and resilient
infrastructure.”

- Imagine Plank Road Vision statement
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Imagine Plank Road: Plan for Equitable Development is an initiative of Build
Baton Rouge (BBR), whose mission is to bring people and resources together
to promote equitable investment, innovative development, and thriving
communities across all of Baton Rouge.

This planning effort is part of a larger, coordinated focus on Plank Road,
consisting of planning to introduce bus rapid transit (BRT) service connecting
North Baton Rouge to Downtown and LSU, and the land banking of
adjudicated and blighted parcels to support catalytic development projects.
These efforts represent an unprecedented level of investment targeting some
of Baton Rouge’s most disinvested neighborhoods.

The Plan is the culmination of several months of intense engagement of
people of all ages and backgrounds who hold a stake in the Plank Road
Corridor. It contains findings from analysis of deep-seated socioeconomic
and physical challenges, and of greater significance, the community’s unique
strengths and assets: a strong sense of civic pride, cultural identity, and
entrepreneurial spirit. It lays out a broad-based and inclusive vision for the
Corridor.

Finally, the Plan offers a roadmap to address land, economic and community
development that equitably responds to the needs of the adjacent
neighborhoods and the broader Baton Rouge metropolitan area. This
framework serves as a guide to public entities, businesses, residents,
property owners, foundations, and nonprofit organizations to work together to
build healthy, prosperous and resilient neighborhoods in North Baton Rouge.

Right: The Plan Study Area extends 4.3 miles along
Plank Road, from its origin at 22nd Street to the
intersection with Harding Boulevard/Hooper Road,
within the City of Baton Rouge in East Baton Rouge
Parish, Louisiana.
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1917 Mary and James Bradford started Camphor Memorial
Methodist Church in Scotlandville



History of Plank Road

The history of Plank Road and Baton Rouge
can be divided into four phases: Settlement
by First Nations, Cotton and Cane, Baton
Rouge's rise as the Petrochemical Capitol,
and White Flight and Disinvestment.

1) 8000 BC to 1709 - Settlement by
First Nations

Current-day Southern University near the
Plank Road Corridor was the site of the
dividing line between the Houma Tribe and
the Bayougoula Indian Tribe territories. The
dividing line was marked by a red cypress
stick, which influenced the name Baton
Rouge.

2) 1709 to 1865 - Cotton and Cane

In 1709, the first enslaved Africans were
brought to Louisiana. Their forced labor
was employed to transform the region

by removing the old growth forests and
installing cotton and sugar cane plantations
in the 18th and 19th centuries. As cotton
and cane were extremely cyclical industries,
Baton Rouge plantation owners concentrated
on volume business in the peak periods.

To accomplish this goal, plantation owners
endeavored to construct a road to connect
Baton Rouge to a train depot north of the
city in Clinton, Louisiana. This led to the
construction of Plank Road, named for its
early construction of wooden planks.

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development

3) 1865 to 1965 - Petrochemical
Capitol

With the end of the Civil War, the formerly
enslaved began to migrate to Baton Rouge in
large numbers from the surrounding areas.
Between the years of 1860 and 1880, the
Black population of Baton Rouge expanded
from 33% to 60% of the population. A
number of Black churches, businesses,

and institutions begin to make a presence,
which would become important locations

for community building and Civil Rights
Movement organizing over the ensuing years.
Because of segregation, these populations
were largely concentrated in an area
immediately south of downtown, known today
as the OIld South neighborhood. Northeast of
downtown, Plank Road remained a route to
northern plantations.

In 1880, St. Isadore Church moved from
downtown Baton Rouge to a site at the
corner of Plank and present day St. Gerard
Street. The church community became
recognized as a separate Catholic Parish in
1908 and later built its current sanctuary on
Plank Road in 1961. The congregation largely
consisted of parishioners from the rural areas
to the north, but the area around the new
church was set for dramatic changes when
the doors opened in 1908.



In 1909, Standard Qil, the forerunner to
ExxonMobil, converted a 225-acre cotton
plantation north of downtown Baton Rouge
and on the banks of the Mississippi River
into what was billed as “the largest oil
refinery in the world.” In January 1919, The
Lamp - Standard Oil's nationally circulated
trade publication- wrote glowingly about
the refinery as a replacement to the area’s
cotton fields and primitive slave economy.
It declared the refinery “an agent of Post-
Reconstruction reconciliation” uniting
northern expertise and southern natural
resources.

Plank Road existed east of Standard Qil’s
plant and, due to its well-established route
from downtown to the rural areas north of
the city, it naturally became a destination
for new development to support the rapidly
growing city. By the second decade of the
1900s, neighborhoods rapidly began to
form around the Plank Road Corridor. These
neighborhoods were mostly settled by White
working-class plant workers. The Forest
Park, Fairfields, Delmont Place, Istrouma
and Highland Estates neighborhoods were
created in this period of rapid industrial
expansion. In 1921, Istrouma High School
moved to a site just west of Plank Road on
Erie Street. In 1951 it relocated to its current
location on Winbourne to the east of Plank
Road. Istrouma High School was known as
the North Baton Rouge neighborhood school
for the White sons and daughters of blue
collar plant workers.

Standard Oil refinery, 1914

Source: EBR Parish library Digital Archive

During this same period, in 1914, Southern
University relocated from New Orleans

to Scotlandville, Louisiana, then a small
community immediately north of Baton
Rouge and the new Standard Oil plant.
Southern University faculty and staff quickly
populated Scotlandville and the University
sponsored the area’s first professional offices
and financial institutions. In segregated
Baton Rouge, Black settlement was limited to
Scotlandville, Old South, and the Eden Park
area. These areas grew into hubs for Black
cultural development in the early decades of
the twentieth century. As a consequence of
Jim Crow segregation, Plank Road evolved as
a White working-class community.

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development



In 1926, Louisiana State University relocated
from downtown to its present campus south
of the Old South neighborhood. The move
and the University's expansion reflected the
city’s rapid growth. Baton Rouge's population
grew more than 340% between 1940 and
1956. During this period Plank Road grew
into a modern commercial corridor with
commercial establishments lining the road
and residential development on the adjoining
side streets. Early residential development
mostly consisted of shotgun and cottage-
style homes on piers with modest yards
setback from narrow, curbless asphalt side
streets. This created relatively dense land use
patterns that still exist today.

With the rapid population growth of the 1940s
and 1950s, modern-day Baton Rouge began
taking shape. Downtown grew into a bustling
business and retail center, but commercial
development was also occurring on Plank
Road which, by mid-century, had developed
past Airline Highway as the first period of
intra-parish suburbanization unfolded. Plank
became a destination for shopping and
entertainment. In 1942, the Regina Theater
opened at the corner of Plank and Seneca
Street. In 1947, the Rex Theater opened

at the corner of Plank and Shelley Street.

As Baton Rouge's low-density urban form
spread, developers planned for car-oriented
strip-mall shopping centers. Following the
1953 opening of the Westmoreland Shopping
Center at the corner of Government Street
and Acadian Thruway, the Delmont Village
Shopping Center opened at the corner of
Plank and Lorraine Street in 1955. With stores
like J.C. Penny’s and a Piccadilly’s restaurant,
Delmont Village solidified Plank Road's
status as one of the city’s premier shopping
destinations.
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As these urban developments unfolded,
Baton Rouge also witnessed the growth

of a vocal, persistent, and well-organized
civil rights movement. In 1949, Black city
leaders protesting segregation at City Park
established a branch of the United Negro
Recreation Association and built a pool for
the Black community at what later became
Brooks Park. That spirit of protest fueled
the 1953 Baton Rouge Bus Boycott, which
was the first organized bus boycott of the
Civil Rights Era and the forerunner to the
Montgomery Bus Boycott. Following the
Supreme Court's 1954 decision in Brown v.
Board of Education, which outlawed racial
segregation in schools, a case challenging
ongoing segregation in the East Baton Rouge
Parish School System was filed in 1956.
Unbeknownst to the plaintiffs and Baton
Rougeans of the day, the case would come
to define the next half century of social and
urban development in the City, impacting
every facet of life and ultimately transforming
Plank Road.

The 1953 Baton Rouge Bus Boycott



4) 1965 to Present - White Flight and
Disinvestment

The passage of President Dwight D.
Eisenhower’s Federal-Aid Highway Act of
1956 led to the creation of over 41,000 miles
of highways and marked a new chapter in the
nation's urban development. The legislation
provided up to 90% of funding for highway
construction and left many critical decisions
up to local officials. Coming just two years
after the Supreme Court's strike down of

Jim Crow segregation, local officials in cities
nationwide used the highway program to
capture Black neighborhoods for highway
construction and accelerate the flight of
White urban residents to new suburban
locations where local control could be
deployed to resist racial integration. Baton
Rouge was no different. More than four
hundred houses were torn down to make
way for the elevated highway through the Old
South neighborhood.

The northern route of Baton Rouge's
interstate system began downtown with an
independent freeway known as the Baton
Rouge Expressway that opened in 1957.

The first section extended roughly one mile
between Spanish Town Road and Plank
Road. This initial segment underscored the
prominence of Plank Road and the priority for
moving travelers between the corridor and
downtown. Baton Rouge was also growing on
Plank Road'’s northern end. Neighborhoods
like Southern Heights and Glen Oaks
developing for working- and middle-class
homeowners who frequented nearby Plank
Road for shopping and entertainment - and
for good reason. The city’s first Krispy Kreme
opened at Plank and Hollywood Street in
1960 and Tony's Seafood opened next to
Delmont Shopping Center in 1972. Both
remain iconic foodie destinations.

As the city’s interstate construction
continued throughout the 1960s, other
changes were underway. In 1963, thirteen
Black students desegregated Baton Rouge
High School, initiating school integration

in the city and the growth of private
schools. The school system resisted full
implementation of Brown until 1981 when a
federal court ordered immediate integration
through forced busing. In the first years of
forced busing, over 7000 White students left
the public-school system.

Forced busing coincided with continued
sprawl along the recently completed I-10 and
[-12 interstate exchanges. Over the 1980s and
1990s, the neighborhood around Plank Road
saw sweeping demographic changes as an
initial wave of White flight was followed by
middle class flight to the new neighborhoods
in growing South Baton Rouge. The social
understandings of the city’s spatial character
began to change. What was known as “North
Baton Rouge” changed from the areas on the
northern edges of Plank Road to encompass
everything north of Florida Boulevard - areas
that used to be known as Mid-City. These
areas were growing Blacker and poorer at
the close of the twentieth century, and “North
Baton Rouge” became a shorthand for the
spatial dimensions of Black poverty and
marginalization in the city.

Baton Rouge settled its desegregation
lawsuit in 2003, making it one of the longest
school desegregation battles in the country.
By then, significant flight and blight had
transformed Plank Road. Infrastructure decay
and abandonment marred a streetscape that
was once a thriving commercial corridor.
While it remains a frequently traveled north-
south route for automobile transport and has
the city’s second highest transit ridership,

its neglected buildings and forgotten
neighborhoods underscore the need for
revitalization and equitable redevelopment.

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development



Historical Timeline

1861-1865
Civil War and the
1862 Battle of
Baton Rouge

8000 BC
Houma and Bayou Goula
tribes settle the Istrouma
Bluff

1699 1812
Pierre Le Moyne Baton Rouge joins the Union
D'lberville
establishes a 1810-1812
French settlement Local settlers overthrow
in Baton Rouge Spanish
1762-1810
Spanish rule
0

1709-1865

First Nations Cotton and Cane
? e 0

1865
U.S. abolishes slavery
and grant black men

voting rights

1820s

Levee system develops
along Mississippi River

1849
Baton Rouge
becomes state capitol -

1850
Plank Road construction by

enslaved people begins
1709 peop &

Enslaved people arrive
in Baton Rouge
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Recent and Concurrent
Planning

The Plank Road Master Plan offers detailed
strategies that build upon a strong policy and
planning foundation set by previous planning
efforts and complement ongoing capital
planning efforts.

In 2011, the City of Baton Rouge and Parish of
East Baton Rouge adopted FUTUREBR, the
comprehensive master plan which provides
vision and guidance for infrastructure and
community growth. It outlines the overall
strategy for improvement of transportation,
community design, housing, environmental
concerns and conservation, parks and
recreation, public services, infrastructure,
economic development and land use. The
vision plan works in tandem with the Unified
Development Code which establishes the
regulatory standards for new development.

Steering Committee 2

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development

FUTUREBR projected 48,000 new
households and 135,000 jobs would be added
in East Baton Rouge Parish between 2005-
2030, which would necessitate development
or approximately 12,500 acres of land being
filled in or redeveloped in the parish. As an
established corridor with significant land
redevelopment and infill opportunities, Plank
Road offers opportunities for reinvestment in
industry, housing and commercial real estate.

FUTUREBR calls for a shift in how land use,
transportation and decisions are made in
the Baton Rouge region and identifies the
need for new investment in transit, walking
and biking infrastructure, especially in
previously disinvested areas such as Plank
Road. FUTUREBR identifies the Plank

Road area south of Hollywood Street as an
Urban/Walkable Character District where
buildings should be oriented with frontages
towards the street and with wide sidewalks,
landscaping, lighting, trees between the
sidewalk and street, and screened surface
parking lots. North of Hollywood Street,
the Corridor is designated Suburban. The
Planning Commission staff has also been
implementing incremental updates to the
Unified Development Code to align with
the FUTUREBR vision, to raise the bar on
development standards, and to simplify the
development process.

In December 2018, Baton Rouge voters
approved the MOVEBR sales tax dedication,
which is projected to raise $912 million over
the next 30 years for a series of infrastructure
projects throughout the Parish. Investments
along Plank Road include $15 million for
synchronizing traffic signals, sidewalks,
transit facilities and other improvements to
the Corridor between North 22nd Street and
Harding Boulevard.



FUTUREBR envisions the Plank Road
Corridor as a signature high-capacity transit-
oriented neighborhood served by frequent
and reliable bus-rapid transit (BRT) services
connecting employment centers and spurring
opportunities for the development of catalyst
projects within targeted redevelopment
areas.

The Capital Area Transit System (CATS)

has targeted the Plank Road Corridor for
transit upgrades that include new transit
infrastructure, zero emissions electric buses,
and more frequent and efficient service
levels. The improved route will feature stops
at Winbourne, Delmont Village, Denham
and will end at a new terminal located near
the LSU Baton Rouge Urgent Care Clinic on
Airline Highway.

In other efforts to improve mobility and
accessibility, the Louisiana Department of
Transportation and Development (DOTD)
and the Parish's Recreation and Parks
Commission (BREC) are developing the EBR
Pedestrian & Bicycle Master Plan - a master
plan for the expansion of the pedestrian

and bicycle network across the parish. It
will include BREC's Capital Area Pathways
Project, which is a planned and funded off-
roadway trail set to break ground in early
2020 connecting BREC's Memorial Stadium
to Scotlandville Parkway.

In 2011, BBR developed resident-driven
Community Improvement Plans (CIPs) for
five districts within East Baton Rouge Parish,
including the Choctaw Corridor, Northdale,
Melrose East, Scotlandville Gateway, and
Zion City & Glen Oaks. The CIP plans
delivered action-oriented strategies that
identify opportunities for reinvestment in
these community and provide a foundation
for the planning efforts currently underway.

Steering Committee 2

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development
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Recent and Concurrent Planning Timeline

1990
2000

o o1

BATON ROUGE

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development

2010

2012

Choctaw Corridor Community
Improvement Plan

Northdale Community
Improvement Plan

Melrose East Community
Improvement Plan

Scotlandville Gateway Community
Improvement Plan

Zion City & Glen Oaks Community
Improvement Plan




2014
2016
2018

. Florida & Plank Corridor Study conducted
[ ] MOVEBR funded by sales tax initiative

‘ Complete Streets Policy adopted

Baton Rouge North Economic Development District
(BRNEDD) is established

East Baton Rouge Pedestrian and
Bicycle Master Plan initiated

Councilwoman Chauna Banks (District 2) convenes the North Baton
Rouge Blue Ribbon Commission

@ Mobility
. Neighborhood

. Business & Innovation

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development
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Vision statement:

“The Plank Road Corridor is a thriving,
socially diverse and walkable network of
neighborhoods anchored by good transit,
strong local businesses, quality housing,
and resilient infrastructure”

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development




Inclusive and meaningful public participation
has been essential to the development of

this Plan’s vision and priorities. Throughout
the planning process, BBR has informed and
educated Corridor residents and businesses
of the planning process and collected their
ideas, hopes and concerns through numerous
methods. These included:

« A visioning survey prompting respondents
to share their favorite memory of Plank
Road, their favorite place, and what they
imagine Plank Road should have in the
future.

« Several fun and engaging events,
including a trolley tour of the Corridor
called “Walk the Plank” (March 2019); a
food truck “roundup” featuring local food
vendors, entertainment and community
conversations (April 2019); and a street
festival held in conjunction with a Corridor
clean-up organized by the Walls Project
(July 2019).

« A community roundtable held in
conjunction with an information session
for the Roof Reset program (June 2019).

« BBR's team of trained community
ambassadors - people who live and
work in the Corridor - spread the word
of input opportunities through in-person
engagement.

» Two mailings to Corridor businesses.

Along the way, BBR and consultant

staff met individually with dozens of
Corridor stakeholders, from the nonprofit,
philanthropic, transportation, recreation,
education, planning, public health, economic
development, real estate, and housing
sectors.

BBR also convened a Steering Committee
comprised of nonprofit and public agency
partners several times throughout the course
of the process to advise BBR staff and
consultants on development of the Plan's
strategies and specific recommendations.

Through compilation of the ideas, aspirations
and memories collected, several priorities
emerged:

Attracting and growing Black
business

Participants repeatedly stressed the
importance of lifting up Black-owned small
businesses and building and reinvesting
wealth within the local economy. Many
referenced wanting Plank Road to become
a "Black Wall Street” - a reference to the
segregation-era self-sustaining, localized
Black economies that were often the targets
of racist violence.

"In the future, |
imagine Plank Road is
better with sidewalks
easy transit access
and keeping the
communities interests
#1 priority"

- input from community engagement

Imagine Plank Road Plan for Equitable Development 19



20

Tackling blight, vacancy and
maintenance of public and private

property

Stakeholders expressed a desire for more
attractive places and for properties and
developments in the area to be held to

the same standards as in other parts

of the city - particularly for rental and
abandoned properties. Many observed that
neighborhood streets lack sidewalks and
crosswalks to connect to businesses along
Plank Road. Business owners and promoters
of development shared that blight, vacant
properties, and crime harm the perception
of the Plank Road Corridor and other North
Baton Rouge neighborhoods.

Introducing more quality shopping
options

Residents said they frequent the Delmont
Village Shopping Center for retail and
services, and cited Tony's Seafood and
Krispy Kreme as major attractions, but they
also voiced interest in more quality retail.
Specifically, people stated an interest in full-
service restaurants, clothing stores, coffee
shops, food courts, sports bars, antique
stores, and a grocery store with fresh food
options.

“In the future, | imagine
Plank Road has a clean
shopping plaza, walking
routes to exercise,and an
area for mental health/
art therapy"

- input from community engagement
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Providing attractive, accessible
places to gather and recreate

Stakeholders would like to have more places
for social interaction and recreation, along
with more arts- and youth-focused spaces.
Specifically, residents would like to see
improved park areas, bike trails, splash pads
for kids, soccer and basketball courts, teen
“makerspaces” and recreation areas, music
venues, gyms and health centers, learning
centers, and banquet halls. Many public
comments focused on providing spaces for
children. Stakeholders generally favored

the idea of more frequent bus services and
improving transit facilities.

Preserving community culture

Corridor residents expressed the importance
of preserving the history and authenticity

of the various neighborhoods, as each has
distinctive character along with people from
different cultural backgrounds. Comments
regarding character typically fell into two
categories: securing safe, affordable housing
for residents and strengthening institutions.
Stakeholders expressed the desire to attract
higher-income, Black households without
displacing current households, as many have
shown concern for gentrification. Residents
also want more quality housing options with
affordability that is maintained long term.
Southern University students expressed

a desire for more housing options near
campus, while other stakeholders suggested
expanding opportunities for senior housing.



Food Truck Roundup

“In the future, 1 imagine
Plank Road has
transformed the area
for youth and families.
Community gardening
for kids to develop
entrepreneurship.”

- input from community engagement

—
e

Street Festival
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THE MEANING OF "BLIGHT"

In East Baton Rouge Parish, blight comes in many forms: overgrown lawns,
piles of tires and trash, and collapsed roofs. But the word “blight” itself also
comes in different forms with different meanings depending on who you ask.
Louisiana law defines “blighted property” as “premises ... which are vacant,
uninhabitable, and hazardous and because of their physical condition, are
considered hazardous to persons or property ..., and have been declared to
be a public nuisance by a court.” Colloquially though, “blight” encompasses
not only those relatively few properties that are ever declared “blighted” by a
court, but all distressed property.

Confusing the matter further is the distinction between property that is
physically blighted and property that is tax delinquent and then adjudicated
to the state. While blight and tax adjudication are often associated with one
another, not all owners of blighted property fall behind on their taxes and not
all properties that are tax adjudicated have fallen into physical disrepair. While
there are over 6,000 tax adjudicated properties in East Baton Rouge Parish,
the fact that there is not perfect overlap between blight and adjudication
makes it difficult to pinpoint the total number of blighted properties with any
amount of certainty.

Addressing blight has been a struggle in Baton Rouge for a few reasons. First,
ordinance violations have not been systematically enforced, relying instead
on the City-Parish responding to individual complaints as they come in, which
allows many blighted properties to simply slip through the cracks. Second,
fines that are assessed to blighted properties are added to the property tax
bill, instead of being separately enforced as individual liens. This is an efficient
way to process fines, but it relies on the property tax system to function
correctly, which for years has had problems properly notifying tax delinquent
owners.

Act 384 of the 2019 Louisiana Legislature should clarify the requisite
procedures for future tax sales. However, there remains a backlog of decades
of properties that have questionably valid tax sales, making the properties
risky to redevelop and without an identifiable owner to hold accountable.
These properties require more individualized attention to find solutions

for returning them to commerce. Current measures to mitigate blight are
happening on a case by case basis as blight is reported and as solutions can
be found. Systematic enforcement of State and local laws already in place,
and the resources required to do so, would drastically improve the speed and
scale at which East Baton Rouge Parish can address blight.
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The issues with addressing blight highlight the need for a centralized
process that considers the full range of factors that impact distressed
property, from systematic code enforcement to tax delinquency to absentee
ownership. In municipalities across the country, redevelopment authorities
and land banks coordinate the resources necessary to return vacant

and neglected properties back to commerce. Build Baton Rouge, as the
redevelopment authority of East Baton Rouge and given its ability to land

bank adjudicated property, is uniquely positioned to fulfill this role in Baton
Rouge.
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