
1Greater New Orleans Community Data Center  | Aug 2013

The New Orleans Index at Eight
August 2013

“Has the metro truly broken from its historic path 
and taken up a new trajectory; and if yes, what 
are the unique elements of New Orleans’  
success?” 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
It is nearly eight years since Katrina and the levee failures, and an important 
time to take stock of the region’s progress. In two short years, at the 
10th anniversary of Katrina, the nation will turn its attention to Southeast 
Louisiana to assess whether the massive federal and charitable assistance 
invested here has paid off. 

There is no doubt progress has been made. Leaders and residents have 
undertaken an unprecedented number of reforms that, over time, may have 
transformative outcomes. In addition, the New Orleans metro has weathered 
the Great Recession impressively. The recession took hold locally in 2008, 
and the metro lost only 1 percent of its jobs before the economy rebounded. 
In contrast, the nation hemorrhaged jobs beginning in 2007 and lost 6 
percent before its turnaround. By 2012, the New Orleans metro had fully 
recovered, and employment levels surpassed the 2008 peak by 1 percent. 
At the same time, the nation remained 3 percent behind its pre-recession 
employment level. 

Yet the question lingers how much of New Orleans’ success has been 
supported by one-time recovery investments that are tapering. New 
Orleanians and outside observers alike wonder: Has the metro truly broken 
from its historic path and taken up a new trajectory; and if yes, what are the 
unique elements of New Orleans’ current — and future — success?

The answer to the first question involves an assessment of where the metro 
is positioned in the process of redefining itself. The New Orleans Index at 
Eight examines this question by comparing indicators for the New Orleans 
metro with that of a peer group of post-industrial metros with which New 
Orleans was identified pre-2000, and separately with a group of seven 
aspirational Southern metros that have experienced greater than 10 percent 
job growth since 2000. Has New Orleans joined the ranks of Nashville, 
Orlando, Raleigh, Austin, Houston, Charlotte, and San Antonio?

The answer to the second question about the metro’s unique elements 
is more complex, but can provide a roadmap for the steps that need to 
be taken to solidify New Orleans’ progress toward prosperity. It involves 
identifying the metro’s strengths and how they can be packaged together 
in ways that yield a distinct new identity for the region — one that is not 
enabled by others but one that is forged from within. Answering this question 
also involves identifying New Orleans’ weaknesses to assist leaders in 
addressing them in ways that work with the metro’s strengths — to fully 
realize New Orleans’ potential and affirm its position as an emerging leader 
among U.S. metropolitan areas.

The New Orleans Index at Eight analyzes over twenty indicators reaching 
back to 1980 to provide crucial information for formulating the answers. Our 
findings on economic trends, quality of life, inclusion, and sustainability are 
not just findings about today, but source material for shaping the future.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau: 2010 Census.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Source: Kauffman Index of Entrepreneurial Activity.
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The New Orleans metro is taking the first steps toward a new 
path, with signs of a more competitive economy and expanded 
amenities. 
Economic Growth

• By 2012, the New Orleans metro had recouped all its recession-era losses 
and reached 1 percent above its 2008 job level, close to the aspirational 
metros which had reached 2 percent above their 2008 job level. In 
contrast, the nation and weaker post-industrial metros remained more 
than 2 percent below their 2008 job levels.

• The New Orleans regional economy continues to diversify by growing 
knowledge-based industries, such as higher education and insurance, 
while maintaining older industrial strengths. Industries known for 
occupational depth, such as heavy construction and engineering, 
expanded significantly and can support further diversification by supplying 
highly skilled professionals for more knowledge-intensive industries.

• Entrepreneurship in the New Orleans metro continues to expand — 
reaching 501 business startups per 100,000 adults in the three-year 
period ending in 2012 — a rate that exceeds the nation and aspirational 
metros by 56 and 33 percent respectively.

Inclusion 

• While median household income in the New Orleans metro fell 8 percent 
from 1999 to 2011, it fell more sharply (11 percent) nationwide over the 
same time frame.

• As the metro’s minority share of the population fell post-Katrina, our share 
of all businesses that are minority-owned continued to rise, maintaining 
our advantage over the rest of the nation at 27 versus 21 percent. 

Quality of Life

• New Orleans has always been known as a distinct location for arts and 
culture and has built upon this reputation by growing the number of arts 
and culture nonprofits to 34 organizations per 100,000 residents — more 
than double the national rate of 13 per 100,000.

• The City of New Orleans spent $10.1 million on recreational programs in 
2012, exceeding pre-Katrina expenditures by 18 percent. 

Sustainability

• Bicycle lanes and pathways are growing exponentially in New Orleans — 
now at 56.2 miles compared to the 10.7 miles that existed in 2004. 

Yet on several economic, social, and environmental metrics, the 
New Orleans metro is not performing as well as the nation or 
aspirational metros.
Economic Growth

• The advantage in productivity that the New Orleans metro has enjoyed over 
the nation has steadily dwindled since 1980. Although 14 percent higher 
than the U.S. in 2011, productivity grew by only 24 percent since 1980 in 
comparison to national growth of 57 percent. 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census & American Community Survey 2011.

Sources: National Center for Charitable Statistics and Census Bureau 
Population Estimates Program.

Key Findings

Source: Regional Planning Commission for Jefferson, Orleans, Plaquemines, 
St. Bernard, and St. Tammany Parishes.
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Inclusion 

• Adult educational attainment, a key factor influencing success in today’s 
economy, is not being advanced in the New Orleans metro at the same 
rate as in aspirational metros, especially for black men, who experienced 
no increase since 2000 in the percent obtaining bachelor’s degrees. 

• Today’s service-based economy is experienced differently by race and 
gender. Employment for women has increased in the New Orleans metro 
across all racial and ethnic groups since 1980. In contrast, it has fallen for 
men, and black men have been most impacted. In 2011, only 53 percent 
of working age black men in the metro were employed compared to 61 
percent in aspirational metros. 

• The benefits of the metro’s minority-owned businesses have not been 
fully realized with the share of all receipts accruing to minority-owned 
businesses stagnant at only 2 percent from 1997 to 2007, lower than the 
national average.

• Despite decreases post-Katrina, jail incarceration rates in Orleans Parish 
are higher than the rest of the New Orleans metro, and several times 
greater than the national rate as of 2011.

• The share of the metro’s poor that lives in suburbs continues to expand, 
reaching 56 percent by 2011.

Quality of life

• Crime rates have declined to lower than pre-Katrina levels, but the city’s 
2011 crime rates remain significantly higher than the national averages for 
both violent and property crimes.

Sustainability

• In the three-year period ending in 2012, the New Orleans metro 
experienced nearly double the number of “unhealthy” air quality 
days as the aspirational metro of Houston, which made considerable 
improvements in its air quality while maintaining a similar industrial base 
to New Orleans. 

• Six sampled sites within the New Orleans metro show increases in the 
concentration of chloride in the water since 1951, and as of 2008, three 
of these sites have converted from freshwater to saltwater — an indicator 
of saltwater encroachment.  

Conclusion
Despite all the shocks it has endured, New Orleans may be on a path toward 
long-term success. But to fulfill its potential, leaders must look to bolster 
current strengths and add to them by addressing persistent challenges. 

The economy is a current strength of New Orleans. Diversification is 
happening with traditional industries (such as shipping and tourism) and 
newer knowledge-based industries (such as higher education, insurance 
agencies, and heavy construction and engineering) expanding despite the 
Great Recession. Entrepreneurial activity is taking off. For New Orleans 
to expand diversification, producers within older industries can tap new 
markets by rearranging their current products and expertise. In emerging 
industries, producers can aim to export specializations more broadly — even 
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globally — to sustain success. Entrepreneurship can help achieve these 
goals.

Improvements in quality of life are being enjoyed across the metro. The 
presence of arts and culture organizations in the city has never been 
stronger. When coupled with entrepreneurship trends, it is clear the metro 
is a creative place. There is no doubt that a commitment to improving 
amenities, such as recreational programs and education, is helping to 
solidify New Orleans’ identity as a unique place. 

Yet, preparation of the labor force is happening unevenly, and the benefits of 
employment are being accrued unevenly as well. To be sure, all the progress 
the New Orleans metro makes in other arenas will not be enough to signal 
to the world the emergence of a qualitatively different place post-Katrina if 
large segments of the population continue to be left behind. New Orleans 
must cultivate a culture that promotes openness, creative collaboration, 
and interaction across groups that becomes evident in its economic activity. 
The metro’s deep industrial mix can help achieve this goal, as it is capable 
of absorbing workers across all skill levels. Labor force preparation should 
build the highest levels of human capital but also focus on vocational skills 
that can quickly lead to better paying careers. This is most effectively done 
in collaboration between industry clusters, educational institutions, and 
social service providers to ensure labor shortages are met while maximizing 
opportunities for local residents. Increased commerce with minority-owned 
businesses could spur expanded employment and training opportunities 
for African American residents in particular. Finally, the public education, 
health care, and criminal justice reforms underway have significant potential 
to raise standards of living and build a safer and more just community. 
Leaders and residents must sustain and build upon these reforms. To do so, 
they will need to continuously learn and adapt — even in mid-course when 
needed. This will require trust, which is best fostered through transparency, 
accountability, and the use of data and objective research to inform 
decisionmaking. 

At the end of the day, perhaps the most daunting issue New Orleans faces 
is coastal wetland loss. Creating a new New Orleans will mean little if it 
cannot be protected for the long-term. Fortunately, coastal restoration 
has the potential to both bolster economic diversification and provide 
employment for a diversity of workers. Restoration work, which will require 
labor of varying skills, can stimulate the adaptation of older industries and 
hone economic expertise for broader export. The pioneering collaboration 
underway between Southeast Louisiana’s economic development leaders 
will be key to maximizing the benefits of restoration and positioning the 
region to be globally competitive in rapidly expanding sustainable industries. 
If approached creatively and with thought to long-term effects beyond just 
securing our coasts, restoration could become the defining event for New 
Orleans — instead of Katrina.
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“To be sure, all the progress the New Orleans 
metro makes in other arenas will not be 
enough to signal to the world the emergence 
of a qualitatively different place post-Katrina 
if large segments of the population continue 
to be left behind.”

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census & American Community Survey 2011.
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“Creating a new New Orleans will mean little if 
it cannot be protected for the long-term.”


