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Five National Groups Challenge Legality of Massive St. Thomas/Wal-Mart Project: 
Amicus Briefs Are Filed Backing Appeal to the U.S. Fifth Circuit in New Orleans

While the controversial Wal-Mart Supercenter in New Orleans' historic Lower Garden District is now going after its share of local holiday retail sales; and developer Historic Restoration, Inc.  (HRI) is now going after upscale tenants for its adjacent, mixed-income residential housing component; five prestigious national non-profits have now formed an unprecedented alliance to go after the entire $325 million dollar, 64-acre project - located on the former St. Thomas public housing site - in Federal court.

The American Planning Association (AP A), National Trust for Historic Preservation, Sierra Club and Institute for Local Self-Reliance - along with the St. Louis-based Great Rivers Environmental Law Center - filed Amicus Curiae briefs on Monday in the U.S. Fifth Circuit Court supporting several local groups' appeal for "injunctive and equitable relief."  Submitted by Smart Growth and four other area non-profits last week, the extensive appeal cites numerous illegal procedures by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), who provided $25 million in public funding-for the St. Thomas/Wal-Mart project under a Federal Hope VI grant.

Ranging from the APA, America's leading professional urban planning organization; to the Sierra Club, the country's most influential grass roots environmental group; and the congressionally-chartered National Trust; the five national non-profits - through their "friends of the Court" briefs - are challenging HUD's failure to produce an Environmental Impact Statement (ElS) for the massive redevelopment as required by Federal law.  In addition to concerns about a suburban-style Wal-Mart's impact on a fragile National Register historic district, they are also outraged over HUD's deception over "environmental justice issues" that has led to irrevocably harming the very constituency -low-income minorities - HUD's Hope VI mission was designed to help.

Instead, HUD simply left the initial federal compliance procedures up to this lucrative project's advocates: developer HRI and the struggling Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO), who demolished 1500 units of public housing; piggybacked a sprawling Wal​Mart Supercenter onto an urban-core project; and spent millions in HUD funds while inhumanely displacing over 800 low-income, minority St. Thomas families.  Only about 70 of those families will be allowed to return and live in the new redevelopment.

Great Rivers' brief cited a recent "Times-Picayune" report where HRI's Pres Kabacoff and others agreed "that the relocation of the St. Thomas residents was botched.  [The former residents] received too little information, and many were relocated to other housing complexes, which resulted in turf wars and some murders."
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