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City, port suspend riverfront talks

Projects may face uncertain future 

Friday, May 06, 2005 

By Jaquetta White

Business writer 

Talks have been suspended indefinitely between the city and the Port of New Orleans over an agreement that would govern the development of prime sections of the riverfront. 

The announcement throws into question the future of several projects in various stages. 

Both the port and the city declined to identify the sticking points, though port President and CEO Gary LaGrange has called them "little things." 

The parties had been negotiating for more than a year to create a mutually beneficial agreement that would allow the city to redevelop some portions of riverfront land. The properties in question, various wharves along a 4 ½-mile stretch that includes the Riverwalk and the Julia Street cruise terminal, are owned by the city but the port has the legal right to use them. The wharves considered for redevelopment were ones the port no longer needs or no longer can use because of advancements in the maritime industry. 

Both parties long have said they wanted to convert those areas, which block access to the river in many neighborhoods, to public use. For years, riverfront redevelopment has been handled piecemeal, with projects such as the Aquarium of the Americas and Woldenberg Park requiring separate agreements with the port and city. The port-city agreement would have been the first comprehensive plan for riverfront development. 

But in early April, Mayor Ray Nagin, while outlining his goals for the legislative session, said riverfront development was a "second priority." The same day, city Economic Development Director Don Hutchinson said that if the latest version of the agreement was not signed in its current form, the issue would be deferred. 

LaGrange said the agency sent the draft agreement back to the city with changes April 15 and remains "hopeful that an agreement can be reached." 

But Hutchinson said his side does not plan to bend anymore. 

"What they sent back was not the proposal we sent over. We reached a point that we think is satisfactory," he said. "If they can't reach those agreements, we have to put it aside to work on other things." 

The agreement had included plans for a park, amphitheater and hotel at the Julia Street cruise terminal. It's unclear what will happen to those projects. 

"All of that was part of the negotiation to have a global approach" to development, Hutchinson said. 

At least one project, a mile-long riverfront park, will move forward. The agency behind the project, the Trust for Public Land, a national nonprofit land-conservation organization, is seeking financing and soon will release the results of a feasibility study on the proposed location of the park, from Jackson Avenue to Race Street. The agency has a temporary agreement with the port but still would need to sign lease agreements with the port and city before any development would begin. The same goes for Mendelson Entertainment, the company the port signed on in June to develop and operate an amphitheater at the Piety Street wharf. 

Hutchinson declined to speculate on what would happen to those projects when and if they come to the city for approval, now that the development agreement has been tabled. 

"I think we'll deal with that as it happens," he said. 

LaGrange, however, is confident that the projects will move forward with or without the comprehensive agreement. 

"In the absence of an agreement, we see no reason why the hotel, amphitheater, Trust for Public Land park or other projects cannot proceed on an individual basis, just as the Hilton, Aquarium, Imax, Woldenberg Park and Riverwalk were developed," LaGrange said in a statement. "The port is willing to negotiate with these developers and the city to advance these projects." 
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