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SUMMARY: Hurricane Katrina has set the stage for urban and rural ecological transformations on a 
scale never before witnessed in United States modern history. UNESCO has partnered with the Center 
for Bioenvironmental Research of Tulane University and the Stockholm Resilience Center in post-Katrina 
New Orleans and coastal Louisiana to create a world-class programme to research urban ecosystems at 
risk. The programme goal is to improve the recovery process in disaster impacted communities in a way 

that accounts for prevailing environmental conditions and incorporates sustainable practices.

Biodiversity & biodiversity management in New Orleans

New Orleans as a Model Urban Biosphere
When Hurricane Katrina struck, over 80% of New Orleans was inundated by fl oodwaters, destroying a vast 
inventory of natural and built treasures. Many questions remain as to how New Orleans should be rebuilt 

to reduce vulnerabilities and 
increase resilience at all levels. The 
objectives of the programme are to 
create a democratic and informed 
public forum to foster dialogue 
about recovery from catastrophic 
events like these, through 
research, public debate, grassroots 
exchange and policy formulation 
concerning social, urban and 
ecological resilience.

The programmeme has the following specifi c objectives:

1. Actively conduct and network research linkages between social and ecological issues;

2. Provide a forum for the general public to inform and create community-driven solutions; 

3.  Facilitate development of action-based, multidisciplinary projects working at the interface of human security 
and management of the natural environment; and 

4. Provide technical expertise and inform policy to international initiatives, programmes and projects.

UrbanEco – a New Orleans Urban Ecosystem Knowledge Network
UrbanEco’s work on the Holy Cross Historic District and Lower 9th Ward Sustainable Restoration Plan won 
the attention of the national non-profi t Global Green, the U.S Green Building Council, and the Clinton Global 
Climate Initiative. Aspects of the plan have been adopted as part of the city of New Orleans’ recovery projects. 
UrbaEco’s Katrina Environmental Research and Restoration Network (KERRN) was formed in October 2005 and 
has grown to 150 scientist-members and continues to serve as a means of connecting researchers together, and 
to communities in need of their expertise.

Twenty-two foot storm surge resulting from Hurricane Katrina (August 29, 2005) as it

approached New Orleans at Highway 310 (photograph: Associated Press).



RiverSphere Campus:

Research for biodiversity management
RiverSphere is a riverside campus of Tulane University, which 
will convene teams of scientists, engineers, educators, and 
industrialists and residents and conduct research to increase 
understanding of coastal ecosystems and communities. It will 
also promote knowledge of clean, available water as a focal 
point for hydro-energy, water rights law, water purifi cation and 
distribution. 

Interdisciplinary team leads work on a disaster recovery model

This programme is a long-term interdisciplinary disaster recovery model, and includes 
the following objectives for international collaboration: 
1) creation of an interdisciplinary and international research model exploring the

determinants of resilience; 
2) establishment of a web-based open research system including cooperative courses 

and shared curricular materials; 
3) dissemination of fi ndings with policy implications through an annual national/

international symposium and proceedings for scientists, engineers, government, 
community and business leaders on research issues and policy implications of urban 
recovery and resilience.

Proposed scientific &
academic programme

1. Actively conduct and network
   research linkages between social
   and ecological issues 
2. Provide a forum for the general
    public to inform and create
    community-driven solutions; 
3. Facilitate development of action-
    based, multidisciplinary projects
    working at the interface of human
    security and management of the
    natural environment; and
4.  Provide technical expertise and     

inform policy to international 
initiatives, programmes and 
projects. 

City contacts & profile

UNESCO has partnered with the Center for 

Bioenvironmental Research of Tulane University 

and the Stockholm Resilience Center in post-

Katrina New Orleans and coastal Louisiana to 

create a world-class programme to research 

urban ecosystems at risk. 

Modern NEW ORLEANS occupies a subsiding topographic bowl surrounded by an
eroding coast and rising seas. The situation, while tenuous, is not unlike other
coastal settlements, and thus off ers lessons, experiences, technologies, and test beds for
human/coastal environment interactions worldwide. 
Cataloging these problems, and the current eff orts to resolve them, off ers a perspective 
on urban sustainability relevant not just to the famously unique city of New Orleans, but 
to numerous other historic cities situated in fragile deltaic or coastal environments.

Name: Prof. Douglas Meffert
Department: Deputy Director and Associate Professor,
                        Center for Bioenvironmental Research of Tulane and Xavier University
E-mail: dmeffert@tulane.edu
Website address: http://cbr.tulane.edu

LOCAL ACTION FOR BIODIVERSITY is a global urban biodiversity initiative of ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability in cooperation with IUCN. This pilot pro-
ject of 21 cities around the globe focuses on the key roles that local governments play in conserving the world‘s biodiversity and retaining the relationship between people and nature.                                                                                      
See: www.iclei .org/lab; lab@iclei .org

COUNTDOWN 2010 is a powerful network of more than 600 partners working together towards the 2010 biodiversity target. Each partner commits additional efforts to tackle the 
causes of biodiversity loss. The secretariat – hosted by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) – facilitates and encourages action, promotes the importance of the 2010 
biodiversity target and assesses progress towards 2010. See: www.countdown2010.org

CITIES & BIODIVERSITY is an initiative of local governments and UN agencies to increase awareness on the relevant role of cities and towns for conserving and managing biodiversity.
See: www.iclei.org/biodiversity

THE “CITIES & BIODIVERSITY CASE SERIES” is started in 2008 on the occasion of the UNCBD Conference of the Parties (COP) 9 in Bonn/Germany in May 2008.  Funding is 
provided by UNEP, with co-funding from ICLEI, IUCN and the City of Bonn. The case descriptions are compiled by the “Local Action for Biodiversity (LAB)” project team in the ICLEI Africa 
Secretariat and ICLEI‘s International Training Centre.                  © ICLEI & UNEP 2008. Pictures, texts and quotes are free of use with a reference to this source.

Map showing 25-35 square miles per year of coastal wetland conversion to open water 

(depicted in red), Louisiana has 80% of the coastal wetland loss in the continental United 

States (photograph: U.S. Geological Survey).
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