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Editor ’s  NotE
What began in the 1930’s as a social response to combat 
homelessness due to the great Depression, the B.W. Cooper 
public housing project is now synonymous with Southern 
urban poverty and violence.  Across the nation, major 
u.S. cities are responding by leveling brick and concrete 
developments from the past, with the promise of replacing 
them with thriving mixed-income neighborhoods.  The 
result, in many cities, is the displacement of the poor and 
new homes for the middle class.  Demolition is fated for 
B.W. Cooper and three other public housing developments 
in new orleans, but what is not certain, is whether public 
housing residents will be able to return.    

After the initial media saturation of the disaster, i was 
appalled that the news story of rebuilding new orleans 
was no longer in our nation’s headlines. in August 2008, i 
visited new orleans for the second anniversary of Katrina.  
As a photojournalist, i went to see for myself how far we 
have gotten since the storm.  i saw rebuilding; i ate at newly 
opened restaurants and heard live music in iconic venues.

i also drove through neighborhoods that resembled the 
skeleton of an extinct dinosaur.  Some neighborhoods 
were spotted with a few rebuilt homes; others were flat 
with concrete front stairs leading to nowhere.  i walked by 
boarded up public housing developments, even though they 
suffered minimal flood damage.  Then, i drove under the 
i-10 overpass and witnessed a portion of the homeless tent 
community, whose estimated population is 12,000 people.

Can the new orleans City Council justify demolishing 
4,500 apartments, as its residents suffer through an 
affordable housing crisis?  Bulldozing housing should be last 
on the council’s agenda.  in recent months, the fight to save 
public housing has escalated to a fever pitch.  At the height 
of tensions, violence erupted inside and outside the council 
chamber, resulting in police intervention. 

in this edition of Engage, we are taking an in-depth look 
at the public housing crisis in new orleans.  our focus is 
on the 260 families that have returned to the B.W. Cooper 
development, since the storm.  We take you into the politics 
of a crisis and give you a view of the lives of the people 
caught between the storm and daily life in B.W. Cooper.
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Jerranake Jackson, 21, grabs a prized golden coconut for her mother, at the Zulu parade just blocks from the B.W. Cooper development.



10

the B.W. Cooper housing development, framed through resident sam Jackson’s truck window, is one of four pubic housing projects fated for demolition.
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“No Demolitions!  
Save Public Housing!  
Let them come home!” 
shouted a protester 
through the morning 
darkness.

The voice belonged to Jamie 

“Bork” Loughner, a disabled 

worker and activist.  In the  

pre-dawn hours of December 19, 

2007, Loughner, along with two 

other protesters, Elizabeth Cook 

and Joy Kohler were determined 

to send a message to the New 

Orleans City Council before the 

demolition crew’s wrecking ball 

could tear down fourteen  

buildings at the B.W. Cooper 

housing development.

Right of RetuRn
senate Bill 1668 may 
be the last hope for 
new orleans public 
housing residents



once the crews realized these 
willful protesters were occupying 
the buildings of B.W. Cooper, 

they called the police and turned off their 
bulldozers.  Crewmembers spent hours 
searching for demonstrators in the buildings 
slated to be demolished. The police quickly 
cordoned off the media, other activists and 
curious residents down the street, keeping 
Loughner out of public view.

it was clear by 11 a.m. that the three 
protesters had succeeded in halting the 
demolition, if only for one more day.

The next day, the new orleans City 
Council voted unanimously in favor of 
completely tearing down four large public 
housing developments, approximately 
4,500 units, including the 1,546 units at 
B.W. Cooper.  As the vote took place inside 
council chambers, new orleans police 
clashed with housing activists and residents 
outside, often resorting to tasers and pepper 
spray to ensure crowd control.  

Amidst the chaos, Sam Jackson, B.W. 
Cooper resident, helped carry a young girl, 
trembling and shrieking, to safety after she 
had just been pepper sprayed by the police. 
“everybody wants to see new homes,” says 
Jackson reflecting on that day, “But if they 
demolish, where do we go and for how long? 
The council has no answers.”  

An electrician by day, Jackson has become 
a public housing activist in his spare time, 
since hurricane Katrina.  Sam “Action” 
Jackson, as he is often called, has lived 
in Cooper since 1980.  he was my guide 
in and around the B.W. Cooper housing 
development.

i met Jackson in front of the McDonald’s 
on the corner of Canal and Broad Street.  My 
tires rolled over multi-colored beads on a 
sizzling hot Saturday morning.  i had arrived 
in the midst of Mardi gras.  

Jessica smith, 22, returns to B.W. Cooper with her friends, after watching the Zulu parade, on the last day of mardi gras, known as Fat tuesday.
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rahim glaspy, 15, flips over his stepbrother Jason lang, 15, while putting on a wrestling show for the neighborhood residents.  after Katrina, no basketball                          courts remain in the development, and permits for block parties or second lines have not been reinstated. 
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fighting foR the Residents
Jackson drove up in a large burgundy 
truck with stickered advertising along the 
doors for his side business “Action Jackson 
Contractors L.L.C.”  i learned quickly that 
everyone in new orleans had a side busi-
ness or maybe two.  no one can afford to 
have just one job, which makes sense in a 
disaster recovery site.  

Jackson introduced himself with a warm 
smile and a kindness in his light blue eyes.  
over a cup of coffee, Jackson began telling 
me about his life.  

he was born in Mississippi, one of nine 
children.  his father moved the family to 
new orleans when he was a teenager.  The 
family lived in a working class residential 
neighborhood.  When Jackson was 18, 
eager to leave home, he married his  
sweetheart, Shirley, who was pregnant with 
their first child.  They moved into B.W. 
Cooper in 1980 and raised five children in 
the development.

“Before Katrina,” says Jackson, now 52 
years old, “Cooper was full of people trying 
to enjoy life.  We had the same problems 
with jobs and health care, but most of 
the residents were hardworking family 
people…just poor.”

Approximately 1,400 households 
occupied the 1,546 units of B.W. Cooper, 
before the storm.  The 56 acres of land sit in 
mid-city new orleans, flanked by Martin 
Luther King and earhart Boulevards, just 
blocks from the Super Dome.  two years 
after the storm, only 260 families have been 
allowed to return to Cooper, leaving 1,286 
apartments empty. 

Jackson took me the long way around 
Cooper before stopping.  We passed by a 
dilapidated swimming pool, the unopened 
Booker t. Washington high School and a 

three generations gather on a second story balcony, on the eve of Fat tuesday, the final day of mardi gras celebrations.  Corl Banks, 27, 
learned to cut hair from his father and has been taking care of his neighbors’ grooming needs ever since.  His mother darlene Banks, holds 
his son Cameron Banks, 11 months.  darlene raised four boys in the Cooper development, after being displaced for over a year she was 
allowed to return and says, “i’m happy to be home, ain’t no place like home.”
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closed gymnasium.  The once-green  
courtyards are now mostly dirt, with patches 
of yellow grass scattered with litter.  in a city 
full of intense color, it seemed as if someone 
had muted the landscape into shades of dull 
grey and brown.  The weight of Cooper’s 
three- to four-story brick buildings felt  
oppressive and isolating.

Beyond the BRick
  

As my eyes adjusted to the dull landscape, 
i began to notice touches of vibrancy.  A 
mother sitting on a stoop feeding her child, 
young girls playing with dolls, teenagers 
acknowledging older folks as they walk by.  
The old and young just passing the time 
– sitting, watching, talking and laughing – 
under the intense february sun.      
     in the past decade, programs such as  
Recreate new orleans and the Rosenwald 
gym offered safe havens for Cooper’s  
younger generation.  in 2000, the nfL 
donated the Youth education town (Yet 
Center), giving the community access to 
a 7,000 square-foot facility equipped with 
high-tech computer labs, classrooms and 
counseling offices.

heralded as a model of how to bring self-
sufficiency to public housing, Cooper became 
the largest tenant-managed housing develop-
ment in the country.  in 1998, Cooper made 
history when, at the will of its residents, the 
residential management corporation (RMC) 
agreed with the housing Authority of new 
orleans (hAno) to assume full control of all 

Cooper properties.  The RMC quickly placed 
vacant units back on the market and strove to 
complete every work order within 24 hours.  
They also offered essential services such as 
day care and teen pregnancy education. 

Since Katrina, all that remains of these 
social programs are emptied buildings, 
uprooted basketball courts and fallen signs, 
overgrown with weeds.

As we walked towards Jackson’s stoop, my 
eye caught a thin shaft of light skimming the 
face of an elderly woman behind a screen 
door.  her name was gloria Simms and she 
has been a resident of Cooper since 1968.  
undergoing dialysis treatment, Simms was 
weak and spoke slowly but with a voice of 
strength and resilience.

 “We need safe, sanitary, clean public  
housing and good living conditions,” said 
Simms.  After nearly four decades in Cooper, 
Simms can look back to what once was, and 
candidly acknowledge what it is today.  She 
spoke of the expanding violence at Cooper 
before and after the storm, saying “i don’t 
mix with the neighbors…i don’t feel safe  
here at all.”

indeed Cooper, formerly known as the 
Calliope (regionally pronounced Cal-e-ope) 
Projects, was among the most notorious 
for drug trade and gun violence, and one of 
the reasons new orleans was nicknamed 
the “murder capital of the u.S.”  homicides 
peaked at 421 dead in 1994 – more per  
capita than any other u.S. city that year.  
By 1999, homicides dropped to 159, but 
since Katrina, the violence has returned to 

previous record levels.  According to police 
records, the rates of killings and most types 
of property crime have kept pace with the 
city’s population increase.

“They need to tear them down; i would 
be glad to see that,” said Simms.  “if the 
Lord spared me until they rebuilt, i would 
like to live in the new homes. But they 
need to screen the people so you don’t have 
drug addicts and dope fiends.  if you got a 
criminal record, then you don’t let them stay 
in Cooper.”

Simms’ fate lies in the hands of the 
u.S. Department of housing and urban 
Development (huD) and hAno.  her 
days are filled with dialysis treatment and 
watching popular games show on television.  
once active in Cooper’s future, today she sits 
on her porch, speaks only to the handful of 
neighbors she recognizes and worries about 
what tomorrow holds.

As i walked into Sam Jackson’s three-
bedroom housing unit, i was struck by 
a cacophony of sounds: food frying, 
grandchildren laughing, the television 
buzzing and the footsteps of familial traffic.  
At any given time, there could be three 
generations of family brushing by one 
another. his wife Shirley is behind the stove 
cooking up hot plates of food she sells to 
the neighborhood.  for $6 you can get fried 
fish, peas and french fries.  A hand-written 
sign posted on their back door lists prices 
for everything form a bag of chips to a bowl 
of nachos.   A group of children stands 
behind the door with money spilling out of 

Before Katrina, Cooper was full of people trying 
to enjoy life.  We had the same problems with 
jobs and health care, but most of the residents 
were hardworking family people…just poor.  

United States Housing Act of 1937:  
Known as the Wager Bill and part of the new deal, its 
mission was to provide public housing for low-income 
families left homeless or at the risk of homelessness.  the 
bill stated: “it is evident that private enterprise cannot 
construct safe and sanitary housing at low enough cost to 
enable it to rent or sell…to families of low-income.”

Calliope built in 1937:  
the Calliope Housing project was the fourth of six low-rent 
public housing developments.  new orleans was the first 
city in the u.s. to benefit from the Wagner act.

First residents, 1941: 
Calliope residents were low-income, working class 
families.  originally consisting of 690 dwellings, rentals 
were based on income and ranged from $8.25 per month 
for a one-bedroom apartment to $22.00 per month for a 
three-bedroom.

Manufacturing business decline, early 1950’s:  
manufacturing businesses began moving out of new  
orleans neighborhoods, as the u.s. economy shifted from 
goods-producing to service-producing. Jobs began to 
be polarized into low-wage and high-wage employment 
and few middle-income jobs were left for new orleans 
residents.  these factors plunged what were once healthy, 
working-class neighborhoods, including public housing 
developments, into long-lasting poverty.

White flight, early 1950’s: 
many whites living in new orleans began moving to 
the suburbs.  most moved after desegregation.  popular  
sentiment was that moving to all-white suburbs would 
achieve higher social status.  some historians claim that 
“white flight” occurred simply because new highways 
like the i-10 loop made the suburbs more accessible, and 
whites, who historically have had higher incomes than 
african americans, moved because they could afford to. 
other historians argue that this explanation is incorrect 
because african americans with more money, did not 
move to the suburbs along with whites. many people of 
color were denied access to suburban homeownership 
opportunities by banks and realtors through a process 
known as “redlining.”

Calliope expands, 1954: 
the development expands adding another 860 units, 
commonly referred to today as “the new side.”  in total, 
Calliope spans 56 acres of land with 1,546 units, and is the 
third largest housing development in louisiana.

Early signs of resident management, 1970’s:  
Calliope resident management training was first funded 
in the late 1970’s as a result of the u.s. demonstration  
Cities and metropolitan development act of 1966.  the 
act initiated an assistance program to rebuild facilities 
and services necessary to improve the general welfare 
of urban residents.  the initial program, which lost 
funding soon after it began, facilitated cooperation  
between resident housing groups, well-run public  
Housing associations and other city entities.

From Calliope to Cooper, 1981:  
B.W. Cooper was significant in the lives of Calliope residents.  
in working for Hano for 33 years, Cooper served on many 
civic and social organizations until his death in 1974.  at 
the name-changing ceremony, mildred taylor, president of 
the then tenant management Corporation, said of Cooper, 
“He did an outstanding job in making Calliope a decent 
place to live, which the residents have never forgotten.”

Resident management corporation (RMC), 1988:  
B.W. Cooper is awarded a Hud grant for management 
training, a move to teach residents to manage themselves 
instead of being managed by bureaucracy.  the rmC 
board, through desire and determination, undergoes the 
most extensive training and implements job training, day 
care and teen pregnancy prevention programs.

RMC makes history, 1998:  
B.W. Cooper’s rmC is given full management of all Cooper 
properties by Hano.  For both parties, it was a landmark 
effort to provide the foundation for resident self-sufficiency 
in public housing.  Cooper became succeed in emulating 
a Class a property/asset management corporation, 
performing functions sensitive to resident needs.  B.W. 
Cooper becomes the largest tenant-managed housing 
development in the country.
                     sourCe: tHe greater neW orleans Community data Center           

sam Jackson, electrician and housing activist, pictured at left

B. W. Cooper and public housing in new orleans was born out of  
Franklin d. roosevelt’s new deal, an initiative between 1933 and 1938 
with the goal of giving relief to those who suffered during the great 
depression.  B.W. Cooper, formerly known as Calliope, was considered 
by many to be a national model of how a tenant-managed housing  
development can increase the quality of life for its residents.

WhY B.W. CooPeR iS unique
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their hands.  few local eateries have come 
back to this neighborhood since the storm. 
Shirley was a day care center employee, when 
the center was still open, before the storm.  
Selling lunch plates allows her to make some 
money and take care of her grandchildren 
during the day.

Later in the day, Jackson and i sat by a vast 
public courtyard, alongside his mother and 
sister.  from a distance, two stepbrothers, 
Rahim glaspy and Jason Lang, both 15, 
approached the courtyard wearing thin black 
gloves, blue jeans and fitted shirts.  not many 
paid attention until a voice announced, “the 
show is ‘bout to start!”  

The smiles on the stepbrothers’ faces 
morphed into intense glares.  The action 
started slowly, a few simple moves to garner 
attention; then came the body slams and 
chokeholds.  Rahim and Jason’s amateur 
wresting show had choreographed moves 
that, to an untrained eye, seemed to resemble 
the professionals of the WWf.  only at 
Cooper, instead of a ring, the boys sparred 
around a dusty courtyard and concrete 
stoops.  As the brothers panted, jumped, 
slammed and screamed in pain, their 
audience grew and was fully engaged, if only 
for 15 minutes.

The match ended as Jason flipped Rahim 
over and onto the ground.  A young boy 
raised Jason’s hand in victory.  The two 
stepbrothers smiled, brushed off the blades of 
dry grass and gave each other hugs.  Jackson 
walked over to the boys, shook their hands 
and said “great show,” in recognition of their 
ability to break the mundane.  

As we continued to walk around the 
neighborhood, i couldn’t help but to correlate 
the absurdity of wrestling with the current 
public housing crisis.  in essence, neither 
side means serious harm and eventually 
the meeting ends with a supposed victory.  
however, it is short lived and another 
choreographed struggle soon follows.

the politics of demolition
A possible end to the continued bouts  
between residents and hAno could be  
Senate Bill 1668.  Also known as The gulf 

Coast housing Recovery Act of 2007, the 
bill is sponsored by Senators Christopher 
Dodd (D-Conn.) and Mary Landrieu (D-La.), 
and is an attempt to build a bridge between 
authorities and residents, a dialogue which 
may not be successful without legislation. 
    Years before Katrina, huD took over 
hAno.  under huD’s management, 
hAno has been criticized as being the most 
dysfunctional public housing program.  
Attorney Bill quigley, a professor at Loyola 
university’s School of Law, is leading a civil 
rights lawsuit against the demolition of public 
housing in new orleans.  he has written 
extensively on huD and hAno’s inability to 
serve residents displaced after Katrina, citing 
hAno’s inefficiency in communicating with 
public housing residents.

At the core of the matter, huD and 
hAno have lost the public’s trust.  in August 
2001, the 1,600 unit St. Thomas housing 
development, was demolished under a federal 
program titled hope Vi.

The St. Thomas development, once home 
to 3,000 low-income residents, is now 
called River gardens and is a mixed income 
community – home to 60 low-income 
families, middle-income apartments, and a 
Wal-Mart.  under hope Vi, only 18% of its 
original residents had the right of return.

The goal to create a community with 
mixed-income residents failed.  “it felt like 
we were misrepresented, it was forced on 
us,” said Brian Stripling, former St. Thomas 

resident, now living in Baton Rouge.  “A lot 
of people didn’t know they had rights.  every 
facet of government in new orleans failed 
us,” he said.

The issue at B.W. Cooper today has turned 
into a battle over who is telling the truth.  
According to huD and hAno, they are in 
partnership with developers to demolish 
4,500 units of public housing and replacing 
them with 3,343 units of public housing 
and 900 market rate renal units.  quigley 
refutes those figures stating that huD 
is only planning on rebuilding 800 units 
of public housing.  in order to get to the 
3,343 number, quigley argues, huD is re-
counting over 2,000 units, which will not be 
demolished.  Therefore, huD is not replacing 
the 4,500 units with 3,343 units, in fact they 
are replacing them with 800 units, an 82% 
reduction in public housing.

This is one of the many points of 
contention between public housing leaders 
and the huD/hAno management.  Another 
serious blow to huD’s credibility is an 
ongoing criminal investigation of huD 
Secretary Alfonso Jackson, appointed by 
President Bush in 2004.  The fBi, huD 
investigators, federal prosecutors and the 
grand jury, are investigating allegations 
that Jackson awarded a $127 million 
redevelopment project in new orleans to 
Columbia Residential, an Atlanta Company, 
with significant financial ties to Jackson.

 The allegations of conflict of interest center 
on whether Jackson misled Congress when 
he testified that he “didn’t touch contracts.”  
Since the initial inquiry, more of Jackson’s 
indiscretions have become public, and 
currently the grand jury is calling witnesses, 
including senior huD contracting officials.  

last hope foR puBlic housing
Senate Bill 1668 shines through this dismal 
haze, offering legislation to effectively  
manage the public housing crisis in new  
orleans, and placing the emphasis on the 
rights of residents.

in its simplest terms, the bill allows for the 
demolition of the “Big four” public housing 
developments – Lafitte, St. Bernard, C.J. Peete 

they need to tear 
them down; i would 
be glad to see that.  
if the lord spared  
me until they rebuild, 
i would like to live in 
the new homes.

majwann Walker, 5, laughs as his cousin tickles him on the living room couch.  their grandmother, shirley Jackson, looks after them while their parents work.

in the pre-dawn hours, young girls get ready for school after a weeklong break for mardi gras.
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and B.W. Cooper – only if there is a one for 
one replacement of low-income apartments. 
federal Senate Bill 1668, introduced by 
Senator Mary Landrieu (D-La.) to the 
Senate on June 20, 2007, was referred to the 
Committee on Banking, housing, and urban 
Affairs and is awaiting review.

on the Senate floor, Sen. Landrieu stated 
that the public housing residents “have a right 
to return home,” and that the bill provides the 
means and opportunity necessary to make 
this happen. “first, this bill sets out a process 
to allow new orleans area public housing 
residents to return home. next, it strikes a 
good balance between the redevelopment 
priorities of hAno, developers and public 
housing residents to responsibly rebuild  
better affordable housing units in new  
orleans. Lastly, this bill creates home  
ownership opportunities, spurs community 
development, and gives a hand up to  
community nonprofits.”

in late february 2008, Jackson joined the 
national Low-income housing Coalition for 
its annual lobbying day in Washington D.C.  
The group met with Congresswoman Maxine 
Waters (D-Ca.), Congressman Barney frank 
(D-Ma.) and Senator Chris Dodd (D-Cont.), 
all supporters of the bill.  Jackson feels like 
this bill is the last chance to ensure order in 
the public housing crisis. “i feel like they are 
going to demolish everything and no one will 
have a place to stay,” he said, “The poor  
working class which could help the economy, 
will be homeless.”

  The biggest obstacle in pushing Senate Bill 
1668 forward is Senator David Vitter (R-La.).  
Vitter, along with the Bush Administration, 
opposes Senate Bill 1668, saying it would 
recreate “housing projects exactly as they 
were, isolated and riddled with crime.” Vitter’s 
opposition stalled the Bill, supported by  
Landrieu, since the Senate Banking,  
housing and urban Affairs Committee will 
not consider it with the two home-state  
senators at odds.

Critics of Vitter claim that he is playing 
politics with the livelihood of the city’s  
poorest residents.  housing advocates say he 

although B.W. Cooper residents live in the midst of an uncertain future, they still  manage to find joy                                 in the everyday.  Frank Burns, 44, has a laugh at a super Bowl party held by his close friend and neighbor.
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Henry Freeman, left, returns to B.W. Cooper with his family to reunite with old friends.  “all my life i grew up in the  projects…it’s always home, but it won’t                               be home again,” says Freeman.  He and his family settled in georgia after facing difficulties when they tired moving back to new orleans after the storm.
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has a political motive in blocking Senate Bill 
1668, which would be a major legislative  
success for Senator Landrieu, a year before 
she faces re-election.  Vitter claims Landrieu 
has not been amicable in negotiating the 
details of Senate Bill 1668 and has claimed 
that there is a smaller need for public housing 
today than there was pre-Katrina.

fACing An unCeRtAin futuRe
According to the u.S. Census Bureau, there 
were 1,421 households living in Cooper 
in 2000.  After Katrina, only 260 were able 
to return, leaving 1,161 displaced families.  
Darlene Banks, 46, was one of the first 
residents to move back to Cooper, after 
being displaced for nearly a year.  She sits 
precariously on the edge of her balcony 
holding her grandson, Cameron, while her 
son Corl, 27, cuts hair for anxious Mardi 
gras partygoers. Darlene raised four boys in 
Cooper.  “i’m happy to be home, ain’t no place 
like home,” she says, “Cooper means a lot to 
me because me and my children got along 
with everybody.”  traces of her uncertain 
future shone through her eyes as she added, 
“They should tear it down and beautify it.  
Stop the arguing and leave the bickering 
behind.  These buildings don’t belong to us, 
we are just passing through.”

What began as a promise out of poverty 
over 70 years ago, has come full circle.  The 
Banks, along with 4,000 other families that 
inhabited public housing developments before 
Katrina, continue to live in an unpredict-
able limbo.  eminent demolition will cause 
repeated displacement and a possible increase 
in homelessness.  Senate Bill 1668 offers new 
orleans a new promise: demolition with the 
right of return.  And, that fateful decision 
lies in the hands of a committee, hundreds of 
miles away, in Washington D.C.

activists gather at an affordable housing rally to bring attention to the demolition of public housing, the growing homelessness, and  
the continued eviction of inhabitants from Fema trailers.  the rally was held under the i – 10 freeway overpass, near a homeless tent  
community.  the new orleans homeless population is estimated at 12,000 people, twice the pre-Katrina figure.
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Felicia Cobbins, 13, takes the lead as 
high school students return to school, 
after a weeklong break for mardi gras.  
Behind her, the newest section of the 
B.W. Cooper development, built in 
1954, will soon be demolished.
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