
 

1785 Massachusetts Avenue, NW   Washington, DC 20036 

P  P  P  P  202.588.6035    F  F  F  F  202.588.6272    E  E  E  E      law @ nthp .org    w w w .p reservationnation.org 

B Y  E MAIL TO : p ub lic.com m ents@ earthtech.com  
 
May 7, 2009  
 
B ob b ie H urley 
E arth Tech AE CO M 
1555 P oyd ras S treet, Suite 1860 
New  O rleans, LA 70112 
    
R e: Com m ents R egard ing Design Alternatives for the P rop osed  V eterans Affairs 

(V A) Med ical Center in New  O rleans 
 
Dear Ms. H urley:  

    
The National Trust for H istoric P reservation ap p reciates the op p ortunity to com m ent 
on the four d esign schem es for the p rop osed  V A Med ical Center in New  O rleans 
p resented  on Ap ril 16, 2009 .  
 

Com m entCom m entCom m entCom m ents on P roced ural Issuess on P roced ural Issuess on P roced ural Issuess on P roced ural Issues    
    

• The National Trust and  a num b er of other p arties ob jected  to the Ap ril 16 m eeting 
d ate, b ecause it w as sched uled  to occur at the sam e tim e as the Neighb orhood  
District 1 m aster p lanning m eeting.  Surely the NE P A team  m ust have realized  
that, w hile the p rop osed  V A site is in District 4, the existing V A hosp ital is in 
District 1.  What hap p ens in the Central B usiness District is of interest to everyone 
in the city.  It w as short-sighted , and  inconsid erate to m em b ers of the p ub lic, not 
to coord inate these m eetings.  The m aster p lanning m eeting w as sched uled  w ith 
sufficient p ub lic notice m any w eeks in ad vance.  B y contrast, the notice for the 
V A m eeting w as only ab out a w eek and  a half. 

• In p rep aration for the m eeting w e p rinted  out the four d esign schem es p osted  on 
the w eb site (w w w .valusm ed centers.com ) and  p rep ared  com m ents b ased  on 
those d esigns.  H ow ever, w e d iscovered  up on arriving at the m eeting that the 
four schem es on the w eb  site d id  not m atch the four schem es on d isp lay and  on 
the d istrib uted  hand -outs.  We ap p reciate the fact that d esigns can change, b ut it 
w as p rejud icial to the p ub lic that the d esigns p osted  on-line for com m ent w ere 
d ifferent from  the alternatives und er d iscussion at the NE P A scop ing m eeting.  
This w as only one of the m any challenges this p articular m eeting p resented . 

• U p on arriving at the m eeting, w e w ere d istressed  to learn that the form at of the 
m eeting had  b een altered  from  w hat w as ind icated  in the p ub lic notice.  The 
p ub lic notice stated : 

The p ub lic m eeting w ill b egin w ith a 30 m inute op en house from  6:30-
7:00 p m  to allow  interested  p arties to view  the p rop osed  d esign alter-
natives and  talk d irectly to F ed eral rep resentatives.  At 7:00 p m  V A 
w ill give a b rief p resentation, after w hich the aud ience w ill have an 
op p ortunity to voice q uestions and  com m ents.  

Contrary to the notice, the aud ience w as not allow ed  the op p ortunity to voice its 
q uestions and  com m ents.  Instead , ind ivid uals could  m ake p rivate com m ents to a 
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court rep orter at her station, or they could  sp eak off the record  to an architect 
stationed  at one of the corners of the room , b ut the aud ience d id  not have the 
b enefit of hearing other m em b ers of the p ub lic sp eaking and  sharing their view s 
ab out the d esign alternatives.  Nor w as there a com p lete record  of this m eeting.  
This tactic raised  strong ob jections and  susp icions am ong those w ho attend ed , 
and  created  a p ervasive atm osp here of d istrust, all of w hich could  have b een 
avoid ed  if the V A had  b een w illing to allow  a genuine exchange of inform ation 
and  view s from  concerned  m em b ers of the p ub lic.  We q uestion w hether the b ait-
and -sw itch form at of the Ap ril 16 m eeting, w hich d ep rived  the p ub lic of the ab ility 
to hear other com m ents, w ould  satisfy the p ub lic hearing req uirem ents of NE P A.1  

 
Com m ents Ap p licab le to All F our Design S chem es Com m ents Ap p licab le to All F our Design S chem es Com m ents Ap p licab le to All F our Design S chem es Com m ents Ap p licab le to All F our Design S chem es     

 
R elationship  to H istoric District/Neighb orhoodR elationship  to H istoric District/Neighb orhoodR elationship  to H istoric District/Neighb orhoodR elationship  to H istoric District/Neighb orhood     

• What hap p ens on this site has ram ifications for the im m ed iate surround ings, and  
the w id er region.  There w ill b e im p acts up on streets, transp ortation, 
infrastructure, and  surround ing land  use.  The City P lanning Com m ission has b een 
d ep rived  of any role in d evelop ing or refining this p lan.  It cannot avoid  having a 
role in guid ing w hat hap p ens outsid e of this footp rint. 

• We p ointed  out in our com m ents on the January 22 d esigns that w e saw  no 
relationship  b etw een these d esigns and  the Mid -City National R egister H istoric 
District.  Three m onths later, the p lans still b ear no relationship  to the ad jacent 
and  surround ing historic d istrict. 

• This is intend ed  as a secure cam p us, w ith only a hand ful of controlled  access 
p oints.  There is no relationship  w ith the surround ing neighb orhood . 

 
R elationship  to LS U  P lanR elationship  to LS U  P lanR elationship  to LS U  P lanR elationship  to LS U  P lan    

• The National Trust w as instrum ental in encouraging the V A and  LSU  to rethink 
their ap p roaches to the environm ental and  historic p reservation review s for their 
resp ective p lans.  We p ointed  out m ore than a year ago that it w as a m istake to 
evaluate p lans of this m agnitud e ind ep end ently of one another.  As a result, w e 
w ere p leased  to see that the review  w as re-initiated  jointly.   

• Now , all p retence of a relationship  b etw een these tw o facilities seem s to have 
b een ab and oned .  The V A p resented  its p lans on Ap ril 16, and  tw o w eeks later 
LSU  p resented  its sep arate, unrelated  p lans.  There are no shared  facilities, no 

                                                           
1   “P ub lic hearings p rovid e the com m unity and  the d ecisionm akers a forum  for the 
free and  contem p oraneous exchange of id eas. It is a d ynam ic p rocess w hich has at 
its core the id ea that it is only through a p ub lic m eeting that d etails and  intricacies of 
controversies can b e b est exp lored  and  und erstood .”  C ity of South P asad ena v. 
Slater, 56 F. Sup p . 2d  1106 (C.D. Cal. 19 99 ) (conclud ing that p laintiffs, includ ing 
National Trust, raised  “serious q uestions “ ab out w hether the form at of an op en 
house is eq uivalent to a p ub lic hearing). 
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econom ies of scale, and  no synergy.  E ven the w eb -site is no longer shared .  The 
V A’s assertion in its March 13 resp onse to com m ents that it continues to “exp lore 
op p ortunities” for shared  facilities w ith LSU , such as a single energy p lant, w as 
contrad icted  b y the fact that all of the LSU  d esign alternatives p resented  on Ap ril 
29  show ed  the central energy p lant at the farthest p ossib le location from  the V A 
site, and  contained  no evid ence of any shared  facilities. 

• Many of the com m ents in resp onse to the January 22 d esigns em p hasized  the 
im p ortance of review ing b oth p lans together.  Instead , the review  p rocess has 
b ecom e even m ore segregated  than b efore. 

• The National Trust w ould  also like the City P lanning staff to w eigh in on how  these 
p lans succeed  or fail to w ork w ith one another and  w ith the surround ing historic 
neighb orhood . 

 
Dixie B rew ery and  P an Am erican B uild ingDixie B rew ery and  P an Am erican B uild ingDixie B rew ery and  P an Am erican B uild ingDixie B rew ery and  P an Am erican B uild ing    

• The National Trust w ould  like to know  the status of the feasib ility stud y of the 
Dixie B rew ery b uild ing.  We w ere told  in January that there w as a p rob lem  w ith 
gaining access to the b uild ing. 
    

G reen S p aces/Land scap ingG reen S p aces/Land scap ingG reen S p aces/Land scap ingG reen S p aces/Land scap ing    

• The conflicting d esign strategies rem ain –-the p ush for op en sp ace, b ut at the 
sam e tim e a d esire for ad d itional sp ace on the site in w hich to exp and .  As 
exp ansion p roceed s, green sp ace is lost.     
    

Massing and  B ulkMassing and  B ulkMassing and  B ulkMassing and  B ulk    

• At the Ap ril 16 m eeting, w e w ere told  that b uild ings w ould  b e set b ack 100 feet 
from  S . R ocheb lave in an effort to m itigate their im p act on the resid ential 
neighb orhood  across the street.  It is d ifficult to tell w hat the setb acks are from  
these d iagram s, b ut the setb ack of the new  structures seem s to b e the greatest in 
Schem e 4, the schem e w hich also uses a few  historic houses from  the 
neighb orhood .  The other schem es m ake no attem p t to m itigate their im p acts.    

    
U se of S treetsU se of S treetsU se of S treetsU se of S treets    

• In every one of the schem es, B anks S treet term inates at S . R ocheb lave.  Its 
current connection to S . G alvez w ould  b e com p letely lost.  S . R ocheb lave, a street 
of low er cap acity than S . G alvez, m ust then carry that traffic, along w ith the staff, 
service and  am b ulance traffic entering the V A site. 
    

E ntry/R elationship  to the Central B usiness DistrictE ntry/R elationship  to the Central B usiness DistrictE ntry/R elationship  to the Central B usiness DistrictE ntry/R elationship  to the Central B usiness District    

• This m ed ical center w ould  b e farthest from  the Central B usiness District of all the 
hosp itals.  These d esigns have no relationship  to the CB D, and  little or no 
relationship  to Canal S treet or Tulane Avenue, tw o m ajor through streets.    
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P ub lic Transit/Transp ortationP ub lic Transit/Transp ortationP ub lic Transit/Transp ortationP ub lic Transit/Transp ortation    

• There is no ind ication that the p lans attem p t to recognize the need s of ind ivid uals 
arriving b y p ub lic transp ortation, w hether p atients, staff, or visitors.    
    

P arkingP arkingP arkingP arking    

• P arking garages continue to b e a d om inant feature of the p lans, and  their 
p rop osed  locations w ould  exacerb ate ad verse im p acts on the Mid -City H istoric 
District.  In all cases, traffic to access staff p arking w ould  b e shunted  to S . 
R ocheb lave, the street w ith the least cap acity for traffic.  In every alternative 
excep t Schem e 4, a m assive p arking garage w ould  b utt right up  against the 
rem aining p ortion of the H istoric District.  This feature w as strongly criticized  in 
resp onse to the January 22 p lans.   

• The V A’s March 13 resp onse to com m ents erroneously states that the p rop osed  
staff p arking garage has b een ad justed  to p lace the short ed ge facing 
R ocheb lave.  O n the contrary, only Schem e 4 includ es this feature; all other 
schem es align the p arking garage lengthw ise along S . R ocheb lave.  

 
E xp ansionE xp ansionE xp ansionE xp ansion    

• In resp onse to the com m ents of the consulting p arties on the V A’s d esigns 
p resented  on January 22, V A ind icated  that there w ould  b e no exp ansion of the 
facility outsid e of the current footp rint.   

• The d esigns p resented  at this m eeting d o not show  how  the com p lex w ill b e 
exp and ed  to accom m od ate grow th.  Designs p resented  at the January 22 d esign 
review  m eeting had  this feature.  

• Meanw hile, even if the V A Med ical Center itself d oes not jum p  the b ound aries of 
this site, the ind irect, second ary, and  cum ulative im p acts on the surround ing 
historic d istrict w ill b e severe, as a result of the b usinesses that w ill inevitab ly 
follow  the V A Med ical Center into the heart of the Mid -City H istoric District.  The 
City P lanning Com m ission m ust b e involved  to assure ap p rop riate zoning for the 
surround ing neighb orhood , to p rotect its historic resid ential character, and  to 
d iscourage exp ansion of the m ed ical center.    

 
S etb acksS etb acksS etb acksS etb acks    

• Schem es 2, 3, and  4 all contained  a statem ent on the hand -out und er the 
category “Traffic, Access, and  Circulation”:  “hard ened  w alls sep arating b elow  
grad e p arking from  occup ied  sp ace rep lace the 50’ security setb ack 
req uirem ent.”  We have rep eated ly b een told  that the need  to b uild  this new  
facility on a m uch larger site than it p reviously occup ied  w as justified  in p art b y 
security setb ack req uirem ents.  Y et now  w e learn that hard ened  w alls can rep lace 
those setb ack req uirem ents.   
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Com m ents S p ecific to SCom m ents S p ecific to SCom m ents S p ecific to SCom m ents S p ecific to S chem e 1chem e 1chem e 1chem e 1    
    

• The Schem e 1 d iagram  p ub lished  on the w eb -site (w w w .valsum ed centers.com ) 
right b efore the Ap ril 16 m eeting show ed  the S taff P arking garage sited  w ith the 
long sid e p arallel to w hat w ould  have b een B anks S treet.  O n the hand -out 
d istrib uted  at the Ap ril m eeting the S taff P arking garage is sited  w ith the long 
sid e along S . R ocheb lave.    

    
Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 2Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 2Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 2Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 2    

    
• O n the hand -out d istrib uted  at the Ap ril 16 m eeting, the fourth text b lock und er 

“S ite R esp onse” says “Dixie B rew ery exp and ed  for CE P  &  Warehouse.”  The low er 
left “Cam p us P lanning Diagram ” ind icates the Dixie B rew ery and  show s a p arking 
lot to the left of the b uild ing.  The low er right “Clinical P lanning Diagram ” lab els 
the Dixie B rew ery as “R esearch.”  We w ould  like to know  w hat is actually b eing 
p rop osed  here. 

• O n the hand -out d istrib uted  at the Ap ril 16 m eeting, the first text b lock und er 
“Traffic, Access, and  Circulation” states “Main entrance d rive ram p s up  20’ to a 
d rop  off courtyard  w ith tw o p arking levels b elow .”  The Schem e 2 “Clinical 
P lanning Diagram ” now  p osted  on the w eb -site ind icates that the “Main entrance 
d rive ram p s up  25 feet.  P lease exp lain w hat the intend ed  elevation is to b e.  
E ither w ay, this is an elevation of tw o stories.  This clearly is autom ob ile oriented ; 
how  d oes this long ram p  serve the ind ivid ual w ho arrives b y p ub lic 
transp ortation?  Must he or she m ake the trek up  the ram p  to gain entry at the 
higher elevation? 

• The d iagram  ind icates “P atient P arking B elow .”  What w ould  b e on the roof of this 
und erground  p arking structure?  Com m ents at the January 22 m eeting raised  
serious q uestions ab out the cost and  feasib ility of an und erground  p arking garage 
in New  O rleans.  

• This d iagonal p lan m ay m axim ize natural light and  m inim ize glare, b ut it has 
ab solutely no relationship  to the rectilinear New  O rleans street grid .  This 
ap p roach received  very negative com m ents at the January 22 m eeting, from  
governm ent officials as w ell as m em b ers of the p ub lic, yet the V A continues to 
p ursue it, ostensib ly in resp onse to “fed eral energy and  sustainab ility m and ates.”  
Concerns ab out “energy and  sustainab ility” w ould  b e m uch b etter served  b y the 
selecting an alternative site for the V A Med ical Center that d oes not call for 
b ulld ozing nine sq uare b locks of a historic neighb orhood  and  d um p ing the d eb ris 
in a land fill.   
 

Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 3Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 3Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 3Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 3    
    

• L ike Schem e 2, this schem e is unsuccessful, b ecause it b ears no relationship  to its 
surround ing context -- a rectilinear street grid , w ith b uild ings com ing to the 
ed ges of the p rop erty.  The d iagonal alignm ent of this schem e received  very 
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negative com m ents at the January 22 m eeting, from  governm ent officials as w ell 
as m em b ers of the p ub lic.  It fails in its attem p t to “p rovid e an iconic face at the 
corner of Canal and  G alvez,” as d escrib ed  in the m eeting d esign hand -out.  

• O n the hand -out d istrib uted  at the Ap ril m eeting, und er “S ite R esp onse,” the 
second  text b lock states “Dixie B rew ery façad e p reserved  &  w rap s the p arking 
garage.”  This is not reflected  in the “Clinical P lanning Diagram ,” w hich lab els the 
b rew ery “R esearch.” 
 

Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 4Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 4Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 4Com m ents S p ecific to S chem e 4    
    

• Schem e 4 is the only one that even attem p ts to incorp orate the historic 
p reservation m easure touted  so p roud ly at the January 22 m eeting –-the 
relocation of historic hom es to line the ed ge of the site along S . R ocheb lave 
S treet, for reuse as transitional living/training facilities, and  lod ging for veterans’ 
fam ilies.  We w ere d isap p ointed  to see no m ore than eight token houses 
relocated  in this m anner.  The V A’s March 13 resp onse to earlier d esign com m ents 
states that the reuse of these existing resid ential structures is constrained , 
b ecause their acq uisition and  use b y the fed eral governm ent w ould  m ake them  
“fed eral facilities,” thus req uiring hand icap p ed  access and  fire cod es to com p ly 
w ith fed eral stand ard s.  We find  it hard  to b elieve that these issues cannot b e 
resolved  in ord er to ad ap t historic b uild ings to m eet m od ern b uild ing cod es. 

• As w ith Schem e 3, on the hand -out d istrib uted  at the Ap ril m eeting, und er “S ite 
R esp onse,” the second  text b lock states in p art “Dixie B rew ery façad e p reserved  
&  w rap s the p arking garage.”  This is not reflected  in the “Cam p us P lanning 
Diagram ” and  the “Clinical P lanning Diagram ,” w hich lab el the b rew ery 
“R esearch.” 

 
In conclusion, w e urge the V A to m od ify the d esign alternatives in ord er to integrate 
a greater d egree of p reservation and  to red uce the severity of ad verse im p acts on 
the surround ing Mid -City H istoric District. 
 
S incerely,  

 
Walter G allas 
Director, New  O rleans F ield  O ffice 
 

 
E lizab eth S . Merritt 
Dep uty G eneral Counsel     
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cc:  R eid  Nelson, ACH P  

Caroline H all, ACH P  
K atry H arris, ACH P  
Donald  O rnd off, V A 
K athleen Scham el, F P O , V A 
Dan Therrien, V A 
P hil B oggan, SH P O  O ffice 
Sand ra S tokes, F ound ation for H istorical Louisiana 
Michelle K im b all, P reservation R esource Center 
B ob b i R ogers, Low er Mid -City R esid ents &  B usiness O w ners 
V irginia B lanq ue, Mid -City Neighb orhood  O rganization 
Mary H ow ell, E sq . 
Jam es R . Logan, IV , E sq . 

 


