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Introduction
Established in 2006, in the aftermath of the failure of the federal levee system post
Hurricane Katrina, the Lower 9th Ward Center for Sustainable Engagement &
Development (CSED) is a 501C3 nonprofit that provides community-based support to
residents of the Lower Ninth Ward – from “River to Bayou” – as part of our long-term
recovery and rebuilding efforts. Our mission is to stimulate civic engagement,
repopulate, sustain and rebuild natural systems, assist community leadership and
preserve resources in our Lower 9th Ward community. Our goal is the re-creation and
repopulation of a strong community, mindful of its resources and vulnerabilities, with an
engaged citizenry that is as active, resilient, prosperous, energy independent and
beautiful as possible.
CSED’s primary emphasis on community resiliency includes:
Community Outreach and Advocacy
Built Environment
Coastal Sustainability
Food Security
The CSED’s programs include volunteer services, home energy assessments, energy
efficiency education, radiant barrier installation, community gardens, blight
beautification, wetlands restoration and education. This booklet describes one of our
blight beautification efforts.
Do you have a blighted, vacant lot adjacent to your home or in the next block? Would
you like to be able to create something beautiful and useful in that space for very little
money? In the spring of 2013, the CSED was fortunate enough to have the opportunity to
do just that…turn a blighted, overgrown, vacant lot which was full of trash, vermin, and
drug users, into a community pocket park and orchard at 4817-19 Dauphine Street. This
lot now provides neighbors with a beautiful place to relax, learn about plants and soil
remediation, and enjoy the “fruit” of our labor. We hope our story of how we
accomplished this project will inspire you to “get the lead out” and help to eradicate
blight in your community.
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We would like to extend a special thank you to all
the many hands and hearts of volunteers who
helped to bring this project to fruition.
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Acquisition of Property
So you have your eye on a vacant, blighted lot that you would like to purchase; where do
you start? There are several ways to identify the owner of a piece of property or to find
vacant lots available for purchase.
•

First, and foremost, you can visit the New Orleans Assessor’s Office at City
Hall or their website at www.nolassessor.com to search their records for the
owner of a property.

•

You can also check with neighbors who live close to the lot to see if anyone
knows who the owner is and how to contact them.

•

Perhaps the lot is owned by the New Orleans Redevelopment Authority. You
can phone their office at (504)658-4400 or search their property records at
www.noraworks.org. While you’re on their website, check out the Lot Next
Door Program to see if you qualify.

•

You can view blighted properties and adjudicated properties that are for sale
at auction on the following websites:
www.civilsheriff.com
www.gilmoreauction.com
www.civicsource.com

•

Of course, you can always consult with a trusted realtor.

As always, the CSED is here to help our residents. If you need assistance with accessing
these websites, please visit our office.
CSED’s acquisition of the blighted property at 4817-19 Dauphine Street began with
residents’ complaints and their request for a volunteer/resident block cleanup. Once
we identified the property owner on the Assessor’s website, we reached out to him to
engage him in the cleanup and to ask him to properly maintain the property.
Fortunately, he agreed to donate the property to the CSED for development and
maintenance as a community garden.
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Soil Testing – Your Health & Your Money
Soil testing is important in the Lower 9th Ward because the soil may be contaminated
with heavy metals, specifically lead. If you decide to plant fruit or vegetables on your
land, a soil test can save you time and money by identifying what contaminants are in
your soil and how fertile your soil is. Soil testing takes the guess work out of figuring
out if your soil is safe and if it is fertile.
Your Health Research by Tulane Professor Howard Mielke found that the interior of the
city of New Orleans is littered with high levels of lead.1 The Center for Disease control
states that exposures of more than six micrograms of lead (less than a packet of
sweetener) per day in children can cause a variety of learning and developmental
disabilities.
Soil lead levels tend to be highest near busy and residential streets because of the use
of lead gasoline. Lead paint is another source of lead contamination also no longer in
use; however, it is still impacting our environment. In Mielke’s study, after busy street
locations, soil near the sides of houses contained the highest median soil lead levels.
Soil testing can save you time and money. When you decide to grow fruit and
vegetables on your property, identifying what minerals are available, and what minerals
are lacking, like potassium, phosphorous, and nitrogen, will give you accurate
information and guard against over application of unneeded fertilizer.
The CSED recommends using Timberleaf Soil2 or A&L Labratories3 for soil testing.
Timberleaf specializes in testing for organic farmers. They analyze all soil and plant
minerals, soil characteristics, and let you know the level of each. They describe in
simple language how much amendment you need to add to correct the deficiencies and
imbalances in your soil. Timberleaf soil testing can be expensive, but is worth the
money. The CSED used Timberleaf and spent roughly $200. A&L Laboratories is less
expensive but does not provide a detailed analysis on how to correct your soil.
The most important part of soil testing, if you live in New Orleans, is testing for metals.
The CSED suggests that you test for Arsenic, Cadmium and Lead - because they are
most commonly found in our soils. Tests for these metals run between $15-$66 apiece.
A&L charges $15 apiece for Cadmium and Lead, and $35 for Arsenic. Timberleaf
charges $39 apiece for Cadmium and Lead and $66 for Arsenic. Detailed step by step
information on how to take soil samples can be found on both Timberleaf and A&L
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Laboratories websites. Also, available through the USDA are comprehensive soil maps
and data for those who want to learn more about soil testing.4
1

Soil intervention as a strategy for lead exposure prevention: The New Orleans lead-safe
childcare playground project, Howard Mielke
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0269749110005166
2
Timberleaf Soil Testing, http://www.timberleafsoiltesting.com/index.htm
3
A&L Laboratories, http://www.al-labs-eastern.com/Default.aspx
4
USDA Web Soil Survey.
http://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/app/HomePage.htm

Clearing Lot, Design, & Use
The results of your soil testing and the existing lay of the land of your property will
definitely guide you in clearing your lot and deciding its design and use.

The property at 4817-19 Dauphine Street had higher levels of lead in the front and middle
areas rendering them unsuitable for planting food unless we made raised beds – which
we did. The rear portion of the lot had acceptable levels of lead for growing fruit trees
since fruit only absorbs minimal amounts of lead which is safe to eat. So the results of
our soil testing led us to design the front area as a planting site for ornamentals, a
seating area for relaxation and observation of nature, and the middle area as an
educational herb and perennial garden. We capped the high amount of lead in the middle
area with approximately eight inches of sand and six inches of composted, organic soil.
Of course, this whole process began with volunteers and staff and bobcat services from
a Lower 9th Ward resident to clear the overgrown site. If you need help clearing your lot,
contact our office to learn about volunteer services.
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We further identified a low spot in the front area which naturally accumulated standing
water after a heavy rain. This was a perfect spot to build a rain garden to help to drain
the lot. This lot also had an existing sidewalk at the front and two cement/slate entrance
ways left from the double house that had originally existed here. We let these existing
features inform our design of a dual entrance to the garden. In doing so, we gave
homage to the history of the property. Lucky for us, a portion of the driveway was still
in place making a perfect base for a seating area. We left the existing sidewalk that ran
almost the length of the property as an easy access to the backyard.
Consider how much time you wish to give to the maintenance of your property as well.
We chose to use drought-tolerant, freeze-hardy, perennial plants for the most part to
reduce the amount of maintenance. Note how many hours of sun and/or shade your lot
receives and how that will change with the seasons. This will help you to choose the
proper plants for each area of your garden.
Take time to analyze the existing features of your property and let them inform your
design. This way you will work with your land, and you will save time, material, and
money. Perhaps, you will even be able to pay tribute to the history of your property;
giving respect to those who have come before us.
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Best Management Practices for Growing
In & Around Contaminated Soil
Physical Barriers
• cover walkways and bare soil with mulch to inhibit volatilization or hand
contact with soil
• build raised beds with non-treated wood at least 12-24 inches deep (depending
on crop types)
• use geotextile or landscape fabric barrier underneath
• get soil from a supplier with guaranteed analysis when creating raised beds
• choose sites that are away from busy roadways
• plant hedges/windrows to protect from exhaust and pollutants
• grow under row cover or in hoop houses to reduce risk of atmospheric
deposition
Soil Amendments
• add compost to increase organic matter/improve fertility, bind inorganic
contaminants
• add soil conditioners to maintain neutral soil pH (lime, sulfur, coir, rock
phosphate, compost)
Washing
• wear gloves and wash hands after handling contaminated soil
• wash vegetables and fruits with 5% vinegar or citric acid to remove organic
contaminants that may have settled onto the outer surface
• wash and peel root crops grown in potentially contaminated soil
How to Treat Contaminated Soil
Soil test results for 4819 Dauphine revealed 900ppm of lead in the soil. Natural levels of
lead in soil range between 50 – 400 parts per million (ppm).1 EPA guidelines for levels of
concern are 400-1200ppm.2
In order to make a safe area for children and adults, recommendations from a soil
scientist to move forward on CSED plans to make a green space/fruit orchard were as
follows:
Suggestions for further soil testing were made to identify where high concentrations of
lead are located on the site. He concluded that areas with less than 800 ppm would be
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safe to grow fruit trees. Fruit contains the least amount of heavy metals, with most
stored in the roots of the trees, then the trunk and branches, then the leaves, then the
fruit. With lead levels less than 800ppm, fruit from the 4819 Dauphine orchard will not
contain levels of heavy metals above what is considered toxic.
Recommendations to move forward on this project were as follows:
Divide 4819 Dauphine into four areas, with each area sampled and tested separately:
Area 1: Perimeter of house footprint. Take roughly 10 samples from the perimeter (on or
within 1 foot of the outside edge of the house footprint). The samples should be taken
from the first 2-4 inches of soil, using clean tools. Place each of the samples into a
clean plastic bucket and then mix the soil samples from the perimeter together
thoroughly. Then, remove a composite sample based on the amount the lab needs and
place it into a sealed plastic bag (or a specified type of bag the lab requests) and label it
clearly in accordance with the lab's instructions.
Area 2: Front half of the house footprint. Take 5-10 samples from the area that is the
front of the house footprint (which is from the front of the lot to the back edge of the
concrete slab). This is roughly half of the house footprint. Mix the samples (clean the
bucket thoroughly between samples) and submit a composite sample of this area as
described above.
Area 3: Back half of the house footprint. Take 5-10 samples from the remaining back half
of the house footprint (not including the back area that was not under the house). Mix
and submit composite samples as described above
Area 4: Back area that was not under the house. Do not sample from the small area to
the side of the house footprint that is bordered by the remaining brick chain wall, the
sidewalk and the concrete slab. If the perimeter sample (Area 1) is contaminated, we can
assume this small area is as well, and we don't want it to affect the Area 4 sample. If the
perimeter sample is not contaminated, we can assume this small area is also not
contaminated. Again, take 5-10 samples, mix them and submit composite samples as
described above.
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Outcomes and Findings: Final soil test results on 4819 Dauphine are listed below.
Area 1: 1505 mg/kg
Area 2: 253 mg/kg
Area 3: 829 mg/kg
Area 4: 806 mg/kg
With the Test Results the CSED Approached Each ‘Area’ Individually:
Area 1 and 3, the perimeter of where there was once a house and the area that was
under the back half of house, which had the highest levels of lead, were capped with
sand and landscape tarp. With the help of Historic Green Volunteers, raised beds made
of recycled tires (found in the neighborhood) and brick walkways made of recycled brick
(dug up from the site), were constructed on the capped section of Areas 1 and 3.
Flowers and fragrant herbs were then planted in these raised beds.
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Area 2, the front of the property that contained the least amount of lead, the CSED
planted red tip photinia and camellia bushes that were donated by a local plant nursery.
With the help of Historic Green Volunteers, a rain garden to absorb rainwater runoff
from the rest of the property was built. Benches and a table made from cypress wood
that was found in the neighborhood - near the river, by Wetlands Specialist John Taylor
were built. And finally, paths laid with small amounts of concrete and recycled roofing
slate, crushed concrete and shell fill that was found on the site were built with the help
of Baptist Volunteers.
Area 4, the back of the property that served as a ‘back yard’ of the original house that
was on the property, was made into a fruit orchard. Six 5’x20’ beds were double dug to
loosen soil. Eleven citrus trees were planted in these beds; two blood orange, two ruby
red grapefruit, two satsuma, two kumquat, two Meyer lemon, and one lime.
1

EPA, Human Health and Lead, http://www.epa.gov/superfund/lead/health.htm.
EPA, Lead in Soil: Why Is It a Problem?
http://www.epa.gov/region1/leadsafe/pdf/chapter3.pdf.
2
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Plant an Orchard or Build Raised Beds
The CSED decided to plant fruit trees on 4819 Dauphine because, first and foremost, the
level of contamination in the soil required us to choose edible plants that would be safe
for consumption. Citrus has many barriers that slow the uptake of lead in the tree. The
roots of the tree will accumulate lead but the fruit will not, and therefore it will be safe
to eat. The second reason we chose citrus is because the trees are easy to grow in our
hot and humid Louisiana climate and do not require much maintenance.
Citrus is easy to grow in the Lower 9th Ward and once it matures the fruit can be picked
over a period of several months. When selecting sites to plant citrus, a well-drained soil,
high in organic matter and slightly acid or neutral is best. Citrus trees require good
drainage! Before planting the citrus orchard at 4819 Dauphine, we loosened the soil to a
depth of 24 inches below the surface. Loose soil provides drainage and enables roots to
easily grow and find the nutrients they need for food. The best time to plant citrus trees
is in January or February. Trees planted after December can withstand a freeze in
February better than earlier planted trees.
We planted Brown Satsuma, Moro Blood Orange, Meyer Lemon and Thornless Key Lime.
Kumquats, Satsuma, and Sweet Oranges are the most cold-hardy varieties of citrus. A
complete guide on growing citrus in Louisiana can be found on the LSUAg Center
website.1 This guide was very helpful and we referenced it several times before we
planted our trees.
We chose to buy our citrus trees directly from Saxon Becnel and Sons2 in Belle Chasse.
Becnel is a family run citrus nursery and has been in business for 160 years. They have
over 25 different varieties of citrus. Their trees are very high quality. To pick up the
citrus trees we rented a mini closed back U-Hal truck and drove to Belle Chase which is
about 35 minutes away from the Lower 9th Ward. If you call in advance, Becnel will have
the trees ready for you. For 3 year old trees, the cost is roughly $60 dollars apiece. (If
you buy citrus, make sure the tree is at least 2 years old).
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We planted the citrus trees in six 5’x20’ raised beds that we double dug at the back of
the property. The trees were planted in a 2-1-2, 1-2-1 formation. This formation allowed
for us to plant the 11 trees in a relatively small area on the back of the lot. The trees
were spaced about 10-12 feet apart. When the trees are mature their canopies will
barely touch. Close plant spacing and double digging are Biointensive farming methods
we learned from John Jeavons.3 Jeavons is known internationally as the leading
researcher and method developer, teacher, and consultant for the small-scale,
sustainable agricultural method known as GROW BIOINTENSIVE mini-farming. He is the
author of the best-selling book How to Grow More Vegetables, Fruits, Nuts, Berries,

Grains, and Other Crops Than You Ever Thought Possible On Less Land Than You Can
Imagine (Ten Speed Press),which has gone into seven editions in seven languages, plus

Braille. Jeavons' food-raising methods are being used in 141 countries and by such
organizations as UNICEF, Save the Children, and the Peace Corps.
1

LSU Ag Louisiana Home Citrus Production Publication,
http://www.lsuagcenter.com/en/communications/publications/Publications+Catalog/
Lawn+and+Garden/Fruits/Louisiana+Home+Citrus+Production.htm
2
Saxon Becnel and Sons, http://www.saxonbecnelandsons.com/
3
Grow Biointensive Farming, Ecology Action, John Jeavons,
http://www.growbiointensive.org/
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Use Recycled Materials to Build Paths & Seating
Material reuse was paramount in the Dauphine Street project. We realized early on that
building a green space with recycled materials was going to be a challenge. However, to
stay within budget, we had to be creative and think outside the box. Leading the way and
sharing his knowledge on how to do this was local resident John Taylor. John is ‘old
school’, and life has taught him never to throw anything away - he has mastered the
philosophy of “one man’s junk is another man’s treasure.” Through him we learned how
to actually take note of what was around us. Items or discarded stuff that was free and
could be reused and incorporated into a Community Green Space /Orchard were sought
after.
Slate from old roofs, donated by a neighbor, was imbedded into concrete to make
beautiful paths. Drift wood from bayou and river was used to make benches and a table.
Broken up rock and cement that had been dumped in the neighborhood was used to
border trees and paths. Old tires that were dumped nearby were used to build raised
beds. Old St Joe bricks that were dug up from the site were used to build a large path.
And 50 gallon plastic daiquiri barrels were used for rain water catchment and storage.
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Create a Rain Garden
A portion of our property at 4817-19 Dauphine Street drained into a depressed area that
collected standing water after a heavy rain. We took advantage of this existing drainage
pattern and, with the help of Historic Green volunteers, created a rain garden to
capture rain water, filter pollutants, provide habitat to butterflies, birds and bees, and
to further beautify the site. We were able to harvest the irises we planted from
generous neighbors’ yards.

What is a rain garden?
• Simply – a shallow depression planted with native plants.
• Officially – a landscape garden that encourages storm water management
through bio retention and assists in the settling of sediments and natural
decomposition of pollutants.
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Why should I build a rain garden?
• To help manage and alleviate excessive, standing rain water on your property.
• The biggest source of pollutants in rivers and streams is nonpoint source
pollution (storm water runoff contaminated by sediment, fertilizers,
herbicides, pesticides, oil, grease, etc.).
• Rain gardens slow and retain storm water and filter pollutions
while providing habitat to butterflies, birds and bees.
• Allowing storm water to infiltrate, instead of runoff, reduces downstream
erosion and nonpoint source pollution.
• Rain gardens function year round and are low maintenance.
Our longtime partner, Historic Green, has created a handout outlining the simple steps
for creating and maintaining your own rain garden. Stop by our office to pick it up,
access it on our website at www.sustainthenine.org , or contact us and we’ll email it to
you!
Historic Green’s mission is to assist in and lead in the transformation and restoration of
distressed communities through education and service activities focusing on heritage
conservation and sustainable design. Learn more at their website
www.historicgreen.org

Build Rain Catchment
Necessity is the mother of invention. We have no access to water at our 4817-19
Dauphine Street garden so we had to come up with a way to water our plantings. Lucky
for us, the blighted house next to our garden had a brand new roof and gutter system so
we were able to build a simplistic rain catchment system by removing the bottom
portion of the downspout and placing a recycled, 55 gallon drum underneath. We
covered the barrel with a nylon mesh screen to keep out mosquitoes. We are currently
using three 55 gallon rain barrels which gives us an adequate water supply unless we
go without rain for more than two weeks. We decided to hand water, so our barrels are
sitting on the ground and we hand dip our watering cans. If you intend to use a hose,
you must insert a spigot in the bottom of the barrel. The more you elevate your barrel,
the more pressure you create, and the greater the flow will be.
How much rain do you need to fill a 55 gallon rain barrel? For every inch of rain that
falls on one square foot of your roof, you can “collect” just over half a gallon of
rainwater (0.6 gallons). For example, if you have a shed that is 10’ x 10’ and you can
15

collect the roof runoff from all 100 square feet of your roof, you could collect 60 gallons
of rainwater during a 1-inch rain event. If you were to harness all the water off a 2000
sq. ft. home, you would have over 1200 gallons from just one inch of rain!
Of course, necessity is not the only reason to recycle rain water. Harnessing and
storing rain water is an economic and green method to decrease public demand for
water, save money, and reduce the amount of urban runoff. Rain is naturally soft water
low in dissolved minerals, and devoid of chlorine, fluoride, and other chemicals but full
of nutrients. For this reason, plants respond very well to rainwater. After all, it’s what
plants in the wild thrive on! Learn more about building rain catchment systems online
at: http://www.ehow.com/how_4523310_build-rain-catchment-system.html or stop by
our community garden to view our basic technique.
Please be advised: the water collected in rain barrels is not suitable for human
consumption. Please make sure that children and pets do not drink water collected in a
rain barrel.

Low Maintenance Landscape Plants
We wanted our community garden and orchard to be as low maintenance and as organic
as possible. So we focused on plants that require minimal care, are drought resistant
but can withstand days of rain like pink muhly ornamental grass, reseed themselves
such as zinnias, and/or last for more than one season (perennials) like the dwarf Blue
Chip Buddleia (also known as Butterfly Bush) and the now common knock out rose. We
also planted many native species such as camellias, an azalea, and Red Tipped Photinia
which were donated to us by Harold’s Indoor & Outdoor Plants. In order to reduce cost,
we harvested iris, spider plants, purple hyacinth bean and aloe vera from our generous
neighbors’ yards. We included herbs such as basil and rosemary and let them flower to
attract honeybees for cross pollination and seeds for replanting.
We chose citrus trees for our orchard because they are disease-resistant, require
little pruning, are hardy in our climate, and usually don’t require chemical spraying for
pests. We purchased three year old trees at Becnel Farms in Belle Chase which were
grown from Flying Dragon Trifoliate rootstock…a dwarfing rootstock recommended for
our area. Our community orchard includes eleven citrus trees: 2 Meyer Lemon, 1
Persian Lime, 2 Ruby Red Grapefruit, 2 Blood Orange, 2 Satsuma, and 2 Kumquat – one
sour and one sweet! We removed any developing fruit for the first year after planting
16

so that all the trees’ energy went toward producing a healthy root system – the basis
for a strong and healthy tree. Fall 2014 will be our first community harvest.
We mulched all of our plantings with pine straw mulch. This is the recommended mulch
for our region because it is readily available from our pine tree forests so it is
sustainable, it doesn’t float away, rot, mildew, or attract termites. Cypress mulch is
harvested from cypress forests which act as our natural defense system against storm
surge. Help protect our environment; please do not use cypress mulch. In South
Louisiana, we are lucky to have an unlimited selection of hardy plants of endless variety
that thrive with little maintenance. Our local garden nurseries can guide you in your
selection of plants. We also have many resource books available at our CSED office and
a great local, online source for plant selection and care is the LSU Ag Center website at
www.lsuagcenter.com
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Resource List
CSED Office 5130 Chartres Street, New Orleans, LA 70117 - (504)324-9955
www.sustainthenine.org blog.sustainthenine.org
Property Acquisition
www.nolassessor.com
www.noraworks.org
www.civilsheriff.com
www.gilmoreauction.com
www.civicsource.com
Soil testing
Timberleaf Soil Testing http://www.timberleafsoiltesting.com/index.htm
A&L Laboratories http://www.al-labs-eastern.com/Default.aspx
USDA Web Soil Survey
http://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/app/HomePage.htm
Lead Contamination
EPA, Human Health and Lead, http://www.epa.gov/superfund/lead/health.htm. EPA,
Lead in Soil: Why Is It a Problem?
http://www.epa.gov/region1/leadsafe/pdf/chapter3.pdf
Growing & Plant Selection
LSU Ag Center in Orleans Parish, 1300 Perdido Street · City Hall Room BW15 · New
Orleans, LA · 70112 - (504) 658-2900 – www.lsuagcenter.com
LSU Ag Louisiana Home Citrus Production Publication,
http://www.lsuagcenter.com/en/communications/publications/Publications+Catalog/
Lawn+and+Garden/Fruits/Louisiana+Home+Citrus+Production.htm
Saxon Becnel and Sons, http://www.saxonbecnelandsons.com/
Grow Biointensive Farming, Ecology Action, John Jeavons,
http://www.growbiointensive.org/
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Support your independently-owned, local, garden nurseries.
Recycled Materials
The Green Project, 2831 Marais Street, New Orleans, LA 70117 – (504)945-0240
www.greenproject.org
Habitat for Humanity Restore, 2900 Elysian Fields Avenue, New Orleans, LA 70122
(504)943-2240 www.habitat-nola.org
Neighbors, friends, community, and your own back yard can be a valuable resource for
recycled materials and plants.
Rain Gardens
www.historicgreen.org
www.groundworknola.org
www.ehow.com/how_2088798_make-rain-garden.html
Rain Catchment
http://www.ehow.com/how_4523310_build-rain-catchment-system.html
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Enjoy the Fruit of Your Labor

Written by Vincent Fedeli & Kathy Muse
To see a timeline of this project, visit our blog at
www.blog.sustainthenine.org
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