TITLE: City of Gonzales, Louisiana: Gonzales Comprehensive Plan
I. Executive Summary

The City of Gonzales, Louisiana is located in the eastern part of Ascension Parish and centrally
located between Baton Rouge and New Orleans.' Facing increasing retail and commercial
development, the city updated its local comprehensive plan to accommodate rapid growth.

The Gonzales Comprehensive Plan was created in collaboration with Gonzales’s residents, city
staff, various stakeholders, and Gonzales’s elected officials.” In the plan, the city presents a clear
strategic framework for the future growth of Gonzales.’ The city addresses Gonzales’s land use
and urban design, mobility and transportation, housing, economy, quality of life and city
services, and redevelopment of its downtown area.* The plan’s affordable housing considerations
include diversifying the options and affordability of the housing stock in Gonzales. The plan’s
environmental considerations include emphasizing the city’s green spaces and community
amenities and benefits, and reducing future flood risk/building overall community resilience.

The plan is an example of a local comprehensive plan that addresses growth, while also
balancing community needs and environmental conservation in an increasingly suburban area
that is experiencing high demands for new development.

II. Background
The city of Gonzales is located in the eastern part of Ascension Parish.” Gonzales is a relatively

small city with about 10,957 people residing there as of 2019 and has a majority of Black
residents.® Gonzales has 2,157 acres of developed land.” About half of the city’s developed land
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is used for residential purposes (a majority single-family housing), while the other half is used
for commercial and industrial purposes.®

Ascension Parish is rapidly developing and Gonzales itself is located between Baton Rouge and
New Orleans.” Thus, the city has had to plan to confront this growth, especially to balance
residential and commercial growth with environmental conservation.'

III.  Overview of the Gonzales Comprehensive Plan

The Gonzales Comprehensive Plan presents a strategic framework for the future development of
Gonzales." It encompasses a vision of Gonzales articulated by many of its citizens and provides
the city with comprehensive guidelines for development.'

The plan was developed for the City of Gonzales. Specifically, it was prepared by the Center for
Planning Excellence (CPEX), with support from DRW Planning Studio and ECONorthwest."
The plan was officially released in August 2015, and both the City of Gonzales Planning and
Zoning Commission and the Gonzales City Council adopted the plan that same month."

The city’s previous comprehensive plan was released in 1997 and did not take into consideration
the rapid development that has taken place since then, in addition to future development in
Gonzales.”” The 2015 plan includes various predictions of population growth in Gonzales, which
are based on demographics and local trends. The city predicts that Gonzales could have an
annual average growth rate of three percent.'® This means that there would be about 8,728 new
residents by 2035 and about 3,583 new households will be needed by this time.'” To compare,
from 2000 and 2013, Gonzales’s annual average growth rate was only at about 1.8 percent.'® For
future growth, the city hopes to preserve its local character and culture while also offering a high
quality of life to its current and future residents.'” Notably, the plan includes a “Vision Map” to
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illustrate what the Gonzales of the future can look like in terms of where the city will direct
future land use in the face of anticipated population growth.*

At the start of the plan, guiding principles that represent the core values of Gonzales residents
and stakeholders are listed.*" The principles generally have a focus on equity and preserving
local character in the face of growth and new development (e.g., “Provide a range of housing
types for people of all income levels from high-end to affordable” and “Ensure quality new
development that is balanced to provide a healthy community”).” The plan’s guidelines are then
organized into five sections: (1) Land Use and Community Character; (2) Downtown: The Heart
of Gonzales; (3) Transportation; (4) Housing and Neighborhoods; and (5) Prosperous Economy.

Each section is further broken down into more discrete outcomes, goals, and actions. Outcomes
are defined as “the big ideas that support the citizen’s vision. They capture big picture changes
that must occur to implement the plan.”* Goals are defined as those used to “establish specific,
measurable, attainable and realistic objectives that guide plan implementation by ensuring that
stakeholders are clear about what must happen to move Gonzales toward the vision.”** Lastly,
actions are defined as those that “delineate the steps needed to achieve the goals.”* Overall, the
plan has 19 outcomes, 54 goals, and 155 actions.

The plan features an emphasis on affordable housing and environmental considerations across all
five sections reflecting an interdisciplinary look at future development to guide comprehensive
decisionmaking in the face of continued growth in an increasingly suburbanized area.

Regarding affordable housing, the plan has one outcome, two goals, and five action items. The
outcome, goals, and actions recognize that Gonzales needs more affordable housing and presents
steps for breaking down the barriers to creating affordable housing in Gonzales.

Regarding the environment, the plan has five goals and 12 action items. The goals and actions
recognize that Gonzales has many environmental amenities. The plan outlines ways the city can
develop in floodplains while minimizing flood risk and environmental consequences, capturing
stormwater, and maintaining and increasing access to open and natural areas.

The affordable housing and environmental foci of the plan are discussed in more detail in
subsequent parts.
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IV.  Housing

Even prior to accounting for new growth, the city begins its housing characterization in the plan
by explicitly acknowledging ongoing challenges. The plan provides that there is a lack of
affordable and rental housing in Gonzales.*® Specifically, around 70 percent of rental households
are cost burdened.”” In other words, these households pay 30 percent or more of their overall
income to housing. Additionally, around one-fourth of households earn less than $25,000 per
year. This means that these households cannot afford fair market rent (i.e., $752 for a
two-bedroom dwelling).

In the plan, the city emphasizes the deficit in the amount of land that is appropriately zoned for
future multifamily housing development, in addition to a lack of opportunity for the development
of diverse housing options.® The city explains that Gonzales needs more affordable housing
options of all kinds to address the housing crisis, and this need will only increase with time.?’
The plan suggests that high-density housing developments allow for more housing units and
lower cost to taxpayers.”” Furthermore, it “spreads out the cost of land among more homes”
while creating more affordable housing options.*!

With that background, one relevant guiding principle in the plan is to “[p]rovide a range of
housing types for people of all income levels from high-end to affordable.”** Building on this
guiding principle in the Land Use and Community Character section, the following action items
for affordable housing are listed, which fall under different outcomes and goals:

1. Provide more housing choices, such as townhomes, smaller units, and affordable housing
for youth, retail workers, and the aging population;”

2. Identify barriers to multifamily and affordable housing development in the development
code; and

3. Identify and implement programs to encourage affordable home ownership and owner
occupancy in areas with high concentrations of rental single-family housing.”
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In addition, in the Housing section of the plan, the city provides for similar and related goals
around affordable housing:

1. Identify barriers to multifamily and affordable housing development in the zoning and
subdivision ordinances.”

To achieve this first goal, the city’s action items include that Gonzales should analyze the
obstacles to developing multifamily and affordable housing in the city’s development code.’’ In
order to do this, Gonzales should look at building height limits and parking requirements, among
other things, and reduce or remove obstacles that exist for this kind of development. Lastly,
Gonzales should look into different partnerships that would promote mixed-income housing.

2. Work with for-profit and non-profit developers to encourage new mixed-income
developments across the city.”®

To achieve the second goal, the city’s action item is that Gonzales should promote development
of diverse housing options, which include multifamily units and townhomes.” Compared to
single family homes, the city explains that these types of units have lower energy use per unit.

V. Environment

Gonzales wants to retain and build on its environmental amenities.*” Gonzales has many parks
and lots of natural and open space land. The plan emphasizes that the city wants to maintain its
“environmentally sensitive areas” and guarantee its residents access to natural amenities.

To achieve this vision and promote environmental conservation and community spaces, two
relevant guiding principles are to “[e]nsure quality new development that is balanced to provide
a healthy community” and to minimize “potential flood risks.”*' Building on these principles, in
the Land Use and Community Character section, the city provides five goals:

1. Sensitive areas such as wetlands are protected and best practices are used when
developing in floodplain areas.”

To achieve the first goal, the city’s action items include Gonzales prioritizing using
“undeveloped floodplain areas . . . for storm water conveyance and retention,” and for
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development within these areas, only using management practices that minimize development
impacts.” The plan also states that Gonzales should improve its floodplain regulations so that
they implement the coastal best practices. Lastly, on developed land, the city suggests that using
cluster development techniques or higher densities can preserve open floodplain areas.

2. Capture stormwater through landscape design, green infrastructure practices, and other

environmentally-friendly techniques.™

To achieve the second goal, the city’s action items are that Gonzales should work “with
businesses and property owners to implement innovative stormwater solutions as demonstration
projects” (e.g., a project that creates additional capacity for the city’s sewer system) as well as
create “stormwater management standards that address stormwater quality treatment and
stormwater conveyance/detention.”* For the stormwater management standards, the city says
that the standards should target “retaining natural site drainage and reducing impervious
pavement coverage;” “[iJmplement[ing] a green infrastructure improvements program to reduce
runoff in areas with drainage issues;” creating “landscaping standards to appropriately manage

2

runoff created by impervious surfaces;” encouraging “low impact development strategies and
designs” for “manag[ing] stormwater runoff,” which include but are not limited to using
“vegetated swales, biofilters, eco-roofs, green streets, pervious pavement;” and “[d]evelop[ing]
alternative street designs and standards that allow for greater filtration and more appropriate

stormwater conveyance.”*®

3. Protect open space and natural and sensitive areas.”’

To achieve the third goal, the city’s action items are that Gonzales should preserve open spaces
and sensitive areas as natural recreation areas.” The city outlines that Gonzales should create a
plan for this and also partner with the private sector to create passive parks, trails, and natural
areas.

4. Provide easily accessible parks and open space in neighborhoods.”

To achieve the fourth goal, the city’s action items are that Gonzales should expand the amount of
trails in the city, access to trails, and maintain already existing trails.
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5. Develop public-private partnerships to maintain and expand parks and recreational

facilities throughout Gonzales.”

To achieve the fifth goal, the city’s action items are that Gonzales should develop an
adopt-a-park program.®® This program would involve local organizations and school groups who
would help maintain the city’s parks and encourage civic pride. The city also suggests that they
could host neighborhood work days, which support community caretaking of the parks.

Overall, the plan’s environmental considerations include an emphasis on green spaces and
community amenities and benefits, reducing future flood risk, and building overall community
resilience, which will be especially important as climate change increases different types of
flooding events in the future.

Call-out box: Silverleaf Neighborhood Buyout Program

The Silverleaf neighborhood in Gonzales is an example of a neighborhood that was affected by
rising waters and increased flooding events in Louisiana. Gonzales worked with the
neighborhood to implement the city’s first buyout to address these threats, relocate residents to a
safer area, and restore natural wetlands for their community, environmental, and risk-reduction
benefits. This presents how Gonzales used one flood mitigation tool to implement some of the
goals in its comprehensive plan.

The Silverleaf neighborhood was built in 1988. Soon after, homeowners faced repetitive and
frequent flooding events that damaged their homes. The low-lying neighborhood experienced
“runoff pouring into streets and homes” during flooding.® Although Gonzales is located about
60 miles from the coast, rising waters still impacted the Silverleaf neighborhood. After a major
storm hit the area in 2016 — also referred to throughout much of Louisiana as the “Great Floods
of 2016” — residents attended a city public meeting and expressed concern that their
neighborhood was constantly flooding even after more moderate storms.**
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Initially, the city conducted studies to analyze whether there were tools or strategies that were
both cost-effective and could reduce flooding; however, solutions like levees and pump
installations were too expensive and would have had negative effects on nearby communities.”
Many of the Silverleaf residents also faced “debt from previous flood repairs, at a cost of roughly
$5 million.”® Ultimately, Gonzales officials and community residents identified buyouts as the
preferred flood mitigation option. In general, a buyout is when a government or other entity
purchases a property from a willing seller, demolishes existing structures on the property, and
prohibits future development and allows the property to naturally revert to open space in
perpetuity.”’

The city worked directly with the Louisiana Office of Community Development (OCD) and the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to implement
the buyouts in the Silverleaf neighborhood. Together, OCD and NRCS provided almost $20
million for this program. OCD contributed U.S. Housing and Urban Development’s Community
Development Block Grant Mitigation funds.”® The NRCS money was from a program dedicated
to acquiring easements to protect wetlands on inland properties for rural conservation purposes.
Such an easement restricts the land from being used for anything other than wetlands.

In addition, the state provided funding from the Restore Louisiana disaster recovery program to
better enable residents to move to a safe, comparable new home.” Buyout participants usually
receive the appraised pre-storm or -flood fair market value for their home. In Gonzales,
Silverleaf property values increased between the time of the 2016 floods and when the
homeowners accepted a buyout from the city in 2019. The state agreed to provide homeowners
with a relocation payment above the fair market value of their homes that totaled the difference
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between the 2016 and 2019 appraised value of their homes. This supplemental money helped
ease some of the financial burdens associated with the buyout process.

After more than three years, in 2020, the Silverleaf buyout program was completed and 41
property owners moved out of the neighborhood.®® Most owners relocated to places in Gonzales
and Ascension Parish. Since Silverleaf residents relocated in 2020, the former neighborhood has
flooded at least five times. This underscores the significant need that existed to get people out of
harm's way.

Post buyout, the demolition of structures and environmental restoration work is 100 percent
completed as well. Over 2,000 native Louisiana trees have been planted on the now city-owned
land and project closeout is finished.

Administratively, the process to relocate an entire neighborhood consisting of 41 homeowners
would be challenging for any local government, let alone a city undertaking its first buyout
program. This can be compounded by limited capacity at the municipal level, where staff often
wear multiple hats. Some of the keys to success in Gonzales revolved around having a local
champion and partners. Here, one city staff member, who largely led the entire buyout process on
behalf of the city, was committed to providing flood-prone residents with a way out of their
present circumstances. In addition, like with the local comprehensive plan, Gonzales once again
sought support from the Center of Planning Excellence to handle the homeowner intake forms.

Another takeaway that enabled 100 percent of residents to participate in the buyout was the
shared experiences between residents and the city. Many, if not all residents, were able to
understand the devastation that flooding and disaster events can wreak on people individually
and as a community. The staff lead in Gonzales, who did not live in the Silverleaf neighborhood,
was able to establish and maintain trust with the residents due to shared experiences reflecting on
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. When engaging people over what can be a
challenging and often traumatic process, it is critical that those considering buyouts trust the
government officials supporting them.
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VI. Community Engagement

The city developed the plan’s guiding principles through citizen engagement that then shaped the
action items identified.®!

The city started by assembling a stakeholder committee composed of 19 Gonzales residents.®
Each resident on the committee had a different background and expertise. The committee met
monthly starting in 2014 to learn about the issues, like affordable housing and flood risks in
Gonzales, and used that information to review drafts of the plan and provide opinions and
feedback. The committee also participated and publicized public meetings. The committee was
one way to connect stakeholder groups with the CPEX consultant team.

In addition to the committee, the plan’s CPEX consultant team met with a diverse group of
stakeholders, including Gonzales City staff, elected officials, school board members, and real
estate and development professionals.® The purpose of these meetings was to talk with people
who would be directly impacted by the plan. The meetings were used to help create the plan’s
guiding principles.

Beyond individual interviews, the consultant team also publicized and hosted three separate
public meetings.* The three meetings included a visioning workshop, a downtown workshop,
and an open house. The consultant team used outreach methods that they believed would get the
highest amount of public participation for each of these meetings.

At the visioning workshop, attendees were asked to reflect on things they wanted for Gonzales,
rather than what they assume will happen to the city in the future.® Attendees were divided into
groups of ten with a facilitator. Each group was given maps of the Gonzales, markers, and
colored paper that represented various types of development. With these materials, each group
wrote down “their goals for the city’s land use, development, housing and transportation.” They
also “outlined areas for preservation and revitalization, drew in new transportation infrastructure,
and used chips to show where future development was desired in the following categories: civic,
employment, open space and parks, mixed use, commercial, and residential.” All groups showed
their vision to the entire workshop and the maps were digitized post-workshop. The most
common themes from each map were determined and the digitized formats of the maps were
merged into one large Vision Map.
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At the downtown workshop, attendees were asked to focus on the issue of revitalizing
Gonzales’s downtown area.®® Participants were divided into groups of eight with a facilitator and
were provided with large maps of the downtown area. Similar to the visioning workshop, all
maps were digitized post-workshop, and the most common themes were determined. The
digitized formats of the maps helped create the basis for the city’s findings and recommendations
for downtown revitalization, which are listed in the plan.

For the open house, to garner participation, a draft of the plan was sent out through email, put on
the Gonzales city website, and provided at both Gonzales City Hall and the Gonzales section of
the Ascension Parish Library.®’

VII.  Next Steps

On August 3 and 24, 2015, the City Planning and Zoning Commission and City Council adopted
the plan, respectively.”* The plan is intended to be used as a guiding document for future
development and is not regulatory in nature.”

Post-adoption, through the plan, the city created accountability measures for itself and the
community to make the plan a living document that will guide future city actions. For example,
one accountability measure is that the Planning and Zoning Commission and City Council will
consider the plan before approving laws, ordinances, and regulations.”’ Furthermore, for future
land use and development decisions, the city intends to present and cite to goals and actions in
the plan that either do or do not support its decisions. Lastly, the city hopes that business owners,
development and real estate professionals, and current and future Gonzales residents also refer to
the plan. The aim is for the plan to provide these individuals with greater “predictability” for the
city’s development decisions, in addition to encouraging higher quality development projects.”’

In 2016, Gonzales updated Chapter 22 of the city’s municipal code as a direct result of the
comprehensive plan’s implementation.” The chapter now states that the “zoning code is adopted
for the purpose of guiding development in accordance with the City of Gonzales’s
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comprehensive plan and existing and future needs of the City of Gonzales in order to protect,
promote and improve the public health, safety, morals, convenience, order, appearance,

prosperity and general welfare.””

VIII. Considerations and Lessons Learned

For local policymakers, this is an example of designing a local comprehensive plan to address
growth, while balancing community needs and environmental conservation in a rural area
experiencing new demands for development. The Gonzales plan addresses community needs
comprehensively and grounded them in community feedback and needs through the community
engagement process and guiding principles.

The plan incorporates affordable housing considerations, in particular diversifying the options
and affordability of the housing stock in Gonzales to meet local character and needs. The
Gonzales plan also incorporates environmental considerations, with an emphasis on green
spaces, community amenities and benefits, and reducing future flood risk while building overall
community resilience. This is especially important as flooding and disaster events change in
frequency and intensity. The Silverleaf buyout program is one example of how Gonzales is
actively helping residents to adapt to increased levels of flooding.

Lastly, the Gonzales plan was created with the intention of being a living document and having
accountability measures in place for the city to implement the plan. The plan is an example of
how a city successfully aligned both a plan and zoning code updates to carry forward the
community’s vision for Gonzales through new development and redevelopment.
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