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On May 2, voters in Orleans and St. Bernard parishes 
will decide the fate of three tax propositions. 

In Orleans, voters will decide on a proposed new tax for 
operating expenses of the Orleans Parish Law Enforce-
ment District. The new tax would gradually replace an 
existing tax dedicated to debt service, so that the overall 
tax rate would remain the same. In addition, voters will 
decide on a new dedicated tax for libraries that would 
provide a significant revenue increase.

In St. Bernard, voters will decide whether to approve 
a new property tax to support the Lake Borgne Basin 
Levee District. The new revenue would go primarily 
toward meeting new expenses resulting from the post-
Katrina rebuilding and expansion of flood protection 
infrastructure.

The millage requests in New Orleans come at a time 
when long-neglected problems are coming to a head, 
creating multiple demands for additional money. As 
early as October, Algiers voters may face a new tax 
proposition to support their levee district, and voters 
citywide may be asked to support new taxes to bail 
out the Fire Department’s troubled pension fund and to 
support the police department. 

The proposed millages would consume a portion of the 
city’s tax capacity. That capacity, which circumscribes 
the city’s ability to provide services and infrastructure, 
is finite and must be used judiciously. Adoption of a tax 
for one purpose can, as a practical matter, foreclose the 
opportunity to seek revenue for another. 

The competing demands for revenue are myriad. The City 

of New Orleans has major obligations on the horizon. In 
addition, there are serious unmet needs in multiple areas, 
including basic infrastructure and public safety.
 
One pressing financial problem involves the Firefight-
ers’ Pension and Relief Funds. Poor investments, market 
misfortunes, an ill-advised financing scheme, underfund-
ing, judgments and excessive generosity have combined 
to create a crushing burden. For 2015, the city put more 
than 10% of its general fund budget – $58.9 million 
out of $536.8 million – toward obligations related to 
firefighter pensions.1 

In addition, there are major infrastructure needs for 
which there is no funding. The Sewerage & Water 
Board’s recently approved rate increases will cover 
only a fraction of the estimated $3.2 billion cost of 
overhauling the leaky water distribution network.2 The 
S&WB is also facing new drainage expenses that are 
not covered by the recent rate increases. These include 
as-yet undetermined operating costs for new pumping 
stations and annual payments to the federal government 
for the local share of drainage improvements under the 
federal Southeast Louisiana Urban Flood Control Proj-
ect.3 The S&WB is considering pursuing a drainage fee 
to cover these costs once they become clear. 

Many of the streets in the city are in a deplorable condi-
tion, and citizens have expressed increasing frustration. 
In 2010, the Department of Public Works estimated that 
it would cost $1.4 billion to address the problems with 
streets and the drainage pipes underneath them.4 Data 
collection is currently under way to update the capi-
tal needs. Meanwhile, the amount allocated for annual 
maintenance has for years been a small fraction of what 
is needed.5 
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Addressing all unmet needs is impossible. Making a 
dent in them will require significant new taxes or fees. 
For that reason, BGR has consistently urged a strategic 
approach to public spending, based on a comprehensive 
assessment and prioritization of the needs of the mul-
tiple governmental entities operating in the city.6 It has 
argued that, to formulate a strategic approach to gov-
ernment spending, all government entities should col-
laborate to produce a plan that reflects the most critical 
needs of the community and commit to its implementa-
tion.7 In the absence of that plan, voters will have to set 
priorities in an ad hoc manner through their votes on the 
propositions before them. 

This report provides an explanation of the Orleans and 
St. Bernard tax propositions. It explores what their ap-
proval or rejection would mean and offers positions to 
assist voters in making informed choices.

OrLeAns pArish: prOperTy TAX 
FOr The LAW enFOrCemenT disTriCT

What it Would do

Currently, the Orleans Parish Law Enforcement Dis-
trict levies a 2.8-mill property tax dedicated to servic-
ing general obligation bonds that voters authorized in 
2008. The millage rate, which is set each year at a level 
necessary to cover principal and interest payments, is 
projected to decline in the coming years as the bonds 
are retired.

The district is proposing a new, 10-year tax that would 
essentially capture for other purposes the portion of the 
current millage that the district would no longer need 
for debt service. The new tax would be levied at 2.8 
mills minus the rate of the current tax. As a result, the 
millage rate of the new tax would increase as the rate 
of the current tax decreases, keeping the total millage 
levied by the district at the current 2.8 mills. 

The Orleans Parish Sheriff’s Office could use revenue 
from the new tax to pay for operations, maintenance 
and upkeep of the parish prison and related facilities. 

The tax would generate at least $4.5 million in the first 
year, 2016.8

The proposition is the same as one that voters rejected 
last November, except that the rate has been reduced 
from 2.9 mills to 2.8 mills.  

Background and Analysis

Orleans Parish Prison is subject to a 2013 federal 
consent decree that mandates sweeping reforms to 
address long-standing problems, including frequent 
acts of violence, high inmate suicide rates, poor sani-
tation, readily available contraband, and inadequate 
staffing and supervision. Among other things, the 
decree requires the Sheriff’s Office to increase staff-
ing levels, provide intensive employee training, and 
improve medical and mental health care for inmates.9 
Neither the Sheriff’s Office nor the City of New Or-
leans, which is responsible for the cost of housing city 
inmates, has provided public estimates of how much 
they believe the reforms will cost. Plaintiffs in the 
lawsuit that resulted in the decree estimate that, when 
fully implemented, the reforms will cost between $10 
million and $22 million a year.10

The consent decree directs the Sheriff’s Office and the 
city to try to reach an agreement on funding levels. If 
they cannot agree, the federal judge overseeing the de-
cree will resolve the matter. The court has made no final 
decisions on funding. 

Based on information provided by the city, BGR es-
timates that the city’s 2015 budget includes about $9 
million for the consent decree. The actual 2015 funding 
for the Sheriff’s Office is still under negotiation.11 

Officials with the mayor’s office, which supports the 
new tax, said the city cannot afford to shoulder the entire 
cost going forward. It faces other major new expenses, 
including costs associated with a separate consent de-
cree for the police department, which are expected to 
total $55 million over five years, and a $31.4 million 
judgment for underfunding the New Orleans firefight-
ers’ pension system. The sheriff claims that he has no 
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room in his $65 million operating budget to absorb the 
additional costs. 

But the money is going to have to come from some-
where. The proposed tax is an attempt to provide a por-
tion of that funding without cutting into the city’s bud-
get or raising the Law Enforcement District’s current 
tax rate. 

The Law Enforcement District. The district was created 
under state law to provide a dedicated funding vehicle 
for the Orleans Parish Sheriff’s Office. For taxing pur-
poses, the district’s boundaries are coterminous with 
those of Orleans Parish. The sheriff is the chief ex-
ecutive officer and governing authority of the district. 
There is no multi-member governing board, and neither 
the City Council nor the mayor has a voice in the dis-
trict’s funding or operations.

Currently, the district levies a property tax of 2.8 
mills to support $63.2 million in general obligation 
bonds. The bonds were issued pursuant to an authori-
zation given by voters in 2008 to fund capital projects 
for the Sheriff’s Office and five other criminal justice 
entities.

Prior to the November 2014 election, the sheriff said 
that the district would not issue the final $8.2 million in 
bonds from the 2008 authorization if voters approved 
the district’s tax proposal. Instead, the district would 
work with city officials to try to identify FEMA funds 
to cover some of the district’s capital costs. After vot-
ers rejected the tax proposal, the sheriff issued the re-
maining bonds. This had the effect of increasing debt 
service costs and will decrease the amount available for 
the new tax, should voters approve it in May.

The debt service millage is set each year at a rate neces-
sary to pay principal, interest and other expenses relat-
ed to the district’s bonds. As principal and interest pay-
ments on the outstanding bonds fall, the debt service 
millage rate will decline below the current 2.8 mills.

The rate was set at 2.9 mills from 2008 to 2014 and 
reduced to 2.8 mills this year. In 2014, the tax gener-

ated $8.4 million. This is more than the $5.8 million 
needed to cover debt service that year. The balance of 
$2.6 million was placed in the debt service fund for fu-
ture principal and interest payments. The debt service 
fund ended 2014 with a balance of $10.4 million.12 

Now that the remaining bonds have been issued, annual 
debt service payments are scheduled at approximately 
$6.7 million from 2015 to 2018. They decline to $4.4 
million from 2019 to 2022; $3.3 million in 2023 and 
2024; and $830,000 in 2025 and 2026.13 

The New Tax. The new tax would be set at a rate equal 
to 2.8 mills minus the rate of the existing debt service 
millage. As the debt service millage decreases, the new 
tax would increase by the same amount. The total mill-
age levied by the Law Enforcement District would re-
main at the current 2.8 mills. 

According to the district’s bond counsel, the two taxes 
are expected to net about $8.33 million in 2016, the 
first year of the new tax. Of that amount, $3.87 mil-
lion would come from the existing tax for debt ser-
vice.14 The remaining $4.46 million would come from 
the new tax for operating and maintenance costs. The 
revenue from the new tax would increase over time as 
principal and interest payments on the bonds declined. 
The tax will generate about $53.3 million over its 10-
year duration.15

The proposed tax is the same as the one voters rejected 
in November 2014, except that it is one-tenth of a mill 
lower. 

If voters approve the proposed tax, taxpayers would 
continue paying property taxes at the current rate of 
2.8 mills for the Law Enforcement District. A hom-
eowner with a homestead-exempt property valued at 
$300,000 would continue to pay $63. For each ad-
ditional $100,000 of value, the tax would be $28.16 
Commercial property owners would pay $39.20 per 
$100,000 of value.17

If voters reject the proposition, their taxes will decline 
as the amount needed for debt service falls. The district 
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projects that it will need 1.3 mills for debt service in 
2016. Thus, if voters reject the new tax, the tax rate for 
the district will decline 54%.

The ballot proposition indicates that the proposed tax 
would provide “additional funding for the operation, 
maintenance and upkeep of jails and related facili-
ties.” In a letter to BGR, the sheriff committed to us-
ing the funds generated by the millage exclusively to 
meet consent decree obligations. These include funding 
the positions of corrections chief and compliance of-
ficer; increasing wages for deputies to improve reten-
tion and recruitment; hiring 200 deputies; and provid-
ing enhanced medical services to inmates. The sheriff 
estimates that, on an annual basis, increasing deputies’ 
salaries will cost $1.6 million, hiring 200 new deputes 
will cost $4.3 million, and providing upgrades to medi-
cal treatment will cost $8 million.

Governance Concerns. In 1989, 2000 and 2008, BGR 
took positions against proposed Law Enforcement 
District bond issues, in part because of concerns about 
the district’s governance. When the district was cre-
ated in 1989, the Legislature approved two pieces of 
enabling legislation. In one version, the district was to 
be controlled by the sheriff, like all other law enforce-
ment districts across the state, and in the other by the 
City of New Orleans. The sheriff-controlled district 
was implemented. 

BGR argued that the city-controlled district was supe-
rior because it contained more safeguards. For instance, 
the City Council, which would have served as the gov-
erning board, would have been required to release a 
spending plan and hold public hearings before placing 
a new tax on the ballot.

The sheriff-controlled district lacks these basic checks 
and balances. As noted earlier, the sheriff is the sole 
governing authority of the Law Enforcement District. 
The City Council and mayor would have no say in how 
the revenue from the proposed tax would be spent. The 
sheriff could use it for any operating expenses that he 
chooses, including costs that have nothing to do with 
the consent decree. As noted earlier, he has commit-

ted to use the funds exclusively to help implement the 
consent decree. The federal court’s oversight provides 
a potential check on spending. 

Contracting Issues. While it is clear that court-mandat-
ed costs associated with the consent decree will have 
to be funded, there are serious questions about the use 
of the Law Enforcement District’s current resources. 
Over the past few years, multiple problems with the 
sheriff’s contracting processes and oversight have sur-
faced. It emerged that for nearly a decade the sheriff’s 
office had in place a flat-fee contract to pay a law firm 
$68,000 every two weeks, regardless of how much 
work it did.18 The sheriff’s former purchasing director 
pleaded guilty for his role in a bid-rigging and bribery 
conspiracy concerning Sheriff’s Office contracts.19 In 
February 2015, The Times-Picayune and Fox 8 News 
disclosed the details of woefully inadequate invoices 
for a million-dollar-a-year information technology 
contract.20 In March 2015, the city asked the federal 
judge overseeing the consent decree to void an $83 
million contract for inmate medical services, criticiz-
ing both the procurement process and the “exorbitant” 
price tag.21 The city’s Inspector General had previous-
ly criticized plans to conduct that procurement pro-
cess “in private.”22  

BGr position

FOR. BGR is extremely concerned about the gover-
nance of the Law Enforcement District and the sheriff’s 
contracting practices and believes that major reform is 
needed. BGR is supporting the tax proposition only be-
cause it is clear that the public will have to directly or 
indirectly provide additional revenue to implement the 
costly court-ordered reforms at the parish prison. 

The court’s oversight provides some assurance that the 
sheriff will spend the additional tax revenue to imple-
ment the mandates of the 2013 federal consent decree. 
However, the public is entitled to transparency and ac-
countability. Accordingly, the sheriff should regularly 
report to the public on the use of the new tax revenues. 
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OrLeAns pArish: prOperTy TAX 
FOr The neW OrLeAns pUBLiC LiBrAry

What it Would do

Voters in New Orleans will decide whether to approve a 
new, 2.5-mill property tax levied to support the library. 
The new tax would take effect in 2016 and remain in 
place for 25 years, expiring in 2040.

Background and Analysis

Background. The New Orleans Public Library system (the 
Library) is governed by a nine-member board appointed 
by the mayor with City Council approval. The board is 
responsible for administering the system and hiring its 
director, but it is not financially separate from the city.23 

For most of its history, the Library was funded through 
the city’s general fund and private donations.24 Howev-
er, in 1986, as the city’s general fund contributions for 
the Library began to diminish, voters approved a 4-mill, 
dedicated tax to cover the system’s operating expenses.25 
In 2008, the millage was rolled back to 3.14 mills.26 It 
has remained at that level since.27 It expires in 2021. 

In 2004, the Library had 13 locations and received $7.8 
million in dedicated tax revenue.28 The Hurricane Ka-
trina disaster in 2005 flooded nine of the library build-
ings, forcing six of them to close. The library closures 
resulted in the layoff of approximately 90% of the Li-
brary’s staff.29 The closures and layoffs significantly 
reduced the Library’s operating costs, and during the 
years following Katrina, it was able to set aside approx-
imately $12 million in reserves.30 

In 2008, the Library developed a $277 million master 
plan for creating a 16-branch library system (including 
a new main branch).31 That plan was discarded and was 
not replaced with any other comprehensive assessment 
or rethinking of the library system.

Instead, the city began rebuilding its existing branches 
using federal funding. By 2012, all of the libraries ex-
cept the Nora Navra branch in the Seventh Ward had 

been reopened. The city also opened two new branches, 
bringing the total number of open libraries to 14.32 

As the city reopened branches and added new ones, the 
Library’s costs began to significantly exceed its reve-
nues.33 This resulted in a structural deficit that has aver-
aged approximately $2.7 million per year since 2012.34 
To offset the deficit, the Library has been drawing on 
reserves. Unless the proposed tax passes, the Library 
expects to fully deplete its reserve by mid-2016.

The Library claims that the creation of the deficit was 
difficult to avoid. It says the deficit occurred largely be-
cause the libraries were rebuilt and the system expanded 
after Hurricane Katrina without identifying recurring 
funds to cover the new operating costs. The Library 
states that FEMA funding determined the sizes and loca-
tions of the branches. Rather than devising a long-term 
plan for funding the associated operating expenses, the 
Library dipped into its reserves to cover them.
 
In 2014, the Library’s operating revenue totaled $9.6 
million. Property taxes accounted for 97% of that 
amount. The remainder came from the Library’s two 
supporting foundations,35 a trust and fines and fees.36

The Library’s 2014 operating expenditures totaled 
$12.5 million. Personnel costs of $9 million accounted 
for nearly three quarters of them. (The Library employs 
184 people.)37 The remaining expenditures went to the 
Library’s collection, technology and telecommunica-
tions, and other operating expenses.38 The Library spent 
about $2.9 million from its fund balance to help meet 
these expenses.

Analysis. The ballot proposition indicates that the new 
millage would generate up to $8.25 million. For rea-
sons discussed below, this appears to be an overly opti-
mistic estimate.  

If voters approve the millage, taxpayers would pay an 
additional 2.5 mills to support the Library, for a total 
rate of 5.64 mills. A homeowner with a homestead-ex-
empt property valued at $300,000 would pay an addi-
tional $56.25 per year and see his library taxes increase 
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from $70.65 to $126.90.39 For each additional $100,000 
of value, homeowners would pay $25 more than they 
do now. Commercial property owners would pay an ad-
ditional $35 per $100,000. The owner of a commercial 
property valued at $600,000 would pay an additional 
$210 per year. Its taxes for the Library would rise from 
$263.76 to $473.76.40 

If voters reject the proposition, they will continue to 
pay 3.14 mills. 

The Library estimates that $3.5 million of the proposed 
millage would go towards eliminating its structural def-
icit and maintaining the services that are now funded 
from reserves.

The remainder would go toward improvements to the 
library system. These include increasing library hours 
by 30%, increasing investment in library resources and 
the re-opening of Nora Navra, which would bring the 
total number of branches to 15. Table 1 shows the Li-
brary’s breakdown of expenditures by type and cost.  

The Library’s projected expenditures are based on the 
revenue projection contained in the ballot proposition. 
We note, however, that the Library may receive a sub-
stantially lower amount for a number of reasons. First, 
the projection in the proposition is highly optimistic, be-

cause it assumes a 100% collection rate. Second, due to 
various deductions, the amount that actually reaches the 
Library would be approximately 5% less than what is 
collected.41 

If one calculated the proceeds from the new millage 
using the per-mill revenue assumptions employed in 
the city’s 2015 budget, they would total approximately 
$7.3 million. This is approximately $1 million less than 
the Library’s projected expenditures. The discrepancy 
suggests that the Library has not carefully planned for 
the new revenue. 

The Library will have to cut expenses by approximately 
$3 million a year, once its remaining reserves of $4.9 
million are exhausted, unless it receives additional 
money from other sources. Based on its 2015 budget,42 
this would be about a 25% reduction in its expenditures.

The Library has made inconsistent statements about 
the impact of the failure of the millage proposition. In 
the information the Library provides to the public on 
its website,43 it states that it would have to decrease its 
hours of operation by 35%, close seven of 14 librar-
ies, and decrease funding for collections, programs and 
technology. In correspondence with BGR, the Library 
indicated that cuts in hours and closures were alterna-
tives. The Library further indicated that these were not 
the only possible scenarios. Rather, there are numer-
ous possible variations for absorbing the budget cut. All 
personnel could be maintained with nothing directed 
to collections or technology. Instead of closing seven 
smaller branches, the Library could close three or four 
large ones. In short, the Library has not yet decided 
what it will do if the millage does not pass.

As noted earlier, the Library’s branch network was not 
rebuilt and expanded pursuant to a strategic plan. The 
Library says it will devise a strategic plan for the future 
once its funding has improved. In the meantime, it is 
unclear whether the system is designed to efficiently 
and effectively serve the population. In other words, 
voters are being asked to increase support for a system 
that might not best meet their needs.  

TABLe 1: prOjeCTed eXpendiTUres 
FrOm neW LiBrAry TAX

expenditure   projected Cost

Address Structural Deficit    $3.5 million
Expand Hours      $2.1 million
Expand Collection         $750,000
Add Programs          $750,000
Create New Reserve         $500,000
Reopen Nora Navra         $400,000
Technology Upgrades         $250,000
 
TOTAL   $8.25 million

Source: New Orleans Public Library.
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BGR compared the revenues and other characteristics of 
the library systems in East Baton Rouge, Jefferson, Or-
leans and St. Tammany parishes. It found that the New 
Orleans Library receives significantly less property tax 
revenue than its counterparts in East Baton Rouge and 
Jefferson parishes. In 2013, New Orleans public libraries 
received approximately $8.7 million in property taxes, 
while East Baton Rouge libraries received approximately 
$37 million and Jefferson parish libraries received $20.2 
million.44 The New Orleans Library received approxi-
mately the same amount as the St. Tammany libraries. 

The Library received significantly less revenue per capita 
than the library systems in East Baton Rouge, Jefferson 
and St. Tammany parishes in 2013. New Orleans public 
libraries received approximately $23 per person, com-
pared to $83 per person in East Baton Rouge, $46 per 
person in Jefferson and $37 per person in St. Tammany.45

The number of branches is roughly similar across the 
four parishes, ranging from 12 to 16. The East Baton 
Rouge and Jefferson library systems spend far more, 
have significantly longer hours of operation and are far 
more heavily used than either the New Orleans or St. 
Tammany libraries. The New Orleans Library spends 
significantly more, including more per branch, than 
does St. Tammany’s system, yet the two systems’ total 
operating hours are roughly equivalent. 

Ultimately, such comparisons may be somewhat academ-
ic. The Library’s structural deficit indicates that it cannot 
sustain the expansion that has occurred in recent years, 
much less expand further, without additional revenue.

However, in a city with so many pressing financial 
needs, it is critical that all requests of voters for new 
revenue be driven by clear strategic plans. The Library 
has not presented voters with a plan for how it will re-
main relevant and effective in the 21st century. Instead, it 
intends to create such a plan once its funding improves.

BGr position 

AGAINST. BGR is supportive of a properly funded 
library system. However, the Library should not ask 
voters for additional revenue without presenting a well-
conceived strategic plan, based on sound numbers, for 
the future. Unfortunately, there is no such plan. The city 
and the Library created the system’s current structural 
deficit by reopening and adding libraries without a stra-
tegic plan, and the Library has not yet articulated one. 

BGR notes that the Library has adequate funding un-
til mid-2016. It urges the Library to go back to vot-
ers in the fall with a well-developed plan showing that 
the new tax revenue will go toward a system that best 
meets the public’s needs. 

TABLe 2: LiBrAry size, Use And sUppOrT, 2013
(Ranked by Total Operating Expenditures)

parish
population 

served 
Tax 

dedication

Total 
Operating 

expenditure

number 
of Library 
Locations

Average 
expenditure 
per Branch

Total 
Operating 

hours Circulation Visits

e. Baton rouge 445,227 $37,020,285 $31,266,936 14 $2,233,353 48,630 2,434,723 2,212,004
jefferson 434,767 $20,180,215 $18,375,273 16 $1,148,455 44,304 1,824,591 1,219,084
Orleans 378,715 $8,712,845 $11,338,311 14* $809,879 30,854 986,268 922,533
st. Tammany 242,333 $8,936,452 $8,329,806 12 $694,151 30,556 1,223,719 828,144

Source: State Library of Louisiana, Public Libraries in Louisiana: Statistical Report, 2013. 

*This number will increase to 15 if the Nora Navra branch reopens.
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sT. BernArd pArish: LAKe BOrGne 
BAsin LeVee disTriCT prOperTy TAX

What it Would do

Voters in St. Bernard Parish will decide whether to ap-
prove a new, 7.5-mill property tax to support the Lake 
Borgne Basin Levee District. The new tax would take 
effect in 2015 and remain in place for 30 years, expir-
ing in 2044.46 

Background and Analysis

Background. The Lake Borgne Basin Levee District 
(the Levee District) is governed by the regional South-
east Louisiana Flood Protection Authority-East (SLF-
PA-E). SLFPA-E also oversees the East Jefferson Le-
vee District and the Orleans Levee District.47 

The Levee District is comprised solely of St. Bernard 
Parish and is responsible for those portions of the re-
gional flood protection system located within the par-
ish.48 Revenues raised by the East Jefferson, Lake Bor-
gne Basin and Orleans levee districts are not pooled 
together. Rather, they can be spent only within the levee 
districts that generate them.49

The Levee District maintains portions of three types of 
regional levee systems:

•	 The federally-built Hurricane and Storm Dam-
age Risk Reduction System (the Perimeter Sys-
tem) provides regional flood and storm surge 
protection from Lake Pontchartrain and nearby 
wetlands.50 The system protects the east banks 
of Jefferson and Orleans parishes and the devel-
oped portions of St. Bernard.

•	 The federally-built Mississippi River Levee 
System provides flood protection along the east 
bank of the Mississippi River.51 

•	 The Forty Arpent and Florida Avenue Levee 
System, sometimes referred to as the Back Le-
vee System, is a local levee system providing 
flood protection in St. Bernard and the Lower 
Ninth Ward of Orleans Parish.  

Prior to Hurricane Katrina, the Levee District’s respon-
sibilities included 60 miles of levees and 14 floodgates. 
Since Katrina, the federal government has invested $1.4 
billion in flood protection infrastructure in St. Bernard 
Parish. As a result, the Levee District’s responsibilities 
have expanded to include 23 miles of new floodwall, 19 
additional floodgates52 and a portion of the surge barrier 
wall across the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, Bayou 
Bienvenue and the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway.53  

In addition, the Levee District handles most of St. Ber-
nard’s drainage system. This includes 55 miles of drain-
age canals and eight pump stations. Seven of the eight 
pump stations are located along the Back Levee System 
and reduce flooding risks by pumping water out of the 
populated area of St. Bernard Parish into the adjacent 
wetlands. St. Bernard Parish handles minor drainage, 
such as catch basins and smaller subsurface pipes.

The Levee District is the only district in SLFPA-E with 
responsibility for drainage. In Orleans and Jefferson 
parishes, drainage is managed and funded by other en-
tities. 

Currently, the Levee District receives revenue from 
three dedicated property taxes: a 3.83-mill tax that does 
not expire,54 a 4.27-mill tax that expires in 2020 and 
a 3-mill tax that expires in 2044. The three millages 
total 11.1 mills.55 Approval of the proposition would in-
crease the total to 18.6 mills. 

In 2014, the Levee District’s revenue totaled $3.8 mil-
lion. Ad valorem property taxes accounted for $3.4 mil-
lion, or 91% of the total. Expenditures totaled roughly 
$4.3 million. The Levee District tapped its reserve fund 
to meet the funding shortfall. 

Pump station operations and maintenance cost $2.1 mil-
lion in 2014. Expenditures for levees, floodwalls and 
gates were $1.4 million. The remaining expenditures, 
totaling $800,000, went to administrative expenses.56  

The Levee District has been operating at a loss for the 
past three years, forcing it to draw $500,000 each year 
from its cash reserves. At the end of the 2014 fiscal 
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year, $4.5 million remained available in its general fund 
balance.57  
 
Property tax revenue has rebounded since Katrina,58 but 
has not kept pace with expenditures. To increase funding 
for the Levee District, SLFPA-E asked voters to approve 
a 7.5-mill property tax in December 2014. Voters defeat-
ed the proposition, with 61% voting against the millage.59 
SLFPA-E declared an emergency in order to present the 
millage proposition to voters once again in May.60 

The proposed millage would increase the Levee Dis-
trict’s annual revenue by about $2.6 million, or 68%.61 
If approved, the millage would be placed on the 2015 
tax bills, and the Levee District would receive the new 
revenue starting in 2016. 

Analysis. If voters approve the millage, taxpayers 
would pay an additional 7.5 mills to support the Le-
vee District. A homeowner with a homestead-exempt 
property valued at $126,000 would pay an additional 
$38.25 per year and see his taxes for the Levee Dis-
trict rise from $56.61 to $94.86.62 For each additional 
$100,000 of value, the new tax would cost $75. Com-
mercial property owners would pay an additional $105 
per $100,000. The taxes on a commercial property val-
ued at $600,000 would increase by $630 per year, rising 
from $932.40 to $1,562.40.63 If voters reject the propo-
sition, taxes will remain at 11.1 mills.

The Levee District expect to net approximately $2.5 
million in new revenue from the tax, after mandatory 
pension deductions. It will use the revenue to address a 
variety of needs.

The Levee District will use $500,000 of the new rev-
enue to meet its structural deficit. 

The Levee District will spend an additional $855,000 
on the Levee District’s pump stations. Currently, the 
Levee District employs 15 operators to man four pump 
stations 24 hours a day. Two are manned on a more lim-
ited basis and two are currently out of commission for 
repairs. The new revenue would allow it to add four 
pump station operators to its staff. It would also allow 

the district to add an operations manager to oversee the 
pump station and levee functions.64 The additional rev-
enue would also cover deferred maintenance and future 
capital expenses at the drainage pump stations.65 The 
Levee District points out that replacing a single broken 
pump station engine would cost about $1 million, and it 
must put money aside for such eventualities. 

The Levee District anticipates spending about $830,000 
annually on levees, floodwalls and gates, and interior 
drainage canals. Currently, nine employees handle the 
operations and maintenance for the three levee systems 
and the parish’s drainage canals. The Levee District 
would add three new positions to its levee personnel 
to keep up with its increasing responsibilities. The Le-
vee District also plans to use the additional revenue for 
levee maintenance. Among the most expensive mainte-
nance items are the new Bayou Dupre and Caernarvon 
Canal navigation floodgates, which require dewatering 
every 10 years at a cost of $1.5 million per gate.66

The Levee District plans to spend approximately 
$161,000 from the new tax revenue to replace old 
equipment.67 

The Levee District projects an $87,000 increase in ad-
ministrative costs. Most of the new costs relate to pay 
raises for administrative employees and increases in re-

TABLe 3: prOjeCTed spendinG 
FrOm neW TAX reVenUe 

expenditure   projected Cost

Pump Stations       $855,239
Levees, Floodwalls, and Gates     $830,479
Address Structural Deficit     $500,000
Funding to Replace Equipment     $160,941
Administrative Costs        $86,828
Reimbursements to SLFPA-E       $54,650
 
TOTAL   $2,488,137

Source: BGR calculations based on data provided by the 
Lake Borgne Basin Levee District.
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lated pension and health insurance costs.

About $55,000 in new revenue will go to SLFPA-E. 
The three levee districts pay a pro rata share, based on 
population, of the regional authority’s expenses. The 
Levee District estimates that it is responsible for ap-
proximately 12% of the regional authority’s operat-
ing costs. The increase in SLFPA-E reimbursements 
is mainly for new staff positions, including in-house 
counsel and engineers.

The Levee District is also facing other significant needs 
that it intends to address by other means. Specifically, 
the Levee District must construct a floodwall near the 
Violet Canal to bring the Back Levee System into full 
compliance with federal standards.68 The Levee District 
says that, without that project, flood insurance rates in 
St. Bernard and the Lower Ninth Ward of Orleans Par-
ish could go up.

Construction costs for the floodwall are projected to 
total $4 million.69 SLFPA-E has approved a loan from 
the Orleans Levee District to the Lake Borgne Basin 
Levee District in case it is needed to cover this cost.70 
However, the Levee District expects to cover part of 
the cost through FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Assistance 
program.71 Voter approval of the millage would give 
the Levee District enough leeway to tap its reserves to 
cover the remainder. 

If voters reject the millage, the Levee District says there 
will be both short- and long-term consequences. 

In the short-term, the Levee District will immediately 
reduce its current staff of 30 employees to 21 or 22.72 
The impact of the cuts will fall mainly on the drain-
age system. Two of the pump stations that are manned 
around the clock will be manned for fewer hours and 
may be closed until needed. This could lead to delays 
in pumping and an increased risk of flooding within the 
parish. The Levee District claims that, even without an 
increase in flooding events, a reduction in pump station 
operations could lead to an increase in flood insurance 
rates.73 

There will also be less frequent mowing of canal banks 
and removal of debris from the canals.   

In the long-term, the Levee District says insufficient 
funding will lead to a reduction in maintenance, in-
creased capital repair costs and the deterioration of 
infrastructure. Without the millage, the Levee District 
will be unable to save for the major dewatering costs 
associated with the Bayou Dupre and Caernarvon Ca-
nal navigation flood gates. The Levee District will also 
be unable to maintain its pump stations. 

BGr position 

FOR. The Lake Borgne Basin Levee District’s flood 
protection responsibilities in operations and main-
tenance have increased significantly in recent years. 
Should voters reject the millage, drainage needs in St. 
Bernard Parish will suffer, increasing the risk of flood-
ing and possibly resulting in higher flood insurance 
rates. 
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