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Document addresses sprawl, public safety

LAFAYETTE — What should Lafayette do about sprawl? How can the
city be more friendly for bicyclists and pedestrians? What’s the best
strategy for improving public safety?

A group of city-parish officials, consultants and community members
have been working since early 2012 to identity the critical issues facing
Lafayette and to lay out a strategy to address them.

The resulting “comprehensive plan” has emerged in draft form and is
expected to be finalized in the coming months — a thick document that
will serve as a manual of sorts for the city’s growth and development in
the coming decades.

The plan touches on nearly every aspect of public life in Lafayette, from
where to build new parks and roads to how to improve public safety,
how to make the city more walkable, and how to make the culture more
vibrant and the economy more robust.

In general, the plan is about creating the kind of place that keeps
younger residents from searching for greener pastures while also
attracting fresh minds to the city, said City-Parish Chief Development
Officer Kevin Blanchard, who is helping oversee the planning process.

“We are attracting that next generation because we are building a place
they want to live,” he said.

The plan includes hundreds of recommendations that have grown out of
community forums that began in 2012.

The rubber meets the road later this year when the comprehensive plan
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makes its way to the City-Parish Council, the governing body that will
have the ultimate say on whether to take action on those
recommendations.

The decisions will not always be easy.

The most obvious impact could be on commercial and residential
development, because the plan calls for reversing a trend of sprawl
characterized by strong growth outside city limits while some areas
within the city have declined.

Councilman William Theriot represents rural areas in southern
Lafayette Parish that have seen some of the strongest growth and said
he is wary of putting up any road blocks to new developments beyond
the city limits.

“They build out here because, number one, they can afford to do it,”
Theriot said. “We need to look at what restrictions or regulations may
or may not be applied to developments in the unincorporated areas as
opposed to within the city limits.”

The plan, in its current draft form, does not call for any outright bans
or restrictions on rural development.

The plan does recommend yet-to-be-determined incentives to
encourage redevelopment of blighted segments of the city and to
encourage new development in some areas of the city to create denser,
walkable areas that mix homes, apartments and businesses.

A few other recommendations, if acted upon, could work to discourage
large-scale residential developments in the rural areas.

The plan recommends city-parish government consider policies that
encourage the preservation of farm land in rural areas, such as tax
breaks for working farms, an incentive that could work against
economic forces that lead a farmer to sell to a residential developer.

The plan also recommends limiting new extensions of the city-owned
water and sewer system beyond the city limits and focusing
transportation dollars on areas the comprehensive plan targets for
growth, as opposed to building roads that stretch out to isolated rural
subdivisions far removed from the city’s core.

“The developers, they are watching this closely,” said Jay Castille, a
developer who serves on the City-Parish Council.

Castille, when wearing his government hat, said he can see that city-
parish government does not have the money to continue providing good
roads, water lines and other infrastructure for new rural subdivisions.

But he said developers are simply gravitating toward the cheap land and
that rural residents should know that when they buy a lot in the
country, they might not receive the same level of service as city
dwellers.

Castille said most developers recognize the potential problems of
sprawl.

“They know something needs to be done, but they want to be careful,”
Castille said.

Blanchard envisions a focus less on regulations and more on incentives

http://www.lafayettela.gov/council/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.1.dat-e-baseonline.com/front/deb.asp?Action=reg&zx=252
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and a government more willing to work with developers who want to do
quality projects in city areas targeted for growth.

“It’s to make it easier to do the type of development and redevelopment
that fits the community’s priorities,” he said.

Councilman Kenneth Boudreaux, whose district takes in a big chunk of
north Lafayette, said he welcomes an interest in new development in
his district and in redevelopment of blighted areas.

But Boudreaux also said he would like to proceed slowly and ensure
that any push for denser, mixed-used developments doesn’t upset the
character of what’s already in place.

Boudreaux said he is more interested in the parts of the comprehensive
plan that address public safety, arguing that improving street safety and
enhancing law enforcement could go a long way toward brightening the
prospects for areas of the city that have been passed over for quality
new developments.

“How do we make people comfortable?” he said.

Still uncertain is a timeline for turning the comprehensive plan into
action, assuming council buy-in.

Most of the critical elements would require changes in the way city-
parish government does business — some minor, some major.

“What we have to do is identify, in the next couple of months, the low-
hanging fruit,” Blanchard said.
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