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W
ith optimism, 

I greet you 

as the newly 

elected chair of the Baton 

Rouge Area Foundation. 

We will remain true to our 

mission to unite human 

and financial resources to 

enhance the quality of life 

across South Louisiana, 

even in these difficult 

economic times. 

The Foundation and its fund donors do not have 

the financial resources of prior years, but we see 

that as a challenge, a chance to try new ideas and 

work harder on behalf of our region. That may 

sound like senseless romanticism. After all, as you 

might have heard at our annual meeting in March, 

the Foundation ended 2008 with assets estimated 

at $530 million, down from $564 million the year 

before. Because our operating budget is linked to 

our asset base, the decline means the Foundation 

has less money to run daily operations.

Fortunately, mid-year asset shifts and real es-

tate assets provided a buffer to the Foundation as-

set base.  What’s more, to care for operations, the 

Foundation wisely reduced the number of staff 

through attrition.  

So what will we do in 2009? We intend to capi-

talize on our human resources. 

The Foundation’s staff is resilient, smart, focused 

and talented. Asked to work more efficiently and 

effectively, they have filled the gap with new ideas 

and energy. Among the tasks added to the staff 

was a more aggressive 2009 membership cam-

paign.  Memberships support our work, particularly 

short-term special projects and the longer-term 

civic leadership initiatives that fundamentally al-

ter our communities, thereby reducing the need in 

coming years.  

By raising more money from memberships, the 

Foundation will have the resources to maintain the 

gains made over 45 years of community building.   

This year reminds me of another era, a time of 

general gloom that produced a stronger nonprofit 

sector. 

I was on the leadership track of a large volunteer 

organization in the mid- to late-1980s. Our mis-

sion was promoting volunteerism and improving 

the community through effective action and lead-

ership. In the oil bust of that decade, we had much 

less money than in years past. We challenged our 

membership to give more of their time and talents 

to compensate. The impact on the nonprofits we 

worked with was truly amazing. The Junior League 

of Baton Rouge is stronger today because of the 

Alice D. GreerFROMTHECHAIR

Because the ability of fund donors 
to make grants this year has been 
hampered, the staff is contributing 
more technical assistance to 
nonprofits.
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creativity and teamwork exhibited then. 

I see some parallels in the delivery of service the 

Foundation’s staff is providing in 2009. To them, I 

am most appreciative. 

Because the ability of fund donors to make 

grants this year has been hampered, the staff is 

contributing more technical assistance to nonprof-

its. We are helping some of them develop better 

and more attuned fund-raising plans that are re-

sponsive to the times. 

Meanwhile, we are continuing to be fiscally re-

sponsible while maintaining our commitment to 

the civic leadership initiatives.  Two key initiatives 

that began in 2008 will accelerate this year

One is the East Baton Rouge Redevelopment 

Authority, which was created by the mayor’s office 

and the Foundation. The Authority is readying to 

transform beleaguered inner-city neighborhoods. 

The other considerable project is Plan Baton 

Rouge Phase II. It builds on the original downtown 

revitalization plan, which induced nearly $1.5 billion 

in investments in our city center. 

The plan will be unveiled in June. Look for more 

details about PBR II in the next issue of Currents. 

Those are just two examples of how the 

Foundation will keep at its mission in 2009. We 

won’t mark time until the economy turns; there is 

so much more to do now.

Sincerely,

Alice D. Greer
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70802. If you would like to be added to our distribution 

list, please contact us at (225) 387-6126 or email the 
Foundation at mverma@braf.org.

The Baton Rouge Area Foundation is a community 

foundation that takes advantage of opportunities 

to improve the quality of life in the capital region. 

We do so by providing two essential functions. 

One, the Foundation connects philanthropists 

with capable nonprofits to make sure the needs 

of our communities are met. For example, our 

donors support the Shaw Center for the Arts 

and buy eyeglasses for needy children. Two, 

the Foundation invests in and manages pivotal 

projects to improve the region. Our Plan Baton 

Rouge initiative spearheaded the downtown 

revitalization plan and now is working to revive 

Old South Baton Rouge. For more information, 

contact Mukul Verma at mverma@braf.org.



B at o n  R o u g e  Ar  e a  F o u n d at i o n

present

Seth Walker  
An eclectic blend of outstanding blues 
guitar talent and rootsy, soul filled vocals 
that resonate with any music fan.

Linda Tillery and the 
Cultural Heritage Choir  
Special presentation during FestForAll—
More than a gospel choir: spirituals, field 
songs, blues, jazz, and work songs from all 
over the United States, the Caribbean and 
Africa.

After8  
Hip groovy tunes—a wild, eclectic mix of 
rock, funk, hip hop, jazz and R&B.

Cedric Watson  
Grammy nominee—one of the most 
noted young talents to emerge in Creole 
music.

April 26th

May 3rd

May 10th

May 17th

brunch & music under the oaks

Lafayette Park @ 
Shaw Center
DOWNTOWN BATON ROUGE

FREE concert event   6 Sundays in APRIL & MAY

noon-3pm

Face Painting & Balloon Creations 
provided by The Party Artist

www.thepartyartist.com
Special thanks to:

Seth Walker

Linda Tillery and CHC



C u r r e n t s  Q 2  |  2 0 0 9

 

The Baton Rouge Area Foundation is among 

more than 700 community foundations across 

the country. We work to improve the quality 

of life for all people in the region. We do so in 

two ways. 

First, we connect philanthropists with excep-

tional nonprofits to make sure the needs of our 

neighbors are met. Our donors, for instance, 

fund safe havens for abused women and chil-

dren, provide vaccinations to prevent cancer 

and pay for teacher supplies. Last year, we pro-

vided thousands of grants worth $15 million. 

Second, the Foundation invests in and man-

ages pivotal projects. Working with partners, 

we have revitalized downtown Baton Rouge, 

are rebuilding neighborhoods between down-

town and LSU, supporting the improvement 

of public education through experimental 

schools, creating an economic corridor across 

South Louisiana and much more.

Who we serve: We conduct projects and pro-

vide grants in eight parishes in South Central 

Louisiana: Ascension, East Baton Rouge, West 

Baton Rouge, East Feliciana, West Feliciana, 

Iberville, Livingston and Pointe Coupée. 

The Foundation also works in St. Tammany, 

Tangipahoa, Washington and St. Helena par-

ishes through the Northshore Community 

Foundation, a support organization that op-

erates independently from a home base in 

Mandeville. This year, the Foundation started 

providing support services to the Community 

Foundation of Southwest Louisiana. Based in 

Lake Charles, that foundation serves Calcasieu, 

Beauregard, Allen, Cameron and Jefferson 

Davis parishes.

How we work: The Foundation is funded in 

several ways. One key way is through gener-

ous people who choose to start donor-advised 

funds at the Foundation to provide grants 

to nonprofit groups and community proj-

ects. Philanthropists can start a tax-deduct-

ible charitable fund for $10,000. To learn more 

about charitable funds, call Stewart Jones at 

225.387.6126.

The Foundation also is funded through earn-

ings on unrestricted assets, which were do-

nated by philanthropists and grow over time.

Among Foundation assets is the Wilbur 

Marvin Foundation, which is comprised of real 

estate left by the late Wilbur Marvin. Those real 

estate assets include the Hilton Capitol Center 

Hotel in Baton Rouge, as well as shopping cen-

ters in Louisiana, Florida and Puerto Rico. The 

real estate assets are managed by Commercial 

Properties Realty Trust. 

What’s our size: At year-end 2008, the 

Foundation had estimated assets of $530 mil-

lion, making it among the top-30 largest com-

munity foundations in the country. Donors 

of the Foundation have provided the as-

sets over more than 40 years. Since 1964, the 

Foundation has issued $225 million in grants to 

support our community. Also, the Foundation 

has contracted with for-profit organizations to 

provide social benefits to the region, such as 

guidance on health care reform and direction 

on whether to build a new airport or invest in 

our existing ones.

More information about the Foundation 

is available at BRAF.org or by calling Mukul 

Verma at 225.387.6126.

About Us
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LEADIN

Good eats in the 
burbs >> The suburbs 

aren’t what they used to be. 

The folks who put on the 

downtown farmers market—

and a branch on Goodwood 

Boulevard at the Unitarian 

Church—have landed near 

Kenilworth subdivision. 

Despite a threat of tor-

nados and thunderstorms, 

more than 100 people vis-

ited the opening of the new 

market, which focuses on 

fresh produce and products 

from the region. The market 

is operated by the Big River 

Economic and Agricultural 

Development Alliance. Each 

Thursday, it will open from 9 

a.m. to 1 p.m. next to Olympia 

Park on Perkins Road.

The first market featured 

strawberries, dairy products, 

Brussels sprouts, carrots, tur-

nips, Swiss chard, radishes. 

BREADA also 

operates the Main 

Street Market in a 

downtown parking 

garage. • 

Ready to shine 
>> The East 

Baton Rouge 

Redevelopment 

Authority is mov-

ing swiftly in its first 

full year. Created by 

Mayor Kip Holden 

and the Foundation, 

the public author-

ity expects to get 

$6 million from the 

Louisiana Recovery 

Authority and is looking for 

$125 million in federal tax 

credits for projects to spark 

low income neighborhoods. 

The authority wants to use 

the $6 million to build afford-

able housing and for redevel-

opment projects in Gustav 

blighted areas. 

The $125 mil-

lion sought is under 

the New Market Tax 

Credits program. 

Those credits can 

be used as incen-

tives to lure private 

developers to build 

in struggling neigh-

borhoods. The fed-

eral government is 

expected to announce 

the next round of credits 

in September. 

Meanwhile, the author-

ity is asking the city-par-

ish to increase the number of 

code enforcement officers to 

12 from 4. Other cities have 

shown that enforcing codes is 

among the best strategies for 

removing blight. Some cities 

even levy big fines to prompt 

property owners to fix up 

dangerous properties. •

EKL transforma-
tion begins >> After 

years of back-and-forth, the 

public health care system in 

Baton Rouge will begin a dra-

matic transformation. In June, 

LSU’s health care division, 

which runs the charity system, 

will open a 42,000-square-

foot clinic next to Earl K. Long 

Hospital. 

The clinic will provide ser-

vices from obstetric care to 

cancer treatment and man-

agement of chronic diseases. 

Linda Hebert of Papa 
John’s Family Farm of 
Ponchatoula unloads 
explosive cherry 
tomatoes at the new 
market.
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26%
Calculus

It will also take over a 

vast number of cases 

that now are managed 

at EKL, which will focus 

on surgeries and other 

treatments that require 

overnight stays. 

But EKL’s days might 

be numbered as well. LSU 

and Our Lady of the Lake 

Regional Medical Center 

are negotiating a deal for 

the Lake to collaborate on 

an LSU teaching hospi-

tal. If so, patients of EKL 

would be treated across 

town on Essen Lane. 

For its deal with the Lake, 

LSU wants the Legislature 

to approve $120 million for 

a trauma center, 60 hospi-

tal beds, a medical education 

building and more. The new 

construction would be at or 

near the Lake.

State Sen. Sharon Weston 

Broome, whose legislative 

district includes the new clinic 

and the existing hospital, 

said the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation’s support for the 

clinic was essential in build-

ing early momentum and sup-

port for it. 

Broome was among many 

who worked on the project. 

She was instrumental in se-

curing state funding for the 

clinic and building support 

among users of EKL. 

Finding a way to provide 

primary care through the 

clinic in North Baton Rouge 

was critical to discussions 

about EKL’s future because 

most visits to the existing 

hospital involve primary care, 

said Dr. Fred Cerise, who runs 

LSU’s health care division.

The clinic will provide out-

patient services in a modern, 

more efficient setting, Cerise 

says. It also will offer a set-

ting that better supports on-

going relationships between 

patients and doctors that ex-

perts cite as essential to im-

proved preventive care—and 

better health outcomes.

Clinics that support that re-

lationship between doctors 

and patients represent the fu-

ture of health care, and not 

just for Baton Rouge, says 

Weston Broome. “That’s the 

future, not just for Louisiana, 

but for the nation,” she says. •

The percentage of U.S. charitable contributions given 

by families earning at least $500,000. Those families 

account for 1% of the population.
Source: Boston College Center on Wealth and Philanthropy

The new clinic will handle about 
200,000 patient stays each year.
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Flat tire >> The path to somewhere is go-

ing nowhere. 

BREC wants to build the first path in a new ini-

tiative but Ted Jack, planning director for the 

parks system, says there are hang-ups. The lack 

of a legal agreement with the Mall of Louisiana 

and the delay of a proposed bridge by a private 

developer have punctured the path for now.

BREC planned the path along waterways be-

tween Siegen Lane and Bluebonnet Boulevard. 

The mall was not responding to requests for 

meetings with BREC, and the economic slow-

down has caused developer Richard Carmouche 

to delay a bridge that is needed to build the path 

over a creek. 

But Jack is an optimist. A pedestrian bridge 

over a creek could be an alternative to the bridge 

glitch. Jack also has his fingers crossed that mall 

owners will begin negotiating. BREC needs an 

agreement to link the mall to the path. 

BREC has set aside $4 million to begin building 

paths, which are linear parks with sitting areas. It 

wanted to demonstrate the value of paths—both 

for walking and biking—by building in a visible 

area where use would be heavy. The parks system 

chose the link between Bluebonnet and Siegen 

because it would connect apartments, homes, the 

Mall of Louisiana and Perkins Rowe. It would run 

along Ward and Dawson creeks on Carmouche’s 

property, which can be seen from I-10.

 BREC also wants to do a master plan for paths, 

but Jack said that has not begun yet. •

Members of the Center for Planning 
Excellence and LSU students painted a 
house in Old South Baton Rouge in March, 
continuing work in the area that was begun 
by the Baton Rouge Area Foundation. New 
homes and condos have been built and 
are occupied in Old South Baton Rouge, 
an area between LSU and downtown. The 
neighborhood and other struggling ones 
will get more focus from the new East 
Baton Rouge Redevelopment Authority, 
which is seeking millions in grants and tax 
credits to speed up rehab work.



Idling at LSU >> The 

economy has caused a glitch in an 

LSU redevelopment. 

Last year, the university began 

talking about remaking 37 prized 

acres on Nicholson Drive, where 

outdated student housing, the 

former baseball stadium and a 

parking lot are now situated. A 

committee continues discussions 

about the project, but Staci 

Pepitone, a panel member, 

says economic turmoil is complicating potential 

partnerships with the private sector and “there hasn’t 

been substantive progress…” She adds that the 

university remains committed to replacing the housing.

A handful of other universities have created dense 

mixed-use projects that provide a revenue stream 

to the university. Ohio State, for instance, has a 

$150 million gateway project on 7.5 acres near the 

university. It includes a movie theater, Barnes and Noble, 

restaurants and housing. LSU officials say they are considering retail on their site. • 
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Stuck in mud >> The dream of a con-

tinuous walking trail and more park space 

around the lakes—as well as fewer fish kills and 

a healthy waterway—have been sidelined.

It appears that the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers won’t be dredging the lakes as ex-

pected in the next couple of years. So the silt 

from the lakes, as was schemed, won’t be 

available to build pathways around the lakes 

and to expand park space. 

A corps representative could not be reached 

for comment, but BREC’s planning director 

says the cost of dredging alone was an esti-

mated $12 million to $15 million, and the corps 

says that only $5 million is available for the 

project. LSU, the city-parish and BREC don’t 

have funds to cover the shortfall and to pay for 

more recreational areas, said BREC’s Ted Jack. 

The new strategy is a longer shot. Jack says 

the parties may seek a direct federal appropri-

ation. They will gather again to discuss the next 

step. “We need to step back and think about 

this,” Jack said. •

 Now.....

 Possibility.....
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Howard wins 
Gaines award

Ravi Howard read from his award-winning 

book, Like Trees, Walking, at a January cel-

ebration of the Ernest J. Gaines Award for 

Literary Excellence. 

More than 200 people attended the event 

to celebrate his book, which offers a fiction-

alized account of the effects of a 1981 Mobile, 

Ala., lynching. The $10,000 book award, cre-

ated and funded by donors of the Baton 

Rouge Area Foundation, promotes African 

American literature and honors Gaines, a 

Louisiana native who is world-renowned for 

his writings, which include The Autobiography 

of Miss Jane Pittman and A Gathering of Old 

Men.

An independent panel of judges chose Like 

Trees, Walking from 22 entries. The award is 

given each January.

Actor Courtney B. Vance, above left, was 

master of ceremonies. Gaines is seated; 

Howard is pictured with his wife, Laura. •

Members of the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation elected Dr. Carl Luikart and 

Suzanne Turner to first terms on the board 

of directors at the March 18 annual meeting. 

Luikart has worked at Louisiana 

Cardiology Associates for nearly 25 

years. He also serves on the board of the 

Pennington Biomedical Foundation. Turner 

is a landscape architect and consultant. She 

is a co-founder of BREADA, which runs the 

Red Stick Farmers Market in several loca-

tions and Main Street Market in downtown. 

Members also elected officers of the 

board. Alice D. Greer is board chair, 

Matthew G. McKay is vice chair, Lee Michael 

Berg is secretary and Candace E. Wright is 

treasurer. 

Members learned that the difficult econ-

omy reduced the Foundation’s asset base, 

the first decline since 2001. Foundation as-

sets dropped to an estimated $530 mil-

lion at year-end 2008 from $564 million the 

year before. The Foundation was somewhat 

insulated because its real estate assets con-

tinued to perform well in 2008. 

To join the Foundation as a member, 

visit BRAF.org or call Stewart Jones at 

225.387.6126. Memberships start at $100. •

tim mueller

New board 
members 
elected
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Do we believe racism is a problem? Do we want 

more roads or more mass transit? How do we rate 

BREC and other public services?

For East Baton Rouge, the answers to those ques-

tions and others are in the Foundation’s first indicators 

project report. Baton Rouge CityStats was released in 

March. The annual report measures the quality of life 

in East Baton Rouge, a vehicle to tell us how far we’ve 

come, where we are and where we need to go.

CityStats adds to a growing number of statistical in-

dicator projects around the country. They are used as 

guidemaps for community improvement.

The Foundation began its indicators project last 

year. Three community meetings were held to create 

a vision for what East Baton Rouge wants to be. Then 

the indicators were chosen to propel the community 

to the shared vision.

The Foundation hired the Baton Rouge Area 

Chamber to gather the data. The chamber enlisted 

Survey Communications Inc. of Baton Rouge to pro-

vide a parishwide survey that adds some indicators to 

the project. The Foundation led and paid for the proj-

ect and wrote and released the report and a compan-

ion website.

The Foundation and its fund donors will use the in-

dicators to guide millions in annual grants to non-

profits and to choose projects to improve life in East 

Baton Rouge. We hope other nonprofits, business in-

terest and local government rely on the indicators for 

their work as well. 

The report does not compare East Baton Rouge to 

other parishes or counties. That’s because the indica-

tors are for charting progress in Baton Rouge, not to 

evaluate progress against other areas. Also, indicators 

for East Baton Rouge let residents focus on enhancing 

the parish.

The report has about 50 indicators. They are not 

static. As the community changes, the indicators might as well, though 

a core set of indicators will be measured each year. The entire report is 

available at BRCityStats.org. If you would like a printed copy, send your 

mailing address to mverma@braf.org. • 

Here are some select 
findings from the first 
report

• Residents are checking out fewer 
books from the library. Circulation has 
declined 13% since 2004. 

• Baton Rouge’s economy is doing well. 
The average unemployment rate was 
4.4% in 2008 and was below 4% in 
2007 and 2006. Meanwhile, the number 
of jobs in the parish has grown each 
year since at least 2003.

• The income disparity is substantial 
among races. Median family income for 
whites was $81,513 in 2007, compared 
to $32,889 for African American 
families.

• Curbside residential recycling has 
soared 47% since 2005. The city-parish 
switched to rolling recycling containers, 
which caused a boost in recycling. 

• In a survey for CityStats, residents 
rated fire department services at 
4.41 on a five-point scale, where 5 is 
excellent. They rated public schools an 
average of 2.55. 

• The survey showed that about 17% of 
residents spend at least 31 minutes on 
their longest one-way work commute. 
About the same percentage spend less 
than 10 minutes to get to work.

Indicators project 
launched
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Having drawn nearly $1.5 billion in projects 

over 10 years, planners say downtown can get 

even more in the next decade, including new 

parks, an entertainment anchor on a rebound-

ing Third Street and a new neighborhood ris-

ing in an area that is dotted now with street 

parking.

In March, Chan Krieger Sieniewicz showed 

off near-final plans for downtown. The com-

pany, working with design partners, is deliv-

ering Plan Baton Rouge Phase II, which builds 

on the original downtown revival plan led by 

Miami town planner Andres Duany a decade 

ago. 

The current set of planners are enthusiastic 

about how far Baton Rouge has come 

with its downtown. But they are also blunt 

about needs, saying that more parking garages 

are necessary to trigger housing and subse-

quent retail, and that Baton Rouge needs to in-

vest much more to keep downtown clean and 

safe. As an example, the downtown author-

ity in Baton Rouge has a budget of $573,000, 

compared to $3 million for a comparable 

Shreveport group, which serves a smaller 

footprint. 

The final plan will be unveiled in June. Look 

for a review of Plan Baton Rouge Phase II in 

the next issue of Currents. Meantime, here are 

some ideas that are likely to make it to the fi-

nal report. •

The Next 10

Chan Krieger says a second entertainment anchor 
on Third Street that bookends the existing Shaw 
Center for the Arts would spark street life. Just 
as malls have anchor stores, Third needs the two 
entertainment destinations to pull pedestrians to 
and fro between them.

Connect downtown to surrounding 
neighborhoods and the universities. The 
planners recommend River Road, Highland 
Road and Nicholson Drive as transit 
corridors that connect downtown to LSU. 
Light rail or some other mass transit should 
be considered for making the connections. 

2Plan Baton Rouge

 Entertainment anchor
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Downtown’s key need is more residences. 
Build Victory Park at Convention and Fourth 
streets and gather property to create a mid-rise 
neighborhood around the park, say planners. The 
park and the new neighborhood would link existing 
neighborhoods—Spanish Town and Beauregard 
Town.

Establish a tree canopy to shade downtown, and 
make sure resources exist to take care of the trees 
and plantings. Many large cities have aggressive 
green plans; Baton Rouge could become a model 
for similar-sized cities that want to be greener. 
Above, Laurel Street with trees.

Because reaching the river can be difficult, the plan 
calls for more pedestrian crossings over River Road. 
Florida Street is a good place to start. Other streets 
that need pedestrian crossings to the river include 
North Boulevard and North Street.

 Victory Park
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Water of love
SJA and CHS students have begun philanthropic journeys, raising 

money for an African well >> by Sara bongiorni photos by tim mueller

A
ubrey Allison, blond and 17, sits at a small 

table in a local coffee shop, blue-green 

eyes flashing and hands dancing through 

the air as she describes the project that has be-

come the focus of her young life. 

“It’s so awesome,” she says. “It’s the coolest thing 

I’ve ever done.”

The St. Joseph’s Academy junior could be talk-

ing about a school play—she’s a member of the 

drama club—or Saturday night gatherings with her 

friends, another passion.

But when Allison mentions articles of incorpo-

ration, grant applications and buying the rights to 

produce a theater production on human rights, it’s 

clear the young lady in braids has extraordinary 

plans for the coming year.

“This is what I hope to do with the rest of my 

life,” she says.

Allison, along with 18-year-old Catholic High se-

nior Ben LeBlanc, co-directs Helping Hydrate 

Others, a local student-driven effort to raise 

$50,000 to drill a fresh-water well for a village in 

Kenya. The group’s 20 or so members range in 

age from 17 to 23, and nearly all are students at 

Louisiana State University or current or former stu-

dents at St. Joseph’s or Catholic. 

Helping Hydrate Others plans to hit its financial 

target through traditional events like bake sales, 

car washes and a dance-a-thon, but is also look-

ing to raise funds through quintessentially modern 

“I hope to get to 
see our hard work in 
the smile on a kid in 
Kenya.” 

—Aubrey Allison, SJA junior, philanthropist

Aubrey Allison, center, embraces Ben LeBlanc. Together, they have teamed 
with SJA and Catholic High students to raise money for digging a well in 
Kenya. By mid-March, their Helping Hydrate Others project had raised more 
than $4,000. To donate, call Stewart Jones at 225.387.6126 at the Baton 
Rouge Area Foundation.
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tools like its Web site (www.helpinghydrateothers.

org), a Facebook group and corporate sponsor-

ships. In January alone, during its first three weeks 

of official opera-

tion, the group 

raised roughly 

$1,600 through 

sales of T-shirts 

that members had 

purchased with 

their own money, 

including Saturday 

night spending 

money pooled for 

the cause.

“For me, the 

best thing has 

been watching my 

friends come to-

gether for some-

thing that is bigger than all of us,” LeBlanc says. 

“It’s one thing to get together for a movie, but it’s 

something else to get together to plan fund-raising 

for something like this.”

 Call to action
The teenagers’ source of inspiration was like-

wise contemporary. One night last fall, when he 

was supposed to be studying for exams, LeBlanc 

was playing around on the video sharing Web site 

YouTube, when he stumbled upon a statistic that 

stopped him cold. It would take $10 billion a year 

to provide clean drinking water to the entire global 

population, a fraction of what Americans spend 

each year on Christmas, he recalls reading.

Over the next several days, as LeBlanc and 

Allison met to rehearse a play, the two could not 

stop discussing the issue of world thirst, including 

the more than 1 billion people without access to 

clean drinking water. 

“We kept talking about how outrageous it is that 

we have so much more than we need, and that 

there had to be something that we could do about 

this,” she says. “Teenagers like to talk about peace 

and love and saving the 

world and we thought, 

‘Why don’t we do 

something more than 

talk?’”

The first stop was 

the Facebook Web 

site, where Allison 

and LeBlanc put out 

a call to arms among 

their friends, many of 

them also members of 

the drama clubs at St. 

Joseph’s and Catholic. 

The group met for the 

first time in December, 

and within a couple of 

weeks they had a name and a mission: They would 

raise money for 410 Bridge, a Christian organi-

zation that builds wells in Kenya by connecting 

American churches with villages in that African na-

tion. LeBlanc was familiar with 410 Bridge through 

his Baton Rouge church, Church of the Highlands. 

Helping Hydrate Others decided to follow the es-

tablished model of American churches that raise 

money for the organization, which contracts with 

local parties in Kenya to drill the wells and oversees 

the local work, Allison says.

Nuts and bolts
For LeBlanc, Allison and other members of the 

group, the effort has been a blend of youthful en-

thusiasm and hands-on lessons in the complexities 

of fund-raising. Participants meet weekly to ex-

change ideas and plan events. One young man do-

nated his birthday cash to the cause. Allison says 

Saturday nights have become occasions for bar-

gain get-togethers at friends’ houses instead of 

ONTHEGROUND
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the costly dinner-and-a-movie routine of old. 

Once a month, members pool money they 

have set aside from limits on their own spend-

ing, “whether that’s 50 cents or $50 for the 

month,” she says.

Meanwhile, the group briefly considered 

forming its own 501(c)(3); later, on the advice 

of one of the member’s parents, Allison and 

LeBlanc met with representatives of the Baton 

Rouge Area Foundation about how it might 

provide organizational support.

 “We brought our parents to the meeting 

with the Foundation,” says Allison.

Neither Allison nor LeBlanc could say how 

long the fund-raising effort is likely to take, 

but they are hoping the project will gain mo-

mentum as more members graduate from high 

school and leave for colleges and universities 

across the state and nation.

In any event, they already have a plan for 

how they will celebrate after the well in Kenya 

has been completed. They hope to travel to 

Kenya to meet the families whose lives they 

have changed—and who are changing their 

lives, too.

“I’d love to actually see the well, and see 

the people whose lives it has changed,” says 

LeBlanc. Adds Allison: “I hope to get to see 

our hard work in the smile on a kid in Kenya.” •

Water facts

90%
Percentage of untreated sewage dumped 

into surface water in developing countries. 

50%
Percentage of hospital beds in developing 

world occupied by people suffering from 

preventable diseases caused by unsafe 

water and poor sanitation.

$208 million
Estimated annual cost to Indian economy 

from women fetching water.

$11.3 billion
In 2004, amount of additional investment 

needed worldwide to meet internationally 

agreed targets for water supply and 

sanitation.

$34
The return on each dollar of investment in 

water supply and sanitation.

Source: United Nations
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The Baton Rouge Area Foundation has 

pledged $25,000 toward a study to 

determine whether a trail to New Orleans is 

feasible.
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River ride
A proposed levee trail could connect Baton 

Rouge to New Orleans >> by maggie heyn richardson 

photos by tim mueller

I
t’s a cyclist’s dream: a 110-mile levee-top trail connecting Baton Rouge 

to New Orleans. The scenic thoroughfare would attract walkers, birders, 

runners and, especially, serious cyclists eager for a scenic stretch sep-

arate from the speeding cars below. The asphalt trail, say its champions, 

could reconnect Louisiana residents with the Mississippi River, provide 

a free vehicle for exercise, spark economic development in the chain of 

small towns along River Road, and even serve as an alternative transpor-

tation route for emergency vehicles during a hurricane. 

The project, called the Mississippi River Levee Multi-Use Trail, is be-

ing proposed by the Pontchartrain Levee District, which oversees le-

vee boards along the river’s east bank, which includes East Baton Rouge, 

Iberville, Ascension, St. James, St. John the Baptist and St. Charles par-

ishes. Once completed, the trail would snake from East Baton Rouge 

Parish to the St. Charles Parish line. 

Discussed by local parish governments and the levee district since 

2004, the project may finally be gaining traction. Most of the contribu-

tions toward a $250,000 feasibility study are in place, committed by 

the district, the six participating parishes, the State of Louisiana and the 

Baton Rouge Area Foundation. State support came last year when then-

Sen. Bill Cassidy sponsored a request for $100,000 in capital outlay 

funds. The group hopes to complete fund-raising and begin the study in 

the next few months, says coordinator Eric Poche of SJB Group in Baton 

Rouge. 

Jack Norberg of California runs on top of the Mississippi River levee where the 
paved section ends near the LSU campus. Supporters want to build a 110-mile 
levee-top trail that would link Baton Rouge to New Orleans.
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Champions of levee-top trail systems around 

the country say that such projects are replete with 

community wins and that they’re worth the time 

and public investment required to pull them off. 

“Unlike projects that benefit one small town, 

these benefit several small towns at once,” says 

Terry Eastin, executive director of the Mississippi 

River Trail, a nonprofit based in Arkansas that 

advocates expansion of levee trails along the 

Mississippi River. “A cyclist’s average salary is 

$80,000 a year, and he makes signif-

icant purchases on cycling trips. The 

State of Iowa is completing a 335-

mile trail that is expected to bring 

$200 million a year in economic 

impact.” 

Eastin points to other examples of 

trails sparking substantial economic 

development, including Lanesboro, 

Minn. The dying small town was revi-

talized into a thriving tourist magnet 

in part by the 60-mile Root River Bike 

Trail, which runs through it. 

A recently completed 2.5-mile stretch of levee-

top trail connecting downtown Baton Rouge to 

Skip Bertman Drive on LSU’s campus provides a 

good example of what the Louisiana project could 

look like. The smooth paved trail is wide enough 

for bikers, joggers and walkers and it’s one of the 

few areas in Baton Rouge along the Mississippi 

River that actually provides a clear vista of the 

river. In fact, Downtown Development District 

Executive Director Davis Rhorer, who helped co-

ordinate the trail’s execution for the City of Baton 

Rouge, says one of the most important features of 

the $2.5 million project was its placement on top of 

the levee, rather than as a bike lane on River Road. 

“It was so important to get it off the road for the 

sake of safety,” Rhorer said. 

Construction on another 2.5 miles of trail, which 

will connect the current terminus at Skip Bertman 

Drive to BREC’s Farr Park, begins soon. Rhorer 

says that the trail’s new end point will feature per-

pendicular feeder trails connecting the River Bend 

neighborhood to the levee and the levee to Farr 

Park. 

That sort of ancillary connectivity is what you 

might find along the Mississippi River Levee Multi-

Use Trail, says Poche. “We will look at potential 

nodes of activity—where it might make sense to 

put parking lots and restrooms that could also sup-

port other things,” he said.

Poche says one challenge will likely be getting 

public and private entities with levee interests to 

allow pedestrian access. Plants along the river con-

trol traffic in many spots to protect their transfer of 

materials from cargo ships to facilities. 

But those problems are not insurmountable, says 

Eastin. Trails can be malleable. 

“This is the kind of economic development 

project that pays for itself and has the poten-

tial to actually save dying towns,” she says. There 

are hundreds of miles of trails in states along the 

Mississippi, but we need to see more in its south-

ern portion.” •

“The State of Iowa is 
completing a 335-mile 
trail that is expected 
to bring $200 million 
a year in economic 
impact.” 

—Terry Eastin

Walkers, runners and bikers use the paved trail 
on the top of the Mississippi River levee between 

downtown Baton Rouge and the LSU campus.
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Derek 
Gordon 
loves to sing. 

Ginger Hunt 
wants trails 
around here. 

Liz Betz 
would hear 
the trumpets 
and drums 
playing the 
LSU fight 
song near 
the finish 
line of a 
marathon. 

Together, the 
three are this 
year’s winners 
of the John 
W. Barton Sr. 
Excellence 
in Nonprofit 
Management 
Award.

coverstory

photos by tim mueller
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Derek Gordon
CEO and President 

Arts Council of Greater Baton Rouge

Many successful people opt to climb the ladder 

in larger markets. Derek Gordon turned convention 

upside down, choosing to build the arts community 

here after rising within the New York arts scene. 

He’s back home after running the prestigious 

Jazz at Lincoln Center program in New York. As 

CEO and president of the Arts Council of Greater 

Baton Rouge, you can see his imprint around town. 

He has reinvigorated the Community Fund for the 

Arts, which has distributed nearly $800,000 to arts 

groups since his return. 

Gordon has expanded programs of the 

Community School for the Arts to include kids and 

adults. With jazz enthusiasts, he launched the River 

City Jazz Masters series. He has partnered to cre-

ate Sunday in the Park, the fall concert series in 

downtown. He’s developing a public arts program. 

All that in just two years back in his hometown. 

Which moment was the most rewarding in your 

nonprofit career?  

Such moments are always a moving target, be-

cause life is always presenting new and valuable 

experiences. While it would be difficult to give 

you a single event, presiding over the opening of 

Jazz at Lincoln Center’s new performance facil-

ity was quite rewarding. The opening was impor-

tant not just for the organizations, but for the field 

of jazz and everyone who participates in the busi-

ness. To be honest, I have a similar feeling every 

time we present an artist at the Manship Theatre 

or raise the curtain on young people performing in 

the Debbie Allen dance programs. What is most re-

warding are the moments I get to share something 

new and exciting with an audience.  

What is your favorite place in the Baton Rouge 

region?

 The campus of LSU is definitely my favorite 

place in Baton Rouge. I feel like I grew up there, 

being associated with the university since I was in 

the 8th grade through receiving my master’s de-

gree in music! It is certainly a beautiful spot, but 

it was also the place where I was introduced to so 

many people and ideas that have helped shape my 

future and my heart. And yes, I bleed purple and 

gold just like everyone else in Baton Rouge. 

What is your idea of earthly happiness?  

Real community and let’s stress the “unity” in 

community. People living, working, playing and liv-

ing with respect and compassion for one another. 

Wouldn’t that make you happy?  

Other than America, in what country would you 

like to live and why? 

 I guess I would have to say France, with Spain 

being a close second. France has such a rich cul-

ture and, of course, they love food, drink and cel-

ebrations just as we do. Both its cities and the 

countryside have great charm and much to of-

fer the resident or the visitor. I’m also a fan of 

French opera and all those lovely museums. C’est 

magnifique!  

What natural gift would you most like to 

possess?  

In the tradition of the other man’s grass al-

They were awarded $10,000 apiece at the Baton Rouge Area 
Foundation’s annual meeting. They were recognized for their 
diligent and successful service to the Baton Rouge region. 
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“In the tradition of the other man’s 
grass always being greener, I 
would love to have talent in the 
visual arts.”

—Derek Gordon
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ways being greener, I would love to have talent in 

the visual arts. I am a musician by training and in-

clination, but I truly envy those who can capture 

so much beauty and emotion in two and three 

dimensions.  

What was your favorite subject in school and 

why?  

Music, of course. Need I explain why?  

What is your first memory of life?  

Growing up on McKinley Street and singing in my 

backyard.  

What is your perfect day in Baton Rouge?  

Waking up to public radio, enjoying a cup of cof-

fee at CC’s, a productive day at the office and an 

exciting arts event along with a great meal to share 

with family and friends. If time permits, preparing 

the meal would make it even more perfect. 

You are running in slow motion, winning the 

New York Marathon; what song—other than the 

theme from Chariots of Fire—is playing in your 

head?  

Carly Simon singing “Let the River Run.” 

 If you had $1 billion, how would you spend it 

to improve the region?

 I would build a TND focused on the arts. A com-

plete neighborhood  environment that celebrated 

creativity, including housing and studio space for 

artists, performance, rehearsal and exhibition space 

and lots of access to public art and free and af-

fordable performances. Gosh, does that sound like 

an arts and entertainment district? Well, can you 

blame me?  

Ginger A. Hunt
Executive Director 

Primary Care Providers for a Healthy Feliciana

She put her own money at risk to help others. 

Ginger Hunt used her line of credit to start two ru-

ral health clinics in 1999. Then, as a nurse prac-

titioner, she worked full-time in Baton Rouge to 

support the clinics. 

Ten years later, her nonprofit—Primary Care 

Providers for a Healthy Feliciana—operates three 

clinics to serve 9,000 patients each year.

Unstoppable, she has launched other projects. 

They include a program to fight obesity among 

children and collaborative agreements to provide 

counseling for schoolchildren and their families.

Which moment was the most rewarding in your 

nonprofit career?

Every day and every event in my nonprofit career 

has been rewarding. I recall a day when a mother 

and her 4-year-old son, who was in great pain, left 

Texas and rode a bus 10 hours to get back to, as 

they called us, the “Ladies on the Hill.” The mother 

was quite certain that, despite the fact that no one 

had been able to identify the cause of the pain, we 

would be able to help her son. Upon examination, 

he was found to have a large abdominal mass. We 

immediately found a specialist for the child and ad-

mitted him to the Baton Rouge General Medical 

Center. The tumor, a rare form of cancer, was re-

moved and chemotherapy was administered. The 

child is now free of pain and has been free of can-

cer for four years. More recently, shortly after the 

opening of the new West Baton Rouge Primary 

Care Clinic in Port Allen, the staff received an 

emergency call from the bank across the street. 

The clinical staff gathered up emergency equip-

ment and responded to the plea for help. The bank 

vice president was found unconscious. The clinic 

staff performed CPR on him until the ambulance 
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arrived. He is alive and well today and the staff is 

looked upon as a vital, trusted part of the commu-

nity. I believe that the most rewarding thing to me 

is when a patient looks you in the eye and says, 

“Thank you for caring so much for me and my fam-

ily. I can always count on you.” 

What is your favorite place in the Baton Rouge 

region?

The rolling hills, green pastures, sprawling 

oaks and historical landmarks of East Feliciana 

Parish provide a quiet tranquility that is second to 

no other place in the area. Specifically, the histor-

ical East Feliciana Parish Courthouse, which is lo-

cated in the heart of the parish, in Clinton. It is the 

oldest operational courthouse in the United States.

What is your Idea of earthly happiness?

Happiness on this earth to me is serving a risen 

Savior, one who sought me out and found me in 

my hopeless and helpless state, carried my sins 

to Calvary, covered me with his precious blood 

and righteousness and set me free. We read in the 

book of Matthew that it is but folly for a man to 

gain the whole world and lose his own soul and 

God reminds me that what is done for the least of 

His children is done for Him. He assures me in His 

Word that all things work to the good of those who 

love the Lord and who are in His will and purpose. 

Staying in His will and purpose, for a sinner such 

as I, is a continuing battle. However, St. Paul in the 

book of Philippians clearly tells me that I can do all 

things through Jesus Christ who strengthens me. 

Therefore, I can be happy and content in whatever 

situation I find myself. I know in whom I have be-

lieved and that He is able to keep that which I have 

committed unto him against that day.

Other than America what country would you 

like to live in and why?

There is no other place on earth that I would 

rather live than in America—the home of the free 

and the brave. God showered his blessings on 

America and on those of us who were born and 

live here. I often wonder why I was so privileged as 

to have been born in America, when others were 

born in countries filled with strife and war and have 

so little. 

What natural gift would you most like to 

possess? 

The patience and perseverance of Job would be 

the natural gift I would most like to possess.

What was your favorite subject in school?

Reading was my favorite subject. My mother, fa-

ther and grandparents read to me as a child. That 

quiet and special time every day very much played 

an important role in my ability to learn and ap-

ply what I learned to everyday life. I still am an avid 

reader and glean as much joy from it now as I did 

then.

What is your first memory of life?

One of my first memories is when I was about 

three-years-old and my grandfather bought me a 

pair of red cowboy boots, a pair of brown jodhpurs 

“I believe that the 
most rewarding 
thing to me is when 
a patient looks you 
in the eye and says, 
‘Thank you for caring 
so much.’” 
	 —ginger hunt
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and a cowboy hat. After that, I would wear them 

whenever I went to the stockyard with him to buy 

cows. His love for me was unconditional as mine 

was for him.

What is your perfect day in Baton Rouge?

Visiting the zoo and State Capitol grounds on a 

sunshine-filled day with my grandchildren would 

be just about perfect. 

You are running in slow motion, winning the 

New York Marathon, what song—other than the 

theme from Chariots of Fire—is playing in your 

head?

“Amazing Grace” would be the song playing in 

my head if I were winning a marathon because, 

even when I was young, I never had the stamina or 

the desire required to run long distances.

If you had $1 billion, how would you spend it to 

improve the Baton Rouge region?

If I had $1 billion, I would design a walking/jog-

ging/bicycle/skateboard trail for East Baton Rouge 

Parish, West Baton Rouge Parish and for East 

Feliciana Parish. I would use the Greenways in 

Knoxville, Tenn., as a model. The trail would tie the 

downtown areas, schools, university campuses and 

sites of interest together. The trails would assist in 

combating the problem of inactivity and obesity in 

our children and adult population, promote health 

and provide wholesome family activity. Families 

could be encouraged to donate memorial rest ar-

eas, flower beds, trees and shrubs, water fountains, 

play areas and picnic areas. 
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“My mother had six siblings and, 
on Christmas Eve, all the families 
would gather at one house. The 
tree was huge with gifts spilling 
from beneath and the smell of 
holiday food filled the air.”

—Liz Betz
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ELizabeth A. Betz
Executive Director 

Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA)

When abused children stand before a judge, Liz 

Betz and her CASA volunteers are beside them. 

They represent the interests of children, leaning 

hard on the courts to place the children in perma-

nent—and safe—homes. 

Consider that Betz has been taking on this chal-

lenge for about 16 years. She was named executive 

director of Court Appointed Special Advocates in 

1993. 

She has helped CASA grow to more than 600 

volunteer advocates representing more than 1,200 

children. Last year alone, the brigade of more than 

100 CASA volunteers found permanent homes for 

110 children. 

Betz started Casa for CASA, an annual playhouse 

fund-raiser designed to boost awareness of the or-

ganization and to raise more than $30,000 per 

year. CASA just finished a $2 million capital cam-

paign for more room to provide more services. 

Which moment was the most rewarding in your 

nonprofit career? 

When CASA was able to serve 100% of the 

abused children in East Baton Rouge Parish who 

needed an advocate. That had been our goal since 

day one and we couldn’t have reached it without 

our absolutely amazing staff and volunteers.

What is your favorite place in Baton Rouge?

Downtown—especially the view of the Mississippi 

River. Downtown was the center of town when my 

parents were young, and I love that it is again a vi-

brant part of the city.

What is your idea of earthly happiness? 

A healthy, happy family and a slower pace.

Other than America, in what country would you 

like to live and why? 

There are lots of other countries I’d like to visit 

but I can’t imagine living anywhere else. I feel fortu-

nate to be an American.

What natural gift would you most like to 

possess? 

I wish I could sing!

What was your favorite subject in school and 

why?

I loved school—all subjects and especially the so-

cial aspects! I’ve always loved learning new things.

What is your first memory of life? 

My mother had six siblings and, on Christmas 

Eve, all the families would gather at one house. The 

tree was huge with gifts spilling from beneath and 

the smell of holiday food filled the air. Sometimes 

there would be more than 20 cousins there. As 

a child, the anticipation of that night was almost 

unbearable!

What is your perfect day in Baton Rouge?

Working in my garden on a crisp autumn day and 

then spending the evening with family and friends.

You are running in slow motion, winning the 

New York Marathon, what song—other than the 

theme from Chariots of Fire—is playing in your 

head? 

The LSU fight song.

If you had $1 billion, how would you spend it to 

improve Baton Rouge?

An excellent education and affordable health care 

for every citizen would go a long way in eradicat-

ing many problems—poverty, hunger, homeless-

ness, abuse. •
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any want to make the world a better 

place.

In our case, we’re trying to do it one 

girls volleyball team at a time.

Well, actually two, but more on that later.

A little background: Louisiana is a great girls 

volleyball state. Top-level players from here have 

excelled on the collegiate, national and even inter-

national levels. Two were on the Olympic Team last 

year. 

In Baton Rouge, as in other cities, the key has 

been club volleyball, which is for elite, dedicated 

players who take themselves to the highest levels 

in the sport. But to play at that level requires thou-

sands of dollars a year per player.

My wife, Brenda LeBlanc, built a volleyball dy-

nasty at St. Joseph’s Academy. With her and other 

talented coaches, we operated Volleyball Baton 

Rouge. Our shining moment came in 2002, when 

our VBR 15s team won a national title.

Most everyone involved in the sport in the Baton 

Rouge area was part of VBR in one form or an-

In volleyball, a race to be diverse—and to win 

>> by Lee feinswog photos by tim mueller

Volleyball Baton Rouge practices in winter. Organizers formed a diverse team that aims for victory.

Team colors
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other. However, it was always troubling that very 

few of them were girls of color. Not that we didn’t 

try to recruit minorities. Over the years, Bonita 

Johnson, an African American teacher and coach 

at University High, tried to get more black girls in-

terested in VBR but it was difficult to get play-

ers started before high school. Money was often 

an issue; fees were more than $1,000 per year and 

travel costs mounted because club volleyball is 

competed on a regional level.

Being mostly white was not unique to VBR. At 

any large girls volleyball tournament in America, 

there are very few black girls participating. 

But consider this:  Five of the 12 players on the U.S. 

Olympic team that won the silver medal last sum-

mer were black. Two of the black players were 

from Louisiana—Danielle Scott-Aruda of Baton 

Rouge and Kim Willoughby of Napoleonville.

After the 2006 season, Brenda and I gave up the 

grind of VBR.

But just a year later, while sipping beers in a lit-

tle town called Ribe in southwestern Denmark, we 

began talking about, of all things, volleyball. We 

wanted something different this time. Our plan for 

a new squad included more minorities. 

So the new VBR was formed. The idea: We would 

field one team in 12-and-unders, but pick girls 

young enough to play in 12s for two years, meaning 

they would only be 11 for the 2008 season. They 

had to be athletic and either be tall or projected to 

be tall. The hope was to form a team that we could 

take all the way through to 18s. To make it easier to 

find girls from every walk of life, there would be no 

fees. 

To recruit a team, I shamelessly asked every tall 

woman I met if she had a 10- or 11-year-old daugh-

ter; I would introduce myself first so I wouldn’t get 

slapped. We also partnered with the YMCA for a 

fall clinic and searched for players by sending out 

emails to our old VBR community.

Ultimately, we invited 13 girls to join us. Seven 

were black. 

We had rich whites, poor whites, rich blacks and 

poor blacks. By the third practice, it appeared the 

girls had known each other their entire lives.

It took longer for the parents to get together. 

But by mid-season, they became friends and be-

gan hanging out together, thanks to their daugh-

ters’ volleyball team. 

Our team, however, was awful. All year long our 

friends in the volleyball world told us how good 

the girls were going to be. We knew they were 

right, but the process was torturous. Especially 

when we took them to Orlando for the season-

ending AAU national tournament at Disney World, 

where we finished tied for dead last. 

But the season was the most rewarding experi-

ence I had in sports. Even the begging for money 

for VBR, a nonprofit, wasn’t bad. Friends, former 

We wanted 
something different 
this time. Our plan for 
a new squad included 
more minorities.
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VBR families, businesses and a couple of founda-

tions helped us out.

But finishing last in the nation was painful. 

So we took a somewhat different approach for 

the 2009 season. We again partnered with the 

YMCA for a fall clinic. I continued to ask tall women 

if they had daughters; I 

have yet to be slapped. 

Brenda and our assistant 

coach, Marisa Frye, kept 

an eye out for poten-

tial players. One of the 

13 from 2008 had moved 

away. We kept 10 of the 

12—cutting two of them 

was terribly difficult—

and brought in nine new 

ones. Our mix was nine 

white, nine black and 

one named Mohamed, 

all led by a Cajun coach 

and a Jewish director. 

We added two coaches, 

Molli Nannie and Jessica 

Manning, and fielded a 

first team and a second 

team.

This year we’re good. 

We’re gonna be great. 

Our first team is slowly 

becoming one of the 

best in the region, while 

the second team, midway 

through the 2009 season, had won three times as 

many matches as the 2008 team did all year.

Many of our girls are big. One is 5-11. Two oth-

ers are 5-8. A bunch of them are 5-4 or 5-5 and will 

push toward 6-feet when it’s all said and done. But 

not all the girls are tall—for example, one, who is 

barely 4-10, was proud to finally weigh 60 pounds. 

The short ones have promise, too. They’re quick 

and athletic and competitive and extremely well-

coached.

And they’re all held to high standards on and off 

the court. We know they’ll be great volleyball play-

ers; we expect good grades, outstanding citizens 

and classy, caring people.

Money is always an is-

sue. You have tourna-

ment entry fees, uniforms 

and equipment, coach 

pay, travel expenses and 

a handful of other things. 

So I still beg for money 

and ask everyone in-

volved to do the same. 

The girls pay a nominal 

fee and those who can 

afford it make donations 

to the club. Those who 

can’t, we help.

We do things the old-

fashioned way, sending 

forms and self-addressed 

stamped envelopes to 

potential contributors, 

but have also used the 

Internet, from Facebook 

to our web page, www.

volleyballbr.net. That’s 

been very helpful. We’ve 

had donations in the 

many thousands to one 

man giving 10 $1 bills.

So we’ll continue to work hard, teach them all 

we can on and off the court, and, if we’re good 

enough, one day we’ll tell all the big volleyball 

clubs in America that, hey, you can do what we did. 

After all, take a look at our Olympic team. • 

 

Leah Williams of Volleyball Baton Rouge digs for 
the ball. VBR’s goal is a national championship.
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www.artsbr.org  •  (225) 344.8558  •  427 Laurel Street  •  Baton Rouge, LA 70801

This Community Dance Residency and Performance is a project of the Arts Council of Greater 
Baton Rouge in collaboration with Baton Rouge Community College and local area dance 

companies and studios. The project is supported through the Office of the Mayor-President and 
the Metro-Council, the Irene W. and C.B. Pennington Foundation and Turner Industries.

Dreams, a delightful production written and 
choreographed by Debbie Allen, takes you to the magical world of 
childhood dreams. From grown-up dreams of careers in fashion 
and marine biology to wishful hopes of becoming a duck, everyone 
will enjoy this fun exploration of children’s imaginative aspirations.

Presented by the Arts Council of Greater Baton Rouge 
in association with the Baton Rouge Community College

Special Thanks to Sponsors

BrCC magnolia 
Performing arts Pavilion

5310 Florida Blvd. 

Performances:
Thursday april 23 10 AM & 7 PM

Friday april 24 10 AM & 7 PM
saturday april 25 3 PM & 7 PM
sunday april 26 3 PM & 7 PM

Tickets: $18

Order your tickets now from the 
Arts Council of Greater Baton Rouge, 
(225) 344-8558 or at www.artsbr.org

Tickets also available at the bursar’s 
window at the Bienville Student 

Center, Baton Rouge Community 
College after April 22  

5310 Florida Blvd or (225) 216-8200

Discounted tickets are available for 
school groups. 

Call (225) 344-8558.

www.artsbr.org  •   225.344.8558

Office Of 
the MayOr-
president

Capital One • Sunshine Pages • Belle of Baton Rouge

ASA 
ProPertieS  LP

Saturday, May 2, 2009 
10 am to 7 pm

Sunday, May 3, 2009 
Noon to 6 pm

Downtown Baton Rouge
Fine crafts and works of art from 100 artists  |  
Music including the best of Blues, Roots, Jazz, 

and more  |  Performing Arts  |  
Children’s Village  |  Street Performers  |  

Art Demos  |  Great Food & Drink
FREE & OPEN TO ALL

Baton Rouge’s Premi e r Art & Musi c Festival

FestForAll
EXPERIENCE THE ARTS FIRST HAND

A Baton Rouge Tradition Since 1973

Presented by 
the Arts Council 

of Greater 
Baton Rouge

Artists: Sculpture by Denise 
Greenwood, Jewelry by Jan Bennett, 
Pottery by Pat McCaffrey
Musician: Henry Gray

Special thanks to FestForAll 2009 Sponsors
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onSite

Magnificent 
Obsession
Teach for America expanding across the region 

>> by Maggie Heyn Richardson photos by tim mueller

Allison El Koubi, center, turned a two-year Teach for America stint into a mission for her life. Now principal at 
Jackson Middle School, El Koubi’s staff includes TFA corps members, from left, Mary Feighery, Alex Salinsky, 
Sarah Whittington, Erik Maag and Laura Shoemaker. 
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I
f you told Allison El Koubi, a 

bright student at New York’s 

Houghton College, that her 

dream job would be principal 

of a poor middle school in rural 

Louisiana, she might not have 

bitten. Eight years later, that’s 

what happened. 

A college senior in 2000, El 

Koubi decided to delay tradi-

tional job options for service. She and her like-

minded roommates wanted to give back before 

the pressure to make money set in, and they be-

gan researching programs, including AmeriCorps 

and CityYear, which promised to channel their ide-

alism into the greater good. For El Koubi, one op-

tion emerged.

“Teach for America really appealed to me,” she 

recalls. “My parents are educators, and I liked the 

idea of teaching. I saw myself teaching French in 

Acadiana.” She applied, and was among the 10% of 

applicants the national teacher corps accepts an-

nually. Late that summer, fresh out of a grueling 

five-week training camp in Houston, El Koubi be-

gan a two-year commitment to teach in Louisiana—

not in Acadiana, but in Jackson, where the 

underperforming Jackson Middle School needed 

an English teacher. 

Founded in 1990, Teach for America places 

top college graduates in urban and rural schools 

around the country, including ones in Baton Rouge, 

New Orleans and their surrounding areas. More 

than 500 young men and women have served in 

Louisiana. Like their counterparts nationwide, they 

come with sharp leadership skills and a drive to 

succeed. 

But they say teaching is the most difficult thing 

they’ve attempted. 

“I would start every morning with a stomach-

ache,” recalls El Koubi. “I felt like I was floundering, 

like I wasn’t reaching them at all.” 

Then, El Koubi found her footing, and fear was 

trumped by another emotion. 

“I just fell in love with my students and the com-

munity,” she says. Buoyed by a sense of unbridled 

optimism and what she calls “massive indigna-

tion” at the country’s education inequities, she re-

lentlessly sought opportunities for her students, 

landing grants for art-

ists-in-residence, help-

ing eighth graders 

craft an original play 

called “What’s race 

got to do with it?,” and 

organizing a field trip 

for choral students to 

perform at a music 

festival in her hometown, St. John’s, Newfoundland. 

Her two-year commitment at Jackson Middle 

quickly turned into five years. 

“I knew then I was going to devote my entire 

professional career to education,” she recalls. 

She beefed up her management skills by earning 

back-to-back accelerated master’s degrees in edu-

cation and business, then taught math at the KIPP 

Center City Academy in New Orleans just to learn 

more about the school’s well-regarded methodol-

ogy. When she heard about an opening for a prin-

cipal back at Jackson Middle, she said she made a 

beeline. 

“I put all other options on hold,” she says. 

El Koubi got the job last year, and in her short 

tenure, she has instituted new systems, set clear 

“I would start every morning 
with a stomach-ache. I felt 
like I was floundering, like I 
wasn’t reaching them at all.” 

—Allison El Koubi

Donors of the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation have made nearly 

200 grants totaling $1.2 million 

to Teach for America.
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expectations and developed a thorough incentive 

program that has dramatically improved discipline. 

She has also set aggressive goals to improve per-

formance substantially over the next three years.

El Koubi’s powerful calling to remain in edu-

cation is common among Teach for America al-

ums. In fact, despite the prevailing image of active 

teachers, TFA’s secret weapon is its alumni, a mas-

sive group now forming a comet tail of commu-

nity change. Currently, there are 14,000 Teach 

for America alums nationwide, and three-quar-

ters of them actively work in education once their 

two-year term is complete, says South Louisiana 

Executive Director Michael Tipton, a Baton Rouge 

native who taught through TFA in the South Bronx. 

“That’s impressive, when you consider that on 

day one, only about 7% say they will remain in ed-

ucation,” says Tipton. “These are people who were 

going to succeed no matter what, so to have them 

in education is an incredible force.”

Many remain in the classroom; others are drawn 

to management or policy. Like El Koubi, some 

have become principals. Others have run for office, 

joined think tanks and launched progressive initia-

tives. Their common ethic is to apply fresh ideas 

and relentless energy to what they see as an “ab-

solute injustice,” say El Koubi. 

The effect on their former students is also pal-

pable. As a high school student in Franklin in 2001, 

Megan Scelfo says TFA teachers transformed her 

perspective. 

“They were the first people I had met who truly 

believed that working hard and learning as much 

as possible are the best ways to succeed,” she re-

calls. “Once I had been given a taste of good edu-

cation by my TFA teachers, I developed a drive to 

be a life-long learner that still exists in me today.” 

Scelfo went on to the LSU Honors College. In 

2006, she was accepted to Teach for America and 

placed in Philadelphia, where she is still teaching. 

TFA is consistently regarded as one of the coun-

try’s most successful examples of social enterprise, 

or the practice of confronting a social problem 

with the ingenuity and innovation traditionally 

seen in entrepreneurial ventures. The program’s 

oft-told founding goes like this: In her senior the-

sis, Princeton University student Wendy Kopp pro-

posed that high-caliber college graduates would 

TFA’s Sarah Whittington teaches a seventh-grade English class at Jackson Middle 
School. TFA will have 200 teachers in Baton Rouge soon.



C u r r e n t s   Q 2  |  2 0 0 9

39

>>Mark Comanducci 
Then: 2004-2006 Glen Oaks Middle School, 
East Baton Rouge Parish 
Now: Director of school reform, Louisiana 
Resource Center for Educators, Baton Rouge 

Comanducci developed the LRCE’s Charter 
School Incubator, a leadership development 
program for teams interested in forming 
charter schools or reforming failing schools. 

>>Kristin McSwain 
Then: 1991-1993 Fifth Grade Teacher, 
St. Mary Parish 
Now: Chief of program operations for the 
Corporation for National and Community 
Service, Washington, D.C. 

McSwain has spent her entire professional 
career in national and community service, 
currently overseeing nationwide operations 
for AmeriCorps, VISTA, NCCC, Senior Corps 
and Learn and Serve America, which engages 
more than 4 million Americans in community 
service. 

>>Mike Wang 
Then: 1999-2001 Glen Oaks High School, 
East Baton Rouge Parish 
Now: Executive Director, Teach For America, 
Greater Philadelphia-Camden 

After TFA, Wang served as education policy 
advisor under Louisiana Gov. Mike Foster and 
later as executive director of the Louisiana 
Serve Commission. He took the helm of TFA’s 
Greater Philadelphia program after working 

at international consulting firm McKinsey & 
Co. Wang is nearing completion of a JD at the 
University of Pennsylvania Law School.

>>Allison Lewis 
Then: 2004-2006 Creswell Elementary, 
St. Landry Parish 
Now: LSU Law Student

After two years of teaching second grade in 
Opelousas, the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill graduate headed for law school at 
LSU, where she is a member of the Louisiana 
Law Review and a coordinator for the 
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance program. 
She plans to work and volunteer in Baton 
Rouge.

>>Sarah Newell Usdin 
Then: 1991-1993 Red Oaks Elementary, 
East Baton Rouge Parish 
Now: President and CEO, New Schools for 
New Orleans

Usdin has spent the last 15 years in education 
reform and is a voice behind the progressive 
experiments currently under way in New 
Orleans. The former executive director of TFA 
South Louisiana, Usdin later served with The 
New Teacher Project, a national nonprofit 
focused on teacher recruitment and training. 
In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, she 
formed New Schools for New Orleans to help 
public education recover and reform. 

The Ripple Effect

Inspired by their two years in the classroom, three-quarters of Teach for America’s 
14,000 alums have made education the focus of their professional careers. Below are 
five TFA Louisiana graduates and what they are doing now. 
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opt for teaching over typical first jobs if given 

a chance to join a national teacher corps. She 

raised $2.5 million in start-up funds and, in 1991, 

launched a class of 500 determined optimists who 

were sprinkled in willing districts throughout the 

country. 

The concept caught on, and expanded dramati-

cally. This academic year alone, 6,200 corps mem-

bers are teaching in 1,600 public schools across 29 

regions.

TFA corps members, says Tipton, are selected 

on the basis of their ability to lead, problem solve 

and demonstrate excellence. With rigorous train-

ing to back them up, and with a constant eye on 

indicators, they have generally outperformed vet-

eran teachers. They don’t just fill gaps, says Tipton, 

they raise the bar so high that they trigger sys-

temic change. 

“The big difference with our teachers is not ac-

cepting the norm, but pushing beyond it,” he says.

“Corps members truly believe that this is the civil 

rights issue of their generation.” 

The program is in the midst of a massive expan-

sion, including the operation in South Louisiana, 

which, despite its tenure, has remained small. 

Tipton says two years from now, the state’s two 

combined programs in Greater Baton Rouge and 

Greater New Orleans will be the fourth largest 

TFA region in the country, behind New York, Los 

Angeles and Texas. By then, 500 corps members 

will be teaching in New Orleans, and 200 in Baton 

Rouge.

Tipton is hopeful about how a new critical mass 

of active corps members and alumni in Greater 

Baton Rouge will champion innovation and breathe 

new life into the region’s public schools. 

“The stakes are too big,” he says. “Yes, it’s bru-

tally hard work, but we can change education with 

great teachers, great leaders and high expecta-

tions.” •

Teach for America teacher Laura Shoemaker teaches eighth-grade science at Jackson Middle 
School. Next to Shoemaker is student Jordan Hills.
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Donors of the Baton Rouge Area Foundation can 

make a difference from their homes. Or anywhere. 

A new, secure website lets them recommend 

grants, check their charitable funds, review their 

giving and learn about nonprofits. The donor por-

tal is among more Foundation services that make 

philanthropy easier, effective and enduring. Find 

out how you can start a charitable fund with the 

Foundation. 

 

Call Stewart Jones at 225.387.6126.

Changing the world 
just got a little easier.
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T
hird Street is on its way to becoming a cen-

terpiece of Baton Rouge life. A scheme per-

colating among land and traffic planners 

could be implemented to make the road an even 

more desirable destination.

Consider this idea: Third could be transformed 

into a thoroughfare that doubles as a place for 

civic events. 

It has happened in a handful of cities, where a 

jolt of life has been added to select streets by turn-

ing them into so-called festival streets. You may 

have enjoyed an outdoor meal or listened to mu-

sic on one of them. Clematis Street in West Palm 

Beach, Fla., is among the best-known festival 

streets. Portland, Ore., recently opened two festival 

streets. Orlando is designing two of them, one in 

front of a new basketball arena.

Festival streets are a relatively new tool for urban 

planners. Designers use new methods to create 

a hybrid space—a conventional street that dou-

bles as a plaza. Proponents say festival streets lure 

more people, which draws retailers.

What are the ingredients for a festival street? 

Traffic calming and unique streetscape features 

are installed to fashion a road that can be con-

verted to public use on weekends or for special 

events. Festival streets are on one grade; there are 

no curbs keeping cars separated from pedestri-

ans. Instead, bollards and striping keep people safe 

from vehicles. During a civic event, the bollards are 

put away to offer a gathering space.

 Troy Russ knows of at least 10 festival streets in 

the United States, all created within about the last 

decade. He estimates there are three times that 

WHAT’SNEXT?

A redo of Third Street could create a destination >> by Mukul verma

Two-Way Street

“What we have tried to do is create hybrid streets that function for cars, function for parking, but, at the 
same time, can be closed off and serve as a small plaza, a piazza for festivals and functions that the local 
neighborhood can engage in,” says Lloyd D. Lindley, urban designer in Portland. Above, Davis Street before 
and after.
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many around the country.

Russ, a transportation planner with Glatting 

Jackson, which is on a team developing a second 

phase for Baton Rouge’s downtown strategy, says 

Third Street is a candidate for a festival street con-

version. But he’s cautious: A thorough examina-

tion with resident input is required before breaking 

ground.

There is expected to be a hint of festival streets 

in Baton Rouge’s town square, says Davis Rhorer, 

executive director of the Downtown Development 

District. He’s enthusiastic about the idea of consid-

ering Third for a festival street.

 In the town square, which will run from River 

Road to Fifth Street along North Boulevard, the 

road and sidewalks will mesh in wide expanses 

along the intersections, says Rhorer. The city-parish 

has set aside $4.5 million to build the town square, 

a gathering place for events, such as road races, 

concerts, festivals. Because it will be flexible, the 

square will accommodate a variety of community 

gatherings while also offering a place for creative 

loafing when nothing is planned.

Portland has converted two streets into festival 

streets in the Chinatown neighborhood. If the ex-

perimental streets are successful, other neighbor-

hoods could get festival streets. The streets are at 

one grade; planters are used to separate cars and 

people; light poles and other utilities have been 

moved to form open spaces. 

 “The making of this place is more than just 

about the concrete and granite and the other sur-

faces we are putting here and the beautiful de-

sign we have,” says Ellen Vanderslice, a Portland 

urban planner who worked on the project. “It’s re-

ally about finding a way to create community. 

The activity of managing the street and the fact 

that the community has to form an entity to man-

age the festival street, that is part of building this 

community.”

Portland’s festival streets were a response to 

scant open space in Chinatown. Art and planters 

are incorporated to slow down traffic. Because the 

street is nearly at one grade, people in wheelchairs 

can easily use the plaza. The plantings are an ex-

tension of the existing Chinese gardens. Bike racks 

bait travel to the space on two wheels.

Third Street could become such a vibrant space. 

It already has the most important feature of a fes-

tival street. “You think of Third, it has the building 

type and style for retail and vibrant activity,” said 

Russ. 

“There is a problem; it’s a one-way street, which 

is not inviting for retailers,” said Russ. What’s more, 

the drainage is among engineering features to be 

investigated to determine whether a conversion 

is possible. Russ recommends a public process in 

which the future of Third is debated and a collab-

orative design is created. 

“I think it absolutely should be discussed,” says 

Russ. “The town square is a huge step in the right 

direction. Where do you go next? Third Street is 

tired from a physical design perspective. A new 

design could reinvigorate and create a rich public 

space.” •
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WHAT’SNEXT? BRieFS

Where’s 
the bus?

The waiting is the hardest part. A new 

service makes that burden bearable for 

bus riders in Pittsburgh. The Port Authority 

of Allegheny County is testing a service 

from RouteShout that sends bus schedules 

by text message. Passengers simply text 

a stop ID printed on a bus stop sign near 

them, and they receive information about 

the next buses scheduled to come their 

way. RouteShout taps into the bus system’s 

database to serve up the information. The 

port authority is testing RouteShout at 22 

stops around colleges. LSU students could 

see a similar or superior service. Angling for 

its own bus service, the university has talked 

of high-tech features. •

Behold the future
The number of tech breakthroughs can overwhelm. To comprehend 

them, MIT’s Technology Review magazine provides an annual list of 10 

emerging technologies. This year’s list includes Siri, a “do engine” that is 

akin to a personal software assistant. In early stages, Siri will take your 

instructions and tease out a result. For instance, if you are searching 

for a mid-priced Thai restaurant in a city, Siri will find one near you and 

make reservations. 

Also on the list is BioNanomatrix, a startup firm with a nanofluidic 

chip that could reduce the cost of human genome mapping to just $100, 

making customized medical treatments more affordable. And a Harvard 

researcher has created medical diagnostic tests from paper, potentially 

reducing the cost of testing to just pennies. For the entire list and re-

lated stories, visit TechnologyReview.com. •
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Plastic power
Venture capital keeps flowing to thin film solar cell firms. The latest is Konarka, a Lowell, 

Mass.-based firm that is named after a Hindu sun god. Konarka is offering a lightweight solar 

cell that is flexible enough to be used on outdoor umbrellas and handbags. Konarka has con-

verted a shuttered Polaroid printing press to produce its cells. The press prints a secret poly-

mer ink that absorbs light and emits electrons. The product has a bright future. It could be 

embedded, for instance, in windows to produce electricity for homes and buildings. Thin film 

solar cells are cheaper, but silicon cells produce more energy. Other companies in the thin 

film space include HelioVolt, Miasole and Nanosolar. •

As presidential candidate, Barack Obama set new standards for 

online campaigning. Now his administration is set to remake gov-

ernment use of technology. The president has hired Vivek Kundra 

as the U.S. government’s chief information officer. In his previous 

job as chief technology officer for Washington, D.C., Kundra was 

known for making public data much more accessible over the web. 

The hope among techies and good government groups is that he does the 

same for the federal government. Helping him get a start was Wired.

com, which established a wiki site to gather advice for Kundra. And 

the ideas came pouring in. Make data release the rule, rather than 

the exception. Make the National Center for Education Statistics 

data available in bulk download. Fund data reanalysis projects. 

Kundra wants vast amounts of government data online at 

data.gov. If it’s easy to use, the transparency should improve 

how the government works. •

Government works
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WHAT’SNEXT?BRieFS

Gathering more and more information, 

climate scientists keep upping their 

predictions on how high the seas will rise 

because of global warming. In March, 

climate scientists led by Stefan Rahmstorf 

predicted seas would rise at least 3.26 feet 

by 2100.

“Even for a low emission scenario, the best 

estimate is about one meter,” Rahmstorf, 

a Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 

Research professor, told a gathering at the 

International Scientific Congress on Climate 

Change in Copenhagen. His estimate is at 

least one foot more than the latest U.N. 

Intergovernmental Planet on Climate Change 

prediction, which itself was revised higher at 

a meeting last year. 

Under Rahmstorf’s scenario, South 

Louisiana would become submerged—not 

counting any levees or other structures 

built over the next 91 years. Sea level maps 

generated by the University of Arizona show 

that New Orleans, Houma and parts of the 

Northshore would disappear. Hammond, 

Lafayette and areas near Baton Rouge would 

be the new shoreline. •

The solar, biofuels and wind energy industries will produce more 

than 2 million new U.S. jobs by 2018, says Clean Edge, a high-tech 

consultancy based in Portland, Ore. The firm projects the three 

industries will have 2.65 million workers in a decade, up from 

600,000 now. 

Clean Edge estimates global revenues for solar power, wind power and 

biofuels expanded from $75.8 billion in 2007 to $115.9 billion in 2008. For 

the first time, one sector alone, wind, had revenues exceeding $50 billion. 

Last year’s global wind power installations reached a record 27,000 

megawatts. In the U.S., which accounted for more than 8,000 megawatts, 

wind installations represented more than 40% of total new electricity 

generating capacity brought online in 2008—and moved the U.S. ahead 

of Germany as the world’s leading generator of wind energy.

Meanwhile, worldwide solar power will grow from a $29.6 billion 

industry in 2008 to $80.6 billion by 2018, says Clean Edge. •

Baton Rouge 
beach

Souvenirfrom

Home of the most  beautiful beaches!

Next economy
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5 minutes
Promised 
recharge time 
for lithium ion 
batteries under a 
breakthrough by 
MIT researchers 
Gerbrand Ceder 
and Byoungwoo 
Kang. If the 
technology works, 
it would permit 
rapid charging of 
battery-powered 
vehicles, cell 
phones and other 
devices. Electric 
vehicles could 
become a reality. 
The researchers 
say the 
technology is just 
two to three years 
from market. 

President Obama’s reversal of restrictions on federal funding for em-

bryonic stem cell research could mean nothing in Louisiana. Last year, 

Louisiana passed a law limiting embryonic stem cell research to the cell 

lines permitted under former Pres. George W. Bush. 

The state’s attorney general could be asked for an opinion on 

whether the state ban is valid now that the federal one has been over-

turned. Meanwhile, scientists say that the state ban hurts the image 

of Louisiana, making it more difficult to do research that can generate 

New Economy jobs. •

No stem cell 
reversal?

Self-interest could lead to an understanding of Parkinson’s Disease. 

Google founder Sergy Brin is investing millions into 23andMe.com, 

which will recruit more than 10,000 people and type their DNA to look 

for genes that may cause the disease. 

Brin has a genetic mutation that puts his risk of getting Parkinson’s 

at 50%, and his mother has the disease.

Brin’s wife is co-founder of 23andMe. The firm charges $400 to type 

individual DNA, revealing propensity for diseases, heritage and more. 

People participating in the Parkinson’s research will only have to pay 

$25 for the service. 

Look inside you
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WHAT’SNEXT?BRieFS

A Colorado startup’s device turns electric 

meters into smart meters, opening a chance 

for users to curb energy use and cut 

pollution. 

Tendril’s device piggybacks on 

newer meters that wirelessly relay 

usage data to utilities. Tendril’s 

gadget transmits the readings 

every few minutes to utilities, which 

can send the usage and pricing 

to customers over the Internet. 

Customers can use Tendril software 

to use power more efficiently.

 “We touch consumers in one of 

three ways, through an in-home 

display, Internet portal or now on 

your mobile device,” says Steve 

Propper, a spokesman for Tendril. 

Tendril’s service could bypass the need for 

new smart meters. The firm will begin testing 

its service this year in hundreds of homes. •

Smarter meter

TVs get 
even better

Repeat after us: TV is good. But the device that blows entertainment and knowledge at 

your eyeballs also consumes huge amounts of energy. That’s particularly true of HDTVs, 

which eat up three times the electricity of cathode ray tube sets. California is even 

considering a ban on energy-hogging sets. 

Not so fast. TV manufacturers are countering with eco-friendly sets. Sony, for one, debuted 

a set that has two new power-saving technologies and one from the old school. The Sony 

WE5 has a backlight that cuts power consumption by 40% over its standard set without 

dimming picture quality. The set also has a presence sensor that turns of the picture when 

a room is empty and switches to standby mode a while later. The sensor measures motion 

and your body heat to trigger the power-saving mode. Topping off this technology blitz is a 

power switch, which saves 5% over sets that switch only to standby when they are “powered 

down.” Sony estimates the eco-friendly features save about $50 per year. •
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Conventional wisdom is wrong. People don’t give to good causes for 
selfish reasons, such as tax breaks. Scientists have found neurons that 
glow for love and affection also light up when people give to causes they 
care about. Our donors already knew that. In more than 40 years, they 
have provided $500 million to help the region, including grants to help 
runaways and money for reinventing downtown. 

This is your brain 
on philanthropy.

Join them. 

Start a Donor Advised Fund at the Baton Rouge Area Foundation. 

Call Stewart Jones at 225-387-6126.



B at o n  R o u g e  Ar  e a  F o u n d at i o n

50

GRANTED

Words 
of hope
Program lets prison dads read to their children 

>> by Sara Bongiorni photos by tim mueller

A
young man seated in a chair surrounded 

by stuffed animals looks into the camera, 

grins broadly and says hello. Dr. Seuss’s 

Cat in the Hat waves from a poster on the wall be-

hind him.

He lifts a book and begins an animated reading 

of “The Little Engine that Could,” a favorite story 

from his own childhood.

Three or four minutes later, he completes the 

story, closes the book and again looks into the 

camera.

“Daddy loves you,” he tells an unseen viewer.

The young man is speaking and reading to his 

young daughter via video for this reason: He can-

not hold her on his lap and share a story with her 

like other fathers do. He is serving time in Phelps 

Correctional Center north of Lake Charles.

An initiative funded by the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation allowed the young man and 18 other 

incarcerated fathers and grandfathers, including 

several from the Baton Rouge region, to 

share the joy of a story with their young 

ones. The effort involves a unique read-

ing-by-video project created by Refined 

By Fire Ministries, a local nonprofit orga-

nization that provides spiritual, life skills 

and relationship training and support to 

prisoners at Dixon Correctional Institute in 

Jackson and at other facilities across the state.

The purpose of its “Read to Me Daddy” project 

is to nurture family bonds that can easily be bro-

ken while a parent is imprisoned, says Elain Ellerbe, 

Refined By Fire’s president and chief executive and 

the creator of the reading initiative. Keeping those 

bonds strong can help offenders who have served 

their time remain out of prison for good.

 The men selected for participation by Phelps of-

ficials were all due to be released within a year, 

meaning they would soon have the opportunity 

to reconnect with their families in person. “There’s 
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Elain Ellerbe of Refined By Fire Ministries shows a video of a father from 
Phelps Correctional Center reading to his child. 

growing recognition in the corrections industry 

that the family is part of the offenders’ strength 

base, and that it’s important to work to keep that 

connection between offenders and their families 

alive,” Ellerbe says.

Kendell Hinton, 30, selected a Dora the Explorer 

book to read to his 1-year-old daughter, a choice 

that required the extra effort of learning some 

Spanish words. “It made me feel good to be able 

to reach out and do that for her,” said Hinton, of 

New Orleans, adding that his daughter regularly 

watches the DVD. 

The reading project is part of Refined By Fire’s 

efforts to prepare offenders for greater success in 

work and family life upon their release. Participants 

must complete a parenting or relationship class 

prior to the filming, and the children’s mother or 

guardian also must give permission for the child to 

accept a DVD of their father reading to them, along 

with an inscribed copy of the book selected by the 
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inmate. Many of the men participating in the pro-

gram have not had face-to-face visits or other reg-

ular contact with their children for an extended 

period, Ellerbe says.

“This is a way for them to reconnect with their 

kids,” she says. 

Rebuilding that bond was a pri-

ority for Phelps officials. A 2008 

examination of its records found 

that 109 of its roughly 940 of-

fenders had not been visited by 

a family member in more than 

two years, says Assistant Warden 

Jolene Constance. “These men 

were getting ready to be released, 

and ‘Read to Me Daddy’ helped 

them bridge that bond.”

The “Read to Me Daddy” project received fund-

ing from the Foundation in 2007 to pay for video 

equipment and personnel to film its first group of 

19 offenders, including men from the Baton Rouge 

region who were incarcerated at Phelps. Offenders 

chose the stories they wanted to read from a 

collection of books donated by Baton Rouge 

Community College’s criminal justice program. 

To date, 25 children, ages 3 to 12, have received 

books and DVDs from the first filming in 2008, but 

that number will grow as the program expands to 

Dixon and other facilities this year, Ellerbe explains.

And the concept could be traveling out of state, 

too. In February, Michael Ellerbe, Ellerbe’s husband, 

founder of Refined By Fire and director of the 

Pre-Release Program at Dixon, co-presented the 

project at an international gathering of nonprofit 

groups that provide family-focused programs 

to offender populations. With him was Phelps’ 

Constance.

For the Ellerbes, work with Louisiana offend-

ers has long been both a spiritual and professional 

mission. The couple, along with now-grown daugh-

ter Ari, began performing Christian rock—they 

have three albums to their credit—in the early ‘80s. 

From the beginning, the family connected with of-

fenders whose life experiences were vastly differ-

ent from their own. 

What struck the Ellerbes from their early interac-

tions with incarcerated men in Louisiana and other 

states was the great need for what Mrs. Ellerbe de-

scribes as the “human connection,” and emotional 

nurturing. “There is a rapport there, a synergy, be-

cause I think the offenders connect with our being 

a family and want that connection for themselves,” 

she says. 

The chance to nurture their children through 

“Read to Me Daddy” is one of the project’s bene-

fits to offenders and children alike, Mr. Ellerbe says. 

The idea of caring for their children in this way 

sometimes feels foreign to men whose fathers may 

have been absent from their own childhood, he 

says. The program also contributes to the literacy 

skills of offenders who may not be strong readers. 

“For some, this has given them the motivation 

to learn to read because they wanted to be able to 

tell a story to their child,” he says. “Nothing breeds 

success like success, so the hope is that if they 

read one book for the program, then they are go-

ing to want to keep reading.” •

“It made me feel good 
to be able to reach out 
and do that for her.” 

—Kendell Hinton, prisoner
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       MANSHIPTHEATRE TICKETS
225.344.0334 OR WWW.MANSHIPTHEATRE.ORG

DeaconJohnApril 16, 7:30 pm

       MANSHIP

& The Ivories

TICKETS ON SALE NOW FOR THREE GREAT 
MANSHIP THEATRE FUNDRAISERS...

Fourth
on the4th
July 4, 7 pm

4th Floor River Terrace

Tickets $75

Tickets $60
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T
he Baton Rouge Area Foundation’s effort to 

revitalize Old South Baton Rouge is serving 

as a model for a similar effort to bring new 

life to a little-known pocket of poverty in the city 

of Covington.

The West 30s neighborhood lies just blocks 

from Covington’s artsy downtown and local court-

house. Million-dollar homes stand perhaps a mile 

away. But the roughly 85-block West 30s area—

which gets its name from the numbered streets 

that run through the mostly residential neighbor-

hood—offers a legacy that is much different from 

Covington’s high-profile charm. 

Violence and poverty pervade the West 30s, 

where the lives of its mostly African-American res-

idents got tougher still when Hurricane Katrina 

battered an area where most residents rent de-

teriorating homes owned by absentee landlords. 

Holes in roofs, some covered by blue tarps, still dot 

the neighborhood more than three years after the 

storm. 

“People don’t realize that a few blocks north 

of charming downtown Covington, you have real 

poverty,” says Frank Saxton, director of commu-

nity development for the Northshore Community 

Foundation. He attributes the neighborhood’s de-

cline to decades of “disinterest and disinvestment.”

Life in the West 30s became harder after Katrina, 

Strategy to focus on lifting Covington 

neighborhood >> by Sara Bongiorni

Across the tracks
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including the loss of already scarce affordable 

housing. That increased a sense of urgency to ad-

dress the dire social and economic issues at play 

there, Saxton says.

“It was the straw … that hit those who are most 

susceptible to economic hardship,” he says.

Now, the Northshore Community Foundation is 

leading the effort to create a comprehensive plan 

to revitalize the West 30s through additional af-

fordable housing, Smart Growth planning strat-

egies and new incentives for private investment. 

Although a final plan is still a year away, it will likely 

stress pedestrian-friendly blocks and possible zon-

ing changes to support mixed-use development 

that blends commercial and residential needs. 

Whatever the final details, the plan will place 

the needs of existing residents, including the qual-

ity of residential housing, at the top of the list of 

priorities.

“The idea first and foremost is to strengthen res-

idential areas and make this a safer and healthier 

neighborhood,” Saxton says.

The effort will borrow heavily from the strate-

gic plan for Old South Baton Rouge, the mostly 

residential neighborhood that lies between the 

Louisiana State University campus and downtown 

Baton Rouge. 

The Baton Rouge Area Foundation provided 

Public and private investments have created new housing and spurred business in Old South Baton Rouge, an 
area between LSU and downtown. A strategic plan for rebuilding Old South Baton Rouge will be a model for a 
similar plan in Covington.
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funding and spearheaded the creation of the plan 

for Old South Baton Rouge. Now, it is also serv-

ing as a model for the role of the Northshore 

Community Foundation as it addresses the needs 

of the West 30s. “It provides us with a model to 

follow,” he says.

The plan for Old South Baton Rouge is a sound 

model for the West 30s because of numerous 

similarities between the two areas, Saxton says. 

Although the West 30s comprise a smaller geo-

graphic area, like Old South Baton Rouge it lies just 

blocks from prosperous neighborhoods and busy 

traffic arteries. Moreover, the West 30s lack a uni-

fying blueprint to guide existing momentum on is-

sues like affordable housing—as Old South Baton 

Rouge did before the completion of its own revital-

ization plan. 

Unity of purpose provided by a clear, overall plan 

strengthens local projects while better position-

ing local organizations’ pursuit of various funding 

sources, Saxton says.

“We see our role as facilitating a process to bring 

the synergies in the area together, because there 

is a risk of losing those synergies without that,” he 

says.

Current momentum in the West 30s includes a 

$20 million, 94-unit affordable housing joint ven-

ture by Habitat for Humanity and Volunteers 

of America and a land trust operated by the 

Northshore Housing Initiative, which has built nu-

merous houses in the neighborhood, Saxton says. 

The support and involvement of the Northshore 

Community Foundation in creating a revitalization 

plan for the West 30s “is the only hope for its fu-

ture,” says Maureen Clary, president and chief exec-

utive officer of Habitat for Humanity St. Tammany 

West, which has been building homes in the West 

30s since the early ’80s. 

The comprehensive neighborhood assessment 

that will take place over the coming year is part of 

what makes the planning process itself so valuable, 

says Clary.

“This is a chance to really look closely at the 

problems in the neighborhood,” she says.

As in Baton Rouge, community leaders in the 

West 30s will play a critical role in the formula-

tion of the plan. The foundation’s initial focus has 

been identifying and recruiting local leaders from 

the West 30s to serve on a steering committee to 

guide the planning process—and the end result. 

“This is a neighborhood revitalization plan and it 

has to be led by the neighborhood,” Saxton says. 

“This can’t be a foundation plan, but a plan driven 

by the community and the West 30s itself.” •

“People don’t realize that a few 
blocks north of charming, downtown 
Covington you have real poverty.” 

—Frank Saxton
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MAY is Garden Month at the Farmers Market

Buy Fresh Buy Local—now 3 times a week!

Saturdays 
8 AM to 12 noon

in conjunction with Main Street Market
5th Street at Main Street
Downtown Baton Rouge

Tuesdays 
8 AM - 12 Noon

Unitarian Church Parking Lot
8470 Goodwood Boulevard

Thursdays
9 AM to 1 PM

Perkins Palms next to Investar Bank
7248 Perkins Road

New location
now open!
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Y
our bike riding childhood was about wind 

blowing through your hair and adventures. 

But the two-wheel ride sparks a different 

scenario to Mark Martin. 

He knows it’s the best way to see a city: “You 

know what’s blooming.” But in a place laced with 

few crosswalks or bike paths, Martin also realizes it’s 

practically written in concrete that navigating with-

out an internal combustion engine is difficult, even 

treacherous. He has endured honking and yelling, 

and motorists in motion have even grabbed his arm 

while screaming at him to get on the sidewalk. 

With gauged ear piercings, tattoos and a salty 

beard, Martin looks like a motorcycle rider. But he 

hasn’t owned a motor vehicle in 20 years. Instead, 

he loves his two wheels so much that he’s become a 

leading advocate for bicyclists. 

The message he promotes is that bikers legally 

have the right to use a full lane of the road. 

Beyond sharing public thoroughfares, Martin says 

it’s about keeping bike riders from harm. In 2006, 

he founded BRASS, Baton Rouge Advocates for 

Safe Streets. The group focuses on key aspects of 

cycling, such as safety, education, recreation and 

sustainability. 

With a growing membership, BRASS has been 

working with the city to improve safety and to de-

velop more options for transit. Martin says there is 

a sincere desire, both among residents and govern-

ment, to transform Baton Rouge into a model for 

other cities. He sees his hopes coming to fruition as 

the city adds bike lanes.

Among many accomplishments of BRASS, he re-

calls the most memorable with an infectious smile: 

“At the end of a group ride, a woman in her 70s 

said ‘I wish I could do this every month’… you know, 

hearing that made me believe it’s not just me, I’m 

not that crazy.”		                    —Sarah Landry

TIm Mueller
Mark Martin

PEDAL PUSHER
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Sweet dreams in the 
heart of downtown

luxury apartments | 111 third street | shaw center for the arts

For leasing information: 924-7206 | cprt.com/oneeleven.

Wide-plank French oak floors—Up to 12-foot ceilings with exposed ductwork
Granite countertops—Stainless steel appliances—Balconies and terraces in most units

Special amenities including access to pool and fitness center
Exclusive second floor lounge overlooking Third Street

Single Level
• 2 one-bedroom, 735-square-foot units
• 2 one-bedroom units with studies from 916 square feet
• 1 two-bedroom, 1,005-square-foot unit

Split Level
• 6 one-bedroom units from 860 square feet
• 1 two-bedroom, 1,180-square-foot unit

12 lofts on the exhilarating arts block, 
steps from cafes, galleries, restaurants and more
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go Lige go!

Once, he could only scoot across the floor on his britches; a rare 
brain disorder wouldn’t let him walk without falling down. But 
with the help of that bike, there’s hope that Lige will walk by age 

13. He’s already on the move. Winning a race on his new bike, Lige 
thrust his hands in a gesture of triumph that his mother, Tammy, had 
never seen before. “It’s his freedom,” she says.

680 Strong. 
They are members of the Baton Rouge Area 
Foundation. Because of them, the Foundation 
could give Lige Travis a bike as special as he is. 

680 Strong. Be in that number. 
Join the Baton Rouge Area Foundation. 
Memberships start at $100.

Sign up to change the world at BRAF.org
or by calling Stewart Jones at 225.387.6126.


