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No city in the United States is as 
inextricably linked with its transit 
system as New Orleans. Sure, New 
York has its subways. San Francisco 
and cable cars are synonymous. 
But in New Orleans – a city with 
an unmistakably distinct culture 
and identity – its streetcars are as 
authentic as Mardi Gras, jazz and 

Cajun cooking. That unique spirit 
imbedded in the Big Easy’s streetcars 
translates well to the larger family of 
transit services provided by the New 
Orleans Regional Transit Authority 
(NORTA) – the city’s regional 
transportation network.

And while New Orleans – and its 
transit system – were battered by 
the devastation of Hurricane Katrina 

in 2005, transportation options 
in the Crescent City are gradually 
returning. Moreover, it is also 
evolving to provide new and different 
services than before — changes, 
perhaps accelerated by natural 
disaster, that might have occurred 
anyway in a city that values its history 
and character above all else. 

by Rich Sampson

The Return of New 
Orleans’ Transit Legacy
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The Inevitable City

Local historian and scholar Pierce 
Lewis described New Orleans as 
an “inevitable city on an impossible 
site.” Like most great cities, New 
Orleans exists largely because of 
its location as a transportation 
nexus. The city is literally built on 
the sediments of the Mississippi 
River, before it flows to its ultimate 
destination, the Gulf of Mexico. 
The location always served as a 
natural point of trade – from the 
days centuries ago when Native 
Americans and European explorers 
exchanged goods and services, to the 
behemoth container ships that arrive 
today from international ports. Thus, 
the site at which the world’s most 
commercially vibrant river meets its 
first deep-water port would serve as 
an irresistible location for a thriving 
center of worldwide commerce and 
culture. 

During the nineteenth century, 
as the city gradually stretched out 
its roots along the crescent-shaped 
banks of the Mississippi – giving rise 
to one of the city’s many nicknames – 
local leaders needed to both provide 
transportation infrastructure to move 
goods in, through and out of the 
city, and also transport the scores of 
people who lived, conducted business 
and visited there. City streets became 
jammed with horse carts, buggies, 
jitneys and other nonmotorized 
vehicles. In 1835, a private company 
– the New Orleans & Carrollton 
Railroad – received a charter from 
the city to lay tracks on St. Charles 
Street to move passengers more 
rapidly to the town of Carrollton, to 
the west of the city’s center. Steam-
hauled trains began service over the 
four-mile route that year, but speeds 
were restricted to four miles an hour. 
By 1860, six additional routes were 
established, including the signature 
Canal Street line on the city’s main 
north-south thoroughfare, and steam 
trains were converted to electric 
streetcars beginning in 1885. 

The streetcar network established 
in 1860 would serve New Orleans 
for more than a century, as a 
single entity New Orleans Public 
Service (NOPSI) assumed control 
of all routes from the private street 
railroads in 1922. The company 
invested in a large fleet of vehicles 

that would ultimately become one 
of the city’s icons – Perley Thomas 
Company’s green-and-red-trim 
streetcars. But by the middle of 
the twentieth century, new bus 
technology had rendered streetcar 
routes as expensive modes of 
conveyance, given the railbed and 
electric infrastructure necessary 
for their operation. After providing 
service for 104 years, the Canal 
Street line was converted to buses, 
which set the stage for the removal of 
all streetcar lines – except for the St. 
Charles Streetcar route, which has 
continued to provide regular service 
since its 1835 inception. Due to the 
historic nature of the service, the St 
Charles Street line operation was 
guaranteed when it was placed on the 
National Register of Historic Places 
in 1973 – the first and only time a 
transit service has been designated 
with historic protection status.

Unlike transit systems in most 
other cities, NOPSI continued to 
operate the city’s transit network 
through the 1960s and 70s, even 
as revenues declined. Finally, by 
1979, the company’s financial 

structure became untenable and 
NOPSI petitioned for abandonment 
of transit services. The Louisiana 
State Legislature responded that 
year by creating NORTA. In July 
1983, NORTA assumed control of all 
NOPSI transit operations, including 
the St. Charles streetcar line. 

Laissez Les Bon Transit  Roulez 
(Let the Good Transit Roll)

When NORTA became the region’s 
public transportation provider in 
1983, it had the advantage of an 
already unified transit network, 
courtesy of NOPSI’s 60-plus years 
of service. This meant established 
routes, a single fare structure, 
and experienced employees and 
administrators familiar with 
operating a transit system. Moreover, 
while NOPSI was limited to strict 
revenue versus expenses budgeting, 
NORTA was able to secure 
governmental investment from 
federal, state and local sources to 
support its operations. This led to 
an across-the-board revitalization of 
transit services in New Orleans.

The St Charles Street line operation was guaranteed when it was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1973 – the first and only time a transit service has been 
designated with historic protection status.
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New streams of public investment 
meant new vehicles were purchased 
– replacing some aging buses that 
NOPSI had been operating for more 
than 20 years. NORTA expanded 
service frequencies on many routes 
and added or restored service on 
others. Additionally, newer vehicles 
were deployed with equipment 
allowing people with disabilities 
to ride fixed-route buses, and a 
paratransit operation was established 
to serve even more of the community. 

“The establishment of NORTA 
allowed the community to take 
ownership of our transit system,” 
says NORTA General Manager Mark 
Major. “We were finally able to take 
advantage of the opportunities of 
public investment in transit, and we 
started expanding our services to 
reach more people in our region.”

Beyond upgrading the bus and 
paratransit options, NORTA was 
also able to begin restoration of the 
city’s defining streetcar system. The 
St. Charles Street line continued 
to provide service along its historic 
route from downtown through the 
Garden District to the Carrollton 
neighborhood – which had long 
since been annexed by the city of 
New Orleans. However, many local 
leaders saw an expanded profile of 
the streetcars as a way to enhance 
community development efforts. 
On August 14, 1988, NORTA 
opened the Riverfront streetcar 
line, using the existing right-of-way 
of the New Orleans Public Belt 
Railroad to connect the Warehouse 
District, Convention Center and 
French Quarter. Not only did the 
agency construct and deploy the 
first new streetcar line in the city 

since 1926, its streetcar mechanics 
and craftsmen also assembled all 
of the route’s seven new streetcars 
by hand – an accomplishment not 
only crediting the talent and work 
of NORTA employees, but also the 
value the region placed on authentic 
streetcars and the desire to match the 
standard of the historic St. Charles 
Street operation. 

Based on the success of the new 
Riverfront line, NORTA set about 
returning streetcars to Canal Street. 
Fortunately, the roadway – the widest 
in the United States – still had the 
broad medians in its center that once 
hosted streetcars. Through a mix of 
investment from federal, state and 
local sources, NORTA re-installed 
rails and electric power wires along 
Canal Street – from its foot at the 
riverfront, with connections to the 
Riverfront line along five and a half 
miles to the unique cemeteries at 
City Park Avenue, as well as a branch 
along North Carrollton Avenue 
to reach City Park. Meanwhile, 
craftsmen went to work on a new 
fleet of 23 streetcars to operate on 
Canal Street. Both the Riverfront 
and Canal streetcars were designed 
to offer full accessibility for people 
with disabilities and air conditioning. 
Streetcars returned to service on 
Canal Street on April 18, 2004 
– nearly 40 years after they were 
discontinued in 1964. 

“The restoration of streetcars to 
Canal Street was not only a way for 
us to provide more and better service 
in the heart of New Orleans, but it 
was also a symbolic step to recognize 
the importance transit in general and 
streetcars in particular play in the 
identity of this region,” says Moore.

The Tragedy of Hurricane 
Katrina

Just as NORTA had established 
a revitalized presence for transit in 
New Orleans, the city was struck by 
the horrifying power of Hurricane 
Katrina in August 2005 which 
lashed the city with fierce winds 
and torrential rain as a Category 
4 hurricane. Although the area 
had faced numerous strong storms 
throughout its history, and forecasts 
did provide some advanced notice 
of Katrina’s power, the strength of 
the hurricane and devastation of 
the resulting levee breaches were 
unrivaled. While many residents 
were able to leave the region, 
thousands of others had no means of 
transportation to leave town. Many 
NORTA employees – administrators, 
drivers, dispatchers and mechanics 
– worked to evacuate people via 
the agency’s buses and vehicles. 
However, electric power and 
communications technologies were 
soon wiped out by the storm, making 
evacuation coordination efforts 
difficult, and other employees were 
understandably concerned with the 
safety of their own families and could 
not help in the response. 

During the height of the 
emergency, a group of NORTA 
employees was ultimately stranded 
at the organization’s flooded 
headquarters downtown without 
power and water, and at times were 
driven to the building’s roof or 
floating on rafts to escape the rising 
water. Meanwhile, at the agency’s 
streetcar and bus garage on Canal 
Street, vehicles were deluged under 
several feet of water,  which damaged 
their engines, brakes and interiors. 

NOPSI buses (left) and streetcars served New Orleans until NORTA (right) assumed its operations in 1983.
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Adding to an already dire situation, 
the city’s series of levees – designed 
to protect flooding from the banks of 
Lake Pontchartrain on the north side 
of the city – were breached under the 
immense volume of the storm surge, 

sending walls of water through broad 
swaths of the city. Already battered 
by the force of the hurricane itself, 
the subsequent flooding imperiled 
New Orleans – halting rescue efforts 
and claiming many lives, not to 

mention the loss of property and civil 
infrastructure. 

“It was an unimaginable horror 
for us,” Major says. “We were all 
threatened by very serious conditions, 
and worried about our families and 
friends. We all experienced pretty 
serious losses; some of us more than 
others. It’s an experience I wouldn’t 
wish for anyone.”

Although the fierce weather had 
diminished after just a few days, the 
flooded areas would not subside for 
weeks, or even months, as pumping 
regimes were needed in the hardest 
hit locations. As the community 
began the slow and challenging 
recovery process, NORTA officials 
took stock of the damage wrought 
to their equipment and assets. The 
headquarters building was flooded 
by 10 feet of water and resulted in 
damage to over 85 percent of the 
facility – rendering it unusable. 
NORTA’s counterparts at the Capital 
Area Transit System (CATS) in Baton 
Rouge invited NORTA administrators 
to utilize their facilities in the 
immediate aftermath of the storm. 
Unfortunately, over 140 of the 
system’s buses were parked at outside 
lots during the storm and flooding, 
subjecting them to irreparable 
damage. Lastly, the streetcar network 
faced significant damage. While 
the system’s historic Perley Thomas 
green streetcars weathered the storm 
unscathed at their sealed barns in 
Carrollton, the new hand-crafted 
red streetcars that operated on the 
Canal and Riverfront lines rested 
under several feet of water at the 
Canal Street barns for several days 
following the hurricane. Engine and 
brake components and electrical 
systems were destroyed, while the 
car’s ornate hardwood benches, 
window frames and other fixtures 
were warped. All 30 of the modern 
vehicles were unusable for service 
and repairs estimated at between 
$800,000 and $1 million per 
streetcar. At the same time, much of 
the overhead electrical wires on the 
St. Charles line was brought down by 
falling trees and were debris, while 
flooding damaged tracks and switches 
throughout the system.  

“What is the real shame for 
us is not so much the cost or 
inconvenience of the damage to our 

Canal Street before (top), during (middle) and after (bottom) Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
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EXPO Transit Service

Thanks to a generous arrangement with the New Orleans 

Regional Transit Authority, you can use your EXPO name 

badge as your passport on any service provided by the 

Authority. Take a ride on the fabled St. Charles streetcar 

or travel any of the 34 bus routes. The city is yours thanks to 

NORTA.

vehicles – it’s not a huge deal to buy 
new metal or engines or tires – but 
the amount of labor, hard work and 
talent that went into them by our 
mechanics and engineers, especially 
the streetcars made here in our 
shops,” says NORTA Maintenance 
Director Ed Moore. “All the 
investment of time and energy they 
made over the years was demolished 
in an instant. Now they’ll have to do 
it all over again.”

A Community Responds

As sure as the devastation that 
Hurricane Katrina caused to New 
Orleans and its transit system, it was 
just as certain that NORTA would 
respond – along with the public 
transportation industry at large. 
Although it faced a fleet reduced in 
size by storm damage, the system’s 
leaders quickly began work to 
restore service where and when it 
was possible to do so. Working from 
their adopted command center in 
Baton Rouge, NORTA administrators 
began tracking down their drivers, 
dispatchers and mechanics to return 
to their posts. 

The work that NORTA employees 
would accomplish in the days, 
weeks and months following the 
hurricane was among the most vital 
of the overall response effort. First 

responders, government officials, 
volunteers and city residents all 
needed ways to move around the 
city once the immediate danger had 
passed. NORTA, in concert with 
private carriers and community-based 
organizations, established an ad-hoc 
network of transportation options 
to serve varying aspects of the effort 
– connecting hospitals, emergency 
shelters, food and supplies stations, 
among many other locations. Transit 
professionals undertook heroic 
efforts, as drivers navigated water-
logged streets and fallen trees, all 
the while unsure if a paycheck would 
come, or perhaps uncertain about 

the whereabouts and 
status of family and 
friends. Likewise, 
mechanics – often 
sleeping at the bus 
garage, away from 
their own storm-

damaged homes – got vehicles up 
and running, often working without 
a full cache of tools and parts that 
would have been at their disposal 
under normal conditions  

Meanwhile, NORTA and its 
employees were not alone in their 
work to restore transit in the Big 
Easy. Beyond the first assistance 
provided by CATS in Baton Rouge, 
transit operators from across 
the nation spread word to their 
colleagues that help was on the way. 
The Suburban Mobility Authority for 
Regional Transportation (SMART) 
– operating in and around Detroit, 
Mich., sent a fleet of their de-
commissioned, but operational buses 
to NORTA for any use they could 
find – along with the drivers to move 
them along the more than thousand-
mile journey.

A marching band celebrates the return of a parade of streetcars on St. 
Charles Street in 2007 (left), while NORTA buses provided temporary 
service on streetcar routes during their reconstruction.
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In all, more than a dozen transit 
agencies sent vehicles, equipment, 
employees and other resources to 
help NORTA as well as other transit 
operators impacted by the hurricane 
in the Gulf Coast region. 

“Our employees were self-
sacrificing in the darkest hour, and 
their work went largely unnoticed,” 
says Major. “But we were also very 
fortunate to have our peers in the 
transit industry pitching in to help us 
when we needed it.”

The New Vision

The scars of Katrina will always 
be visible in New Orleans. Various 
reports estimate the city has lost 
nearly half of its pre-hurricane 
population of 500,000, and many 
believe most will never return. Large 
sections of the city are still suffering 
with storm-related destruction, 
particularly the lower Ninth Ward, 
which was home to many of the 
area’s most low-income residents. 
This substantial redefinition of 
the demographic makeup of New 
Orleans is leading to a similar re-
envisioning of its transit network.

Now approaching the third 
anniversary of the disaster, NORTA 
has made progress in re-establishing 
its services while also adapting to the 
new realities of post-Katrina New 
Orleans. The system now operates 34 

fixed-route transit lines, including the 
three streetcar routes. Many of the 
fixed-route bus lines have been re-
designed to serve the population and 
housing trends that have emerged 
since 2005. It is re-stocking its bus 
and paratransit vehicle fleets, and 
streetcar mechanics and craftsmen 
are back at work restoring the storm-
damaged railcars they had built only 
a few years earlier. The capital costs 
of these vehicle replacement projects 
are being supported by federal 
investment, as well as with state 
investment. 

However, NORTA’s work to 
respond to the new challenges 
the region faces do not end at 
restoring and redirecting its transit 
operations. The agency worked 
with the Louisiana Department of 
Transportation, CATS and Hotard 
Coaches, Inc., to create the LA Swift 
bus service linking New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge with multiple 
daily roundtrip buses. The service 
allows New Orleans workers who 
relocated to Baton Rouge after the 
storm to access convenient and 
reliable transportation between 
the two cities. Additionally, city 
officials worked with NORTA to 
develop a pre-determined emergency 
evacuation plan to utilize transit 
resources to safely move people 
away from danger. This also includes 
plans for NORTA employees to 

properly secure their families and 
belongings before reporting for duty. 
A combination of Amtrak trains and 
intercity motorcoaches could also be 
utilized to ensure a more thorough 
evacuation if needed. 

For NORTA officials, these 
changes – and additional ones 
that are forthcoming – reflect a 
new appreciation for how the city 
will change and evolve under its 
new population and economic 
characteristics. The region will be 
a fundamentally different place 
over the coming years and decades, 
and the agency is working with the 
region’s transportation planners to 
ensure that transit’s role in those 
efforts is responsive, efficient and 
coherent. 

“There’s no road map for where 
we’re going,” Major says. “Many 
cities have changing trends in 
population and demographics. We’ve 
had a massive restructuring of how 
our city operates in the course of just 
a few years. All we can do is provide 
the best service possible, and keep 
adapting and changing to meet its 
needs.”


