
 
 

  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CASE STUDY: HOUMA, LA  
 

TRAC’s Louisiana Lift House 
An Evolution in Sustainable Housing for Bayou 
Communities 
 

Background Information 

For the staff of Terrebonne Parish’s Terrebonne Readiness and 
Assistance Coalition (TRAC), the challenge of maintaining long-term, 
sustainable, and affordable housing is central to recovery efforts. Faced 
with over 13,000 homes severely damaged or destroyed from 
hurricanes Katrina, Rita, Gustav and Ike—coupled with a rapidly 
eroding coastline—TRAC’s challenge is unprecedented. According to 
Peg Case, TRAC’s executive director, “if housing doesn’t get addressed, 
we’re going to lose our culture; we’re going to lose our communities.”  
 
Under these daunting circumstances, Case describes a palpable shift in 
the community’s resolve, and a consensus to find a sustainable way of 
life on the coast. 
 
In 2005, TRAC partnered with Oxfam America and the Special Interest 
Group in Urban Settlement (SIGUS) at MIT’s School of Architecture 
and Planning to create the Louisiana Lift House Project. Their goal was 
to design sustainable and affordable housing, appropriate for bayous 
and able to withstand Category 5 hurricane force winds. Core 
principles for the project include: 

1. Replacing destroyed homes for low-to-moderate income families 
who cannot afford to rebuild without financial assistance;  

2. Designing and building to comply with International Building Code 
requirements for coastal zone construction;  

 

From vision to reality: Betty Jane Adams on the deck of her new Lift House. Photo: TRAC 

AT A GLANCE 
 
Status:  
• In-progress 
 
Lead organization: 
• Terrebonne Readiness and 

Assistance Coalition (TRAC) 
 
Participating organizations: 
• Oxfam America 
• SIGUS-MIT 
 
Timeline:  
• Fall 2005 – Present 
 
Funding:  
• 2 bedroom lift house costs 

$140,000 (3 bedroom costs 
$163,000) 

 
Outcomes:  
• As of April 2011, six elevated 

homes for low-income bayou 
residents have been built 

 
Key themes: 
• Coastal zone construction 
• Sustainable & affordable 

housing design 
• Energy efficiency 
• Storm resistance 
• Post-disaster rebuilding 
 



 Case Study: Terrebonne Parish, LA  |  2 

“ ” 
If housing doesn’t get 
addressed, we’re going 
to lose our culture; 
we’re going to lose 
our communities.      

 

— Peg Case 
Executive Director, 

TRAC 
 

3. Incorporating energy efficiency features, such as radiant barriers, tankless hot water system, 
and well insulated, fiber cement siding;  

4. Addressing mobility challenges for elevated homes; and  

5. Serving as a model of affordable, sustainable construction throughout the Gulf Coast 
Region.  

 
The LA Lift House project supplements TRAC’s existing advocacy services for low- and 
moderate-income housing, and is a natural extension of the organization’s mission to be 
forward-thinking in the face of disasters and assist individuals and families who do not have 
the ability to recover on their own. 
 

Process 

The idea for the LA Lift House was first conceived in November of 2005, when Oxfam America 
introduced TRAC to Dr. Reinhard Goethert, director of MIT-SIGUS. Through a series of 
meetings, the group envisioned a sustainable housing model with the goals outlined above. 
 
In the spring of 2006, Goethert’s architectural design students traveled to Terrebonne Parish to 
begin conceptual designs.  One MIT student, Zachary Lamb, worked with TRAC during the 
summer to help move the project from concept designs to shovel-ready construction 
documents. 
 
Lamb explains that many of the design features of the Lift House were common to the area. He 
recalls, “some basic architectural designs were added by the students, like the overhangs and 
storm shutters, but the idea to run pilings from the ground all the way up to the roof 
structure—providing much more advanced resistance to wind pressure—came from what I and 

other students saw on the ground.” Case also remarks that this 
was a key engineering feature of camp structures on coastal 
islands built in the 1920’s, which are still standing today.  
 
Despite their vernacular design, the robust pilings make the LA 
Lift House stand apart from other homes in the region; a 
reflection of a lost practice. They stand at 10-14 feet above 
ground level, in accordance with building code requirements for 
coastal zone construction. Most other buildings are not elevated 
to that level, or are not elevated at all. Betty Jane Adams, the 
owner of the first LA Lift House, has great confidence in her 

home. “A lot of houses are elevated, but none like this one; they’re up high, too, but it’s just that 
mine is better elevated.”  
 
By assessing residents’ through extensive community engagement and dialogue with future lift 
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house owners, the team was also able to design a home that would fit within the local landscape 
and the traditional values of the local bayou culture. Decks are designed to celebrate the 
outdoor lifestyle of bayou residents, for example, while the modular units allow for easy 
expansion to meet the needs of growing families.  
 
To maximize local economic benefits resulting from the LA Lift Houses, local contractors are 
hired, and materials are purchased from local lumber yards. The construction process itself—
building the structures on ground level before elevating them onto pilings—maximizes 
community involvement by utilizing local volunteers. 
 
The lift houses are also built to be extremely energy efficient. Several design elements, such as 
minimizing solar heat gain through proper building orientation, and using natural air flow to 
increase cooling capacity, are tailored to meet the intense heat and humidity of the region. 
Other energy efficiency measures—such as maximized insulation, programmable thermostats, 
and tankless hot water heaters—reduce resource consumption and lower utility bills. 
 
During the design process, TRAC was awarded a $120,000 grant from Katrina Square Dancers, 
an ad hoc group who generously supported rebuilding efforts outside of New Orleans. TRAC 
leveraged these funds to raise additional capital from other charities and to maximize disaster 
funds to provide a 50% match for their low-income clientele. This financial assistance—
provided by the American Red Cross, Catholic Social Services, Church World Service, LA 
Disaster Recovery Foundation, the St. Vincent de Paul Society, and the United Way for South 
Louisiana—was crucial for homeowners who found it difficult to navigate the often disjointed 
influx of federal housing recovery assistance. 
 
Since 2005, TRAC has worked with almost 3,000 clients in five bayou communities of 
southeastern Louisiana, all of whom are in need of sustainable, affordable housing in their 
communities. Of these, six families have already moved into LA Lift Houses, and TRAC is 
currently engaging partners on how to expand this model for use in communities across the 
Gulf Coast. A clustering of Lift Houses is also being explored as a way to develop new 
communities. 
 

Outcomes and Promising Practices 

Weather tested. The first three LA Lift Houses, constructed in 2007, withstood Hurricanes 
Gustav and Ike virtually unharmed. The impacts of those hurricanes raised the awareness of 
good construction techniques in the region. Many families have since prioritized good 
construction practices, choosing to elevate rather than rebuild to the status-quo. 
 
A replicable housing solution for the Gulf Coast. Today, TRAC is exploring a partnership with 
Global Green, a national green building non-profit, to replicate the lift house model in other 
Gulf Coast communities. Global Green has designed and built several energy efficiency homes 
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in the Lower 9th Ward in New Orleans, LA (see case study on page 7), and is sharing green 
building expertise with TRAC. Through this partnership, TRAC and Global Green envision a 
significant expansion of affordable, weatherized homes throughout the Gulf Coast. 
 
Verifying efficient design. TRAC is beginning to evaluate the efficiency of its LA Lift Houses 
using the Home Energy Rating System (HERS), which measures and rates the efficiency of 
residential homes on a 100-point scale. The results will be used to improve the design and 
construction techniques of the LA Lift Houses, and provide additional training for contractors. 
 
 

Lessons Learned 

Listen, and learn from the project context. By keeping the project “close to the vest,” and 
listening closely to the needs and traditions of the community, TRAC was able to develop a 
product that truly fit community needs, while opening doors for collaboration and funding 
opportunities.  
 
Innovation requires buy-in. Implementing new construction concepts involves more than just 
new design, it requires buy-in from all involved—from construction contractors, to code 
inspectors, to clients. According to Lamb, involving key stakeholders early in the process was 
essential to earning respect and enthusiasm.  
 
Breaking the status-quo is often seen as risky for any professional. But clearly communicating 
the value proposition of alternatives can inspire change, helping people realize new 
opportunities rather than simply reacting to perceived risks. 
 
Maintain institutional knowledge. Many disaster-response organizations are formed during 
crises, and then disband after relief dollars are spent. This pattern leads to a loss of institutional 
knowledge, which can be especially damaging during times of need. According to Case, 
“Institutional intelligence is what we can’t lose; when you lose that you start all over, whereas if 
you keep these groups in operation—even minimally—when the next event happens it doesn’t 
take that much energy to start up again.”  
 
The LA Lift House offers a unique solution to this dynamic. Focusing on resilience, TRAC is 
able to maintain a sustainable organizational structure, while advancing a culture of community 
preparedness that maximizes the benefits of affordable housing, energy efficiency, and cultural 
preservation. 
 

For More Information 

TRAC Lifthouse website: 
http://www.trac4la.com/TRAC1.1/page_lifthouse.php 
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Contact: 
Peg Case, TRAC Executive Director, (985) 851-2952 or pegcase@trac4la.com.  
 

Related Resources 

Terrebonne Readiness and Assistance Coalition  
http://www.trac4la.com 
TRAC's Mission is to assist individuals, families and communities to rebuild following 
disasters; to help navigate recovery plans for those affected; to strengthen planning and 
preparation for future disasters; and to empower people organizing to dramatically improve life 
in local communities.  
 
MIT Special Interest Group in Urban Development 
http://web.mit.edu/sigus/ 
The Special Interest Group in Urban Settlement (SIGUS) links housing and community interests 
in the Department of Architecture and Department of Urban Studies, focusing on developing 
areas worldwide. SIGUS explores the new professionalism emerging for architects and 
planners, and concentrates on service, participation and non-traditional client groups. SIGUS 
offer workshops and short courses, and carries out research and outreach programs stressing 
participatory methods in promoting affordable and equitable housing.  
 
Home Builder’s Guide to Coastal Construction 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2138 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) produced this series of 37 fact sheets to 
provide technical guidance and recommendations concerning the construction of coastal 
residential buildings. The fact sheets present information aimed at improving the performance 
of buildings subject to flood and wind forces in coastal environments. Photographs and 
drawings illustrate National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) regulatory requirements, how to 
properly site coastal buildings, and recommended design and construction practices for 
building components, including structural connections, the building envelope, and utilities.  
 

 

This case study was produced for the Gulf Coast Sustainable 
Economies Leadership Academy, coordinated by the Institute 
for Sustainable Communities in partnership with the Clean 
Economy Development Center and the Corporation for 

National and Community Service. The goal of the academy was to help build the capacity of 
Gulf Coast communities to develop and implement sustainable economic programs and 
projects, recover and create jobs, and empower local leaders to shape and strengthen their 
communities' economic future. For more about the Institute for Sustainable Communities, 
please visit www.iscvt.org. 
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