Climate Justice
in Architecture

Design centering both the
environmental and social
aspects of climate change.

Climate justice in architecture refers to
engagement, advocacy, planning, and design
that draw down emissions; build resilience
and capacity; support human, cultural, and
ecological health; and protect all communities
in the era of climate change.
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This case study highlights an exemplary architecture project that prioritized both environmental and social aspects of climate change in its design
process, community engagement approach, and final design. It aligns with many aspects of the AIA Climate Justice in Architecture Taxonomy across
the building, neighborhood, regional, and global scales.
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Summary

The Louisiana Children’s Museum (LCM) proudly identifies as a social justice organization dedicated to
creating a “world where communities value children.” After welcoming visitors to their building in New Orleans’
warehouse district for two decades, the museum was flooded by Hurricane Katrina along with large swathes
of the city. The trauma experienced by children and their families in the hurricane’s aftermath, coupled with
ongoing disparities in educational attainment—particularly among children in low-income and BIPOC (Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color) neighborhoods of the city—inspired the museum to relocate to City Park,
a1,300-acre urban park in the center of New Orleans. This move turned the museum into an educational
resource supporting social and environmental resilience among Louisiana’s children and their families.

Project overview

BUILDING PROGRAM TYPE(S):

Cultural institution

PROJECT TYPE:
New construction

CONDITIONED FLOOR AREA:
56,000 sq. ft.

TOTAL USERS:
262,500 annual visitors

SITE AREA:
348,480 sq. ft.

NUMBER OF FLOORS:
2

PROJECT CLIMATE ZONE:
ICC Climate Zone 2A

PROJECT SITE:
Greenfield (Previously Golf Course)

PROJECT SETTING:
Urban

YEAR OF SUBSTANTIAL
COMPLETION:
2019

COST OF CONSTRUCTION
(EXCLUDING FURNISHING):
$33,400,000

THIRD PARTY RATING SYSTEM:

LEED 2009 BD+C Gold

Project team

OWNER:
Louisiana Children’s Museum

ARCHITECT & INTERIOR DESIGNER:
Mithun (design lead and executive architect);
Waggonner & Ball (collaberating local
architect)

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT:
Mithun

MEP ENGINEERS:
ARUP

STRUCTURAL ENGINEER:
Thornton Thomasetti

CIVIL ENCGINEER:
Schrenk Endom Flanagan

GENERAL CONTRACTOR:
Roy Anderson, Corp.

“Katrina and its aftermath foregrounded
climate and environmental issues
specific to the Gulf Coast as well as the
profound educational woes in southeast
Louisiana. So, in light of what we were
seeing, LCM came back to the visioning
table and said, ‘the new museum,
already laser focused on early childhood
education, needs to be bigger. It needs
to be bolder. It needs to have greater
reach. And, it needs to have a strong and
intentional focus on the environment.”
— Allison Stouse, former Project
Director, Louisiana Children’s Museum
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https://lcm.org/commitment-to-our-community/

Louisiana Children’s Museum, Collaboration with a Neighborhood Charter School during COVID

Design Process

When Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans in 2005, the Louisiana
Children’s Museum was already planning a renovation and small
expansion in the warehouse district, where it had been housed for two
decades. The trauma experienced by the children and families it serves
prompted the museum to expand its mission, offering holistic education
that supports children’s health and development—particularly for families
living on limited incomes.

Image Credit: Crista Rock / Courtesy: LCM

The design process began with years of community outreach, which
intensified after Hurricane Katrina. The museum and design team engaged
in five months of workshops to gather perspectives from a diverse range
of children and families about the exhibits and overall museum design.
Recognizing Katrina’s lasting impact on children’s relationship with water,
the engagement process included “water journals” created by children

and their families to help inform trauma-informed exhibits exploring the
relationship between water and land in the Mississippi Delta.

The project team also included an expert involved in the Greater New
Orleans Urban Water Plan, who was familiar with the neighborhood’s

historic flooding risks and how the museum design could help mitigate
them. The final design includes numerous exhibits that allow children
to engage with the landscape and water play—including a cloud garden
experienced by crossing a bridge over a marsh. A floating classroom
also enables children to explore the lagoon in a safe and non-
threatening environment.

In addition to engaging with the wider community, the museum convened
a steering committee of specialists in childhood development from Tulane
and Loyola universities, a naturalist from Louisiana State University,

and professionals and community members from across New Orleans,
representing different family cultures, traditions, values, and heritage.
Over the course of two years, the committee provided regular input as

the design took shape. The exhibit design was influenced by interviews
with 24 grandparents from a range of backgrounds. Excerpts from these
conversations are displayed in the museum lobby.

“A lot of people talk the talk about community engagement
during the design process. But, it takes time, and it takes
organization, and it takes rigor and devotion. You need

to be able to not only bring people to the table, but also
document their input and implement it into the design-

in our case, that meant into our experiential exhibits, our
building, and our landscape. So, Mithun, the architect,
went away for a time while the museum and exhibit team
engaged in this demanding work. When we brought Mithun
back into the process, we had this whole other body of
information that really worked to not only enrich the
project but to also establish the foundation for a deep and
meaningful collaboration ... between the exhibit team and
the architectural team that resulted in a stronger project.”
— Allison Stouse, former Project Director, Louisiana
Children’s Museum
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Social benefits in New Orleans and beyond

The new museum is making a meaningful impact on children in New
Orleans and beyond. Its success—reflected in annual attendance tripling
compared with the previous facility—demonstrates the value of investing

in early childhood education and cultural institutions. The Governor of
Louisiana and the Mayor of New Orleans have publicly cited the museum
as a successful model when approving increased funding for early
childhood development. Additionally, a regional economic group survey has
ranked early childhood development as the region’s top priority.

During COVID, the museum’s flexible design and indoor/outdoor
educational spaces allowed it to host preschool and kindergarten students
from Langston Hughes Academy. The charter school’s curriculum had a
natural alignment with the self-directed experiential learning environment,
based on the Reggio-Emilia approach.

The school’s student population faces a high risk of educational disparities:
98% are Black, 74% qualify for free lunch, and 94% live below the poverty
line. After participating in the program, students scored 35%o higher on
standardized tests than the average score in three comparable charter
schools and 44%o above grade level. Teachers also reported a dramatic
reduction in disruptive behaviors.

The success of the program inspired the New Orleans superintendent of
schools to create outdoor classrooms across city campuses, integrating
outdoor education into STEM and project-based learning curricula.

“During COVID, LCM served as a school for students from
a local public school in a unique partnership. The pandemic
created an immediate need for LCM to utilize the museum
in a way we always envisioned it could be. The school had
the whole museum to themselves every day. Their teachers
were trained in how to use the exhibits to teach. It was a
magical thing that came out of COVID.”

— Allison Stouse, former Project Director, Louisiana
Children’s Museum

Project financing

Hosting the Langston Hughes Academy during COVID was partly a
financial decision for the museum, as closing the exhibit space to the public
cut off its main source of revenue. Temporarily relocating to the museum
also increased costs for the school, including transportation, food, and
student support. To offset some expenses, the museum secured a $25,000
grant from a local foundation, covering four months of operational
expenditures such as janitorial services, facility operations, exhibit
maintenance, and educational support.

In the years since COVID, the building and landscape design have
strengthened grant applications for both museum programming and

larger community projects. For example, funding proposals to extend the
museum’s Living with Water exhibit highlight how the integration of indoor
exhibits and landscape design creates an immersive experience. At the

city scale, the green infrastructure on the Louisiana Children’s Museum
grounds contributed to New Orleans’ successful bid for a $141 million grant
through the 2015 National Disaster Resilience Competition.

“When we are applying for funding, we do talk about the
indoor-outdoor space. We talk about how the building was
designed, how the landscaping was designed, and how all of
that goes together, and why were a prime location for this
kind of experience to happen. That gives credibility to the
application, because you have the optimal environment that
helps to make that programming happen.”

— Louisiana Children’s Museum.”

Essential climate justice design components include:

1. Responding to community needs, even when it requires major
project changes: After Katrina, the museum recognized that
relocating to a park setting would better serve the educational needs
of children aged 0-8 and play a unique role in educating all New
Orleanians on how to increase their own, their neighborhood’s, and
their community’s social and environmental resilience in the face of
climate change.

2. Integrating environmental and social objectives into a
single, cohesive design: Designing the building in tandem with
environmental exhibits resulted in a facility that offers layered
services through a single set of design features. It not only educates
visitors about water and the Mississippi Delta ecosystem but also
protects the community from flooding and extreme heat, supports
mental health and well-being through access to nature, promotes
education and access to fresh, healthy food, and democratizes
access to museum exhibits and services. The layout of spaces,
indoor-outdoor visual connections, and passive design strategies—
such as deep porches and outdoor rooms—support a wide array of
social services, most prominently demonstrated by hosting a school
at the museum during COVID.

3. Measuring the design and museum programming’s impact on
visitors: 83% of post-occupancy survey participants reported the
museum promotes healthy movement. 83% responded that the
museum enhances feelings of well-being. When asked, “What does
the new museum communicate to visitors and the community?”
participants responded, in part: “You are valued. Beauty is all around
you.” “Children are important—their health, well-being, connection to

the environment and one another.”
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AIA Climate Justice in
Architecture Taxonomy

Climate Justice
Taxonomy

Impact of Design Features

Building

by Spatial Scale

Neighborhood

Regional/
Global

Alignment

with Framework for Design Excellence

Climate change creates new, and amplifies existing, environmental,

and social challenges across the following seven themes or categories:
social determinants of health, cultural connection to place, economic
development without displacement, environmental justice, ecosystem
health, climate change health and resilience, and decarbonization. The
Climate Justice in Architecture Taxonomy centers both the environmental
and social aspects of climate change and helps teams respond with an
architectural design impacting the themes across three scales: building
occupants, the surrounding neighborhood, and regionally and globally.
The taxonomy aligns and connects with the AIA Framework for Design
Excellence, which represents the defining principles of design excellence
in the 2Ist century. The Framework is comprised of 10 principles and
informs progress toward four outcomes—a zero-carbon, healthy, resilient,
and equitable built environment.

Louisiana Children’s Museum addresses all three scales in the taxonomy,
with particular emphasis on the building and regional/global scales.
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Overview of AIA Climate Justice in Architecture Framework themes and spatial scales: Louisiana Children’s Museum. Source: Biositu, LLC
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Social determinants of health

Dedicating a wing of the building to wraparound activities that
complement museum programming to promote income inclusivity:
City Park draws visitors from across the city and state, both of which
have a lower median income than the national average. The median
family income in New Orleans is 32% lower than the US national average
($51,116 in New Orleans and $57,852 in Louisiana, compared with $75,149
in the US). One wing of the building provides space for local non-profits
and academic centers like the Tulane Institute of Infant and Early
Childhood Mental Health to provide social services—such as parenting
classes, literacy programs, and local Head Start programs—without
requiring admission to the museum.

Louisiana Children’s Museum, Eatable Garden and Outdoor Kitchen
Image Credit: Christian Runge / ©Mithun

Integrating outdoor classrooms that offer nature-based learning
for all to promote income inclusivity: In addition to the Museums

for All ($2 general admission for patrons with SNAP benefits) and

Art for All (free admission to Louisiana residents every other month)
initiatives, 47,000 sf of outdoor immersive exhibits are free to all City
Park visitors—almost doubling the functional size of the museum, which
includes 56,000 sf of conditioned space. Freely available outdoor
exhibits include the Toddler Landscape, a wetlands exploration area, the
Music Hummock, the Cistern and Runnel Water Play activity, Pelican’s
Perch, a floating classroom, and a labyrinth. Exhibits like the Edible
Garden and outdoor kitchen contribute to regional efforts to reduce

the food insecurity rate, which is 18.6% in Orleans Parish and 18.1% in
Louisiana—over 30% higher than the national average of 13.5%.

Adding welcoming spaces and exhibits to promote cultural
inclusivity: New Orleans is a culturally diverse city made up of
neighborhoods with distinctly different characters. The overall
population is roughly 2/3 black and 1/3 white. But, neighborhood
demographics can shift dramatically. For example, of the three
neighborhoods closest to the LCM, Fairgrounds is 48% black and 43%
white, Mid-City is 2.2% black and 89.3% white, and Navarre is 11.3%
black and 69.6% white—compared with 12.5% black and 66% white

in the US as a whole. The architecture and exhibits at the LCM actively
seek to celebrate New Orleans’ diversity and build bridges of community
connection across the distinctive neighborhoods that characterize the
city. For example, the Welcome Porch at the front of the museum is
open to all City Park visitors, regardless of ticket status. Just inside,
the lobby displays reflect input from residents with many cultural
backgrounds and contain quotes from grandparents that speak to a
diverse array of children and their families.

Supporting holistic early childhood development by creating safe
spaces to learn and commune with nature: Pathways and activity
zones are designed to support child-led discovery and engagement. Deep
windows—known as “kindows”—allow children to climb inside a window
nook and view the landscape from a semi-private perspective.

Supporting mental health through the intentional use of daylight:
The use of views plays a major role in improving visitor mental health,
as described in the following quote from a post-occupancy survey:
“Visibility to outside. Views are everywhere, planned brilliantly allowing
maximum daylight, connecting us to the joy of children, connecting us
to wildlife (pelicans are our favorites—they always perform for us), and
the fog is magical.”

“If you are looking in New Orleans for places that are
accessible and welcoming to everyone, New Orleans City
Park is probably at the top of that list. So, to locate the
museum there was really important for increasing access.”
— Allison Stouse, former Project Director, Louisiana
Children’s Museum

Centering trauma-informed design principles in the building,
landscaping, and exhibits’ engagement with water: The Fujiko Nakaya
fog installation is integrated into a Mithun-designed bridge that leads
children across the lagoon and into the west entry of the museum. The goal
is to help support healing from trauma caused by hurricanes like Katrina.
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