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CHAPTER 9 
THE HISTORIC CENTER: DOWNTOWN HOUMA 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Terrebonne Parish is among the largest in terms 
of geographic area in the State of Louisiana. Its 
2,080+ square miles are home to nearly 112,000 
residents, thousands of water bodies and 
waterways, and acres of precious coastal 
wetlands. At its northern boundary lies its largest 
(and only) municipality and parish seat of 
government, Houma, founded in 1834 on land 
known as the Hache Grant. What began as a small 
six block settlement now contains a population of 
over 33,000 and an urban footprint just over 14 
square miles in size.  
 

 

Written evidence of Native American occupation 
has been found throughout Terrebonne Parish 
dating back several hundreds of years to 1682 by 
the French explorer, Robert de LaSalle. Houma 
Indians lived off this unique landscape by means 
of farming, hunting, trapping, and fishing. Today, 
the Native American Tribe contains over 17,000 
members spread across six gulf south parishes. 
The Houma Indians were not originally native to 
this land. Conflict and wars with the Tunicas, 
another Native American tribe, caused the Houma 
to move and eventually settle in what is now 
Terrebonne Parish. Their camps and standing 
presence were recognized and the City came to be 
named Houma. As European settlements 

expanded, the tribes moved southward along the 
coastal regions where evidence can still be found 
today. Despite ǘƘŜ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀƴ !ŦŦŀƛǊǎΩ 
decision to not federally recognize the tribe as 
direct descendants of the United Houma Nation, 
their presence remains strong and their culture 
greatly respected throughout Houma and the 
State of Louisiana. 
 

 

Like many settlements, the land running along 
Bayou Terrebonne was cleared and developed 
because it was the highest. The French chose this 
site for Houma due to its proximity to bayous and 
water channels which would allow for easier 
commerce and trade. Today this fact still holds 
true, as the Houma-Terrebonne region is a center 
for marine fabrication and repairs, servicing 
vessels which work in the Gulf of Mexico and all 
over the world. Knowing the importance of this, 
Richard H. Grinage and Hubert M. Belanger laid 
the first groundwork for the city and today are 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άCŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ IƻǳƳŀΦέ !ǎ IƻǳƳŀ 
grew, additional waterways were dug to travel 
and improve shipping times. From the creation of 
the Barataria channel to the Houma Navigation 
channel in 1962, the coastal Parish will always rely 
on its proximity to the Gulf. Rail was eventually 
developed providing Houma means of travel and 
trade other than waterways and roadways. 
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The fishing and seafood industry was the 
dominant economic driving force of Houma-
Terrebonne up until the discovery of oil near the 
coast. With its navigational infrastructure already 
in place, the Parish became the ideal spot for oil 
companies to ship their product and service their 
fleets. In turn, ship fabricators and welding 
businesses began to take advantage of the influx 
of activity and the need for maintenance and 
repairs. In recent years, the Houma-Terrebonne 
economy has broadened. While oil and shipping 
remains crucial, the seafood industry has 
continued to flourish despite recent disasters. 
Additionally, the medical industry has become a 
ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƻ IƻǳƳŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ 
Terrebonne General Medical Center has become a 
main employer in the area. Houma-Terrebonne 
offers a wide array of goods, services, and 
entertainment representative of authentic Cajun 
culture. 
 

 

Outreach 
 
Workshops were held from June 2011 to August 
2011 to gain a strong insight into how local 
stakeholders would like to see the future of 
Downtown Houma. The three workshop meeting 
times varied to accommodate the availability of 
the public. Food and beverages were provided for 
everyone attending and local stakeholders were 
encouraged to show up. Dozens of stakeholders 
participated, including members from The 
¢ŜǊǊŜōƻƴƴŜ tŀǊƛǎƘ ¢ǊŜŜ .ƻŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜ 5Φ!ΦΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜΣ 
the Downtown Development Corporation, 
Terrebonne Parish Planning and Zoning, local law 
firms, restaurant owners, and several local 
businesses. Citizens provided input about the 
unique assets Downtown Houma is able to build 
upon as well as the challenging areas currently 
holding it back. The workshops are discussed in 
more detail below. 
 
Presentation 
 
The workshops began with presentations on some 
ƻŦ IƻǳƳŀΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ 
assets focused first on Bayou Terrebonne and last 
on the abundance of festivals, parades, and 
cultured events. Additional assets included the 
small town scale and core proximity of important 
buildings, undeveloped land, and dramatic views 
of rich historical architecture, schools, and the 
Bayou Walk. Challenges included traffic levels 
along Main Street, blight, lack of streetscapes, 
sense of place, parking, water quality, and 
commercial critical massing. The wide range of 
examples allowed the attendees to broaden their 
ideas about what truly works for Houma and what 
does not, leading into the group exercises. 
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Group Exercises 
 
The stakeholders formed groups and each were 
presented with a map of downtown Houma, 
stickers, and markers. Groups were asked to note 
areas that they found were either an asset to be 
built upon or a challenge to be remedied. 
Participants were encouraged to write on the 
maps to explain, in more detail, their views. The 
data from the exercises were analyzed after the 
three meetings and merged into a comprehensive 
map to illustrate patterns and clusters of similar 
ideas about assets and challenges. 
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Analysis 
 
The amount of feedback received from the 
workshops was substantial as plenty of data 
points, comments, suggestions, and problems 
were voiced. Much of the input from the assets 
and challenges was fairly consistent as a whole, 
offering a clear idea of what is needed to achieve 
the vision for the future of downtown Houma. 
Bayou Terrebonne itself in Downtown Houma was 
one particular repeated topic. It is evident that 
the waterway has not reached its full potential as 
an attraction and amenity. Several issues dealt 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǎ 
well as ease of access. Connections across the 
Bayou were encouraged, but these same 
connections also hindered water transportation, a 
complaint commonly brought forth. The Bayou 
Walk, a pedestrian corridor featuring outdoor 
spaces, trails, connectivity to downtown, and an 
introduction for tourists for the true Houma-
Bayou experience, was well received and is 
identified as a strong asset. Support for the Bayou 
and embracing it as part of downtown was strong 
and clear. The only negative feedback regarding 
The Bayou Walk was that it does not encompass 
the entire east-west extent of downtown. 
Connections to the Downtown Houma Marina 
were strongly supported as it was also viewed as 
an important asset of downtown. 
 
Many issues were brought up regarding Main 
Street. Challenges regarding traffic and large 
trucks were consistently raised. Various 
comments dealt with the need to enliven Main 
Street. Several challenges brought forth featured 
the lack of streetscape features in downtown, 
particularly on Main Street. Accessibility and 
emphasizing the need to create a pedestrian 
friendly atmosphere for the entire downtown 
area was important to the residents. Biking was 
also a topic of interest during the workshops. The 
lack of shopping and restaurants in this area was 

also identified, and this idea further fuels the 
need to enliven Main Street. Mention of 
improving building facades and restoring historical 
buildings would take advantage of vacancies in 
downtown Houma. Unused land was often 
identified as an asset. Possibilities for 
development of this land include groceries stores, 
fresh markets, hotels, and bed and breakfast 
establishments. 
 
Many expressed the lack of physical cultural 
elements, referring to signage, wayfinding, 
sculpture, murals, and overall downtown identity. 
The Folklife Culture Center, Regional Military 
Museum, and Waterlife Museum are all held in 
high regard. The majority of comments about 
historic buildings and architecture were positive. 
Emphasis on branding and character was brought 
forth through requests for entry beautification, 
walkability, and destination gateways. 
 
The lack of parking in downtown was mentioned 
frequently as an issue in addition to the lack of 
bicycle paths and bicycle parking.  
 
Based on these findings and public input, a series 
of goals and objectives supporting the overall 
vision for Downtown Houma have been 
formulated and are presented below. In addition, 
all these are supported by several strategies or 
actions designed to foster achievement of the 
stated goals over time. Taken together, these 
comprise a separate, stand-alone plan for 
IƻǳƳŀΩǎ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ŀǊŜŀΦ  
 

DOWNTOWN HOUMA VISION STATEMENT 
 
ά.ȅ нлолΣ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ IƻǳƳŀ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜΣ 
safe and secure, mixed-use destination, attracting visitors, 
workers and shoppers to its diverse venue of businesses 
and shops ς many of which have been established to 
capitalize on and promote local culture and heritage ς 
supporting a variety of commercial and residential 
developments in a well-maintained, attractively 
landscaped, less congested, pedestrian-friendly 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦέ 
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Goal 1 | Improve economic development 
 
IƻǳƳŀΩǎ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ŀǊŜŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ 
Terrebonne Parish. It is the place where people 
from the far reaches of the parish and its bayou 
communities would come to conduct business, 
whether official business at the Courthouse, or 
personal shopping at the many shops and 
business establishments which lined downtown 
streets. Lately, Downtown Houma has seen 
resurgence in adaptive reuse of some of its 
historic structures. After a few decades of various 
types of public investment in the downtown area, 
private investors and entrepreneurs are taking 
notice and investing private funds into downtown 
as a result. This is a very encouraging sign. Much 
needs to be done, however, if Downtown Houma 
is to regain its pre-eminence in the parish. 
Achievement of this goal will be a step in the right 
direction.  
 
Objective: Attract retail stores downtown 
 
To facilitate sustained revitalization of Downtown, 
a retail core area is recommended.  
 
Strategy: 

¶ Build a retail cluster in the core area of 
downtown.  

¶ Promote by Chamber with data on market, 
buying power, and growth/job opportunities 
in Terrebonne Parish. The Chamber should 
actively recruit small retail, primarily Louisiana 
or nearby small specialty retail that could 
expand into the area from NOLA, BR, 
Lafayette, Texas, and Mississippi. Apparel and 
accessory stores, collectibles, antiques, 
sustainable products, art, kitchen stores with 
cooking classes, specialized fishing and 
hunting stores, cafes, coffee shops, 
repurposed products, consignment shops, etc. 

¶ Promote historic tax credits for renovation in 
Houma Historic District. 

¶ Provide better parking opportunities ς a 
parking garage and overall parking plan will 
help. 

¶ Offer expedited approvals and waiver of fees 
for new retail locating in the retail cluster 
area, or in any part of downtown. This will 
require coordination of agencies and utility 
companies. Parish government should take 
the lead in setting this up. 

¶ Establish and enforce blight ordinances that 
require downtown properties be properly 
maintained so that unaǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ άŜȅŜǎƻǊŜǎέ 
are removed from the downtown area. 
 

Objective: Attract new businesses and office 
space 
 
Attracting new businesses and office space in 
Downtown Houma will result in a more 
competitive and economically viable business 
district.  
 
Strategy: 

¶ Build a public parking garage and develop a 
clear downtown parking plan that limits the 
amount of dedicated on-street parking, 
includes parking meters at low cost (initially); 
policy to eliminate police and city vehicles 
dominating on-street parking.  

¶ Remove zoning requirements for off-street 
parking through special overlay districts. 

¶ Offer expedited permit approvals and waiver 
of fees for new businesses and offices locating 
in downtown. This would be a significant 
incentive for those building on vacant land. 
This requires coordination of agencies and 
utility companies which would have to be set 
up. 

¶ Establish and enforce blight ordinances 
requiring that downtown properties be 
properly maintained. 
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Objective: Provide community gathering spaces 
 
The need for open green space was a suggestion 
frequently brought up during the public outreach 
process. This can come in the form of parks, 
plazas, gardens, and trails.  
 
Strategy: 
 

¶ Create plazas on the east and west sides of 
Court Square to allow for larger events to spill 
over, with possible temporary street closures 
for adequate space as it will physically tie into 
the future parking garage to alleviate the 
parking for events. 

¶ Create additional plaza connections from Main 
Street to the proposed Bayou Walk, on either 
side of Court Square, and on either side of the 
proposed parking garage. Some of these 
plazas could be parking lots by day and 
outdoor event venues by night and further 
become part of the Bayou Walk.  

¶ Community gardens will also serve a purpose 
in downtown Houma. A community garden 
will allow produce to be grow locally and sold 
to neighboring restaurants, activate the 
streets near the school, educate the youth 
about earth sciences and sustainable 
practices, and give a sense of presence while 
connecting the surrounding families. 

 

 

 

 

 
Outreach also brought forth the need for 
embracing and showcasing Bayou Terrebonne, 
not only as a physical asset but a historically 
important element in the development of Houma. 
Additional plaza connections from Main Street to 
the Bayou will provide beatification and visitor 
access along a future walkable Main Street. Areas 
would connect the existing Bayou Walk plans and 
future Bayou Walk expansions ultimately 
expanding a safe pedestrian network. 
 


