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Water 
works 
Research and 
renewal anchored by 
The Water Campus
By Mukul Verma

The Foundation has assembled over 30 acres on the 

Mississippi River to build The Water Campus. For the project, 

East Baton Rouge government is leasing the old municipal 

dock and 11 surrounding acres and the State of Louisiana is 

donating 13 acres. The Foundation is purchasing the rest. 
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hat we know as 
Louisiana is more 

than just static square 
mileage marked on a 

map. This place is best 
understood as a dynamic 

convergence of water and 
land. The Mississippi River 

has long been the spine of 
commerce here. It built the 

marshes that supply 70% of the 
nation’s harvest of oysters and 

other seafood. River water is an 
essential element of industry, pumped through the long corri-
dor of petrochemical plants that stretch southward toward New 
Orleans. And, from its place perched on the banks above the 
great river, the city of Baton Rouge is upstream from the trou-
bling changes now taking place along our coast.

Levees were built to facilitate transportation and to protect 
riverside cities like Baton Rouge. But they have walled off the 
natural outpouring of silt that built our delta, and now we know 
the wetlands that sustained us are washing away from under 
our feet. With their disappearance, we lose the barrier that once 
protected Louisiana against violent storm surges. The coast-
line frays into open water, fragmenting communities that have 
evolved over centuries along the Gulf. At the same time, seas 
are rising faster than even the most conservative predictions, 
making Louisiana’s delta the most endangered in the world.

Louisiana’s coast is distinctive, and its cultural identity 
is unique. But the crisis facing it is not. Home to one-third of 
the human population, coastlands are threatened throughout 
the world. And so we find unusual opportunity in this peril. 
Scientists are learning from Louisiana’s predicament to provide 
solutions for coastal peoples everywhere. 

Soon, Baton Rouge will become the vantage point for discern-
ing those solutions. The Baton Rouge Area Foundation and its 
real estate development firm, Commercial Properties Realty 
Trust, are building a destination for experts working on water 
issues here and around the globe. 

The Water Campus will provide a shared location for scien-
tists and engineers to study the problems confronting our 
coasts, to formulate theories and exchange ideas, and to collabo-
rate in coming up with solutions. The researchers together can 
deliver innovations that might not be possible alone. 

Over the next decade, The Water Campus will rise on 30 acres 
along the Mississippi River. In time, it will comprise 1.5 million 

square feet of space inhabited by about 4,000 people—all work-
ing together to understand and better manage the complex rela-
tionship between water, land and people.

Collaborators on the project are many. The city-parish has 
agreed to lease the old Municipal Dock and 11 adjacent acres 
for the project, while the state is investing money and relocating 
warehouses on 13 acres that front Nicholson Drive. 

The Foundation is assembling more land for the campus, 
which will be bounded by the river, Nicholson, Oklahoma Street 
and the foot of the Mississippi River bridge. Some private parcels 
within that area will not be included in the project.

In total, the first phase is priced at nearly $50 million, with the 
state of Louisiana providing economic development funds and 
the Foundation purchasing land. Dover Kohl & Partners’ master 
plan will guide the configuration of the campus and arrange-
ment of the buildings. 

Within three months of the start of this year, the campus 
will begin to take shape. First to be built is the $16 million LSU 
River Modeling Center. Underwritten by the State of Louisiana’s 
Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, the lab will enable 
researchers to create physical models of lakes, rivers and shore-
lines. The modeling center is expected to draw scientists from 
around the world, seeking to understand water-related issues in 
their home countries.

The Water Campus will provide 

a shared location for scientists 

and engineers to study the 

problems confronting our 

coasts, to formulate theories 

and exchange ideas, and to 

collaborate in coming up with 

solutions.
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The centerpiece of the campus will be founded on Baton 
Rouge’s old Municipal Dock. Built in the early 1920’s, the wharf 
was eventually idled when it became outdated. The project will 
resurrect it to become the platform for a three-story building of 
more than 36,000 square feet overlooking the Mississippi. The 
Water Institute of the Gulf, a nonprofit started by the Baton 
Rouge Area Foundation, will relocate there from its current 
rented space. When the Institute eventually expands to its antic-
ipated capacity and outgrows that facility on the dock, it will 
move to its permanent location on Nicholson Drive.

A third building of The Water Campus will be headquarters 
for the CPRA, a division of the state that is implementing the $50 
billion master plan for the coast. The Water Institute supports 
the CPRA, providing unassailable scientific research for imple-
menting the master plan. The new headquarters will house the 
CPRA’s 165-member team, and the Foundation expects private 
engineering firms and governmental research groups to have 
offices on the campus as well.

The location for The Water Campus was carefully selected, 
and its importance can’t be overstated. Visible to thousands 
of motorists who travel east on I-10, the iconic building on the 
old Municipal Dock will supply valuable meeting space for 
researchers as well as an exhibition area for educating the public 
about critical water issues. 

The creation of a modern new facility like The Water Campus 
in this location will be a catalyst for redeveloping Old South 
Baton Rouge, three square miles of neighborhoods between 
LSU and downtown that extend to Dalrymple Drive to the west. 
This area has been in decline for decades as residents left for 
the suburbs and other cities, but it’s situated in the sweet spot 
between the parish’s two biggest employment centers—LSU and 
the downtown business district. Ten years ago, the Foundation’s 
Plan Baton Rouge project guided the start of redevelopment in 
the area, and a slow rebound has been underway there since. 
Encouraging evidence is found in the 2010 census, which 
recorded the neighborhood’s first population boost in decades. 
The arrival of The Water Campus couldn’t be better timed.

The choice of this location is also good news for the Nicholson 
Drive corridor, which was targeted for growth under FutureBR, 
the comprehensive plan for the parish adopted in 2011. With 
The Water Campus moored there, Nicholson could come alive 
very quickly as other sizeable projects evolve along that road 
within the next 10 years. Lafayette businessman Mike Moreno 
has 40 acres across from and around BREC’s Magnolia Mound 
Plantation, ready for approval by local government. The develop-
ment, River District, will neighbor The Water Campus as a dense 

mix of housing, restaurants, and shops—the kind of develop-
ment that creates demand for mass transit while also creating a 
sense of place. 

Added to this is LSU’s newly completed master plan for a $200 
million reinvention of the area from Skip Bertman Drive to its 
Nicholson gates. Along this stretch, the university will build 
apartments, shops, plazas and offices. 

The anticipated outcome of all this renewal is that thousands 
of people will be drawn to live and work along Nicholson. No 
doubt they will lure even more businesses and residents to the 
area.

The Water Campus is the kind of project that is conceived with 
far-reaching ends in mind. Louisiana’s coast is a study in how 
incremental changes and subtle interactions can lead to monu-
mental shifts in the environment around us, both nearby and far 
away. That’s what we expect The Water Campus to achieve in its 
own fashion. Even as it serves to build up a renewed community 
surrounding it, research and results of the initiative will also 
flow outward to benefit the lives of millions of people elsewhere 
in the world, who, like coastal Louisianans, live with the ground 
shifting under their feet. • 

WATER TENDERS 
The Water Campus, a place for experts to understand 

and better manage the complex relationships between 

water, land and people, was created with the assis-

tance of many collaborators. They include Gov. Bobby 

Jindal, U.S. Sen. Mary Landrieu, Mayor-President Kip 

Holden, Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority’s 

Garret Graves and Kyle Graham, and leaders from several 

Louisiana universities.
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WATER CAMPUS  Scientists, researchers, engineers and support staff will work at the Water Campus. To start, the 30-acre 
campus will be home to The Water Institute of the Gulf, Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority and an LSU lab 
for modeling rivers, lakes and the coast. We expect scientific research groups, engineering firms and national and state science 
organizations among future tenants. In 10 years, more than 4,000 people are expected to work at the campus. A learning center and 
residences for visiting scientists will be there as well.

CPRA BUILDING  Louisiana’s Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority will relocate from rented offices in downtown to 
the Water Campus. CPRA has 165 employees, but is slated to grow as it implements the $50 billion Louisiana master plan for the 
coast. Commercial Properties, the Foundation’s real estate development and management firm, is constructing the $9 million CPRA 
headquarters. 

LSU RIVER MODELING CENTER

CPRA BUILDING

THE WATER INSTITUTE OF THE GULF

Other buildings in 

the Water Campus will 

develop as demand warrants. 

Engineering firms and state and 

federal scientific bodies are among 

the possible tenants of the Water 

Campus, which will have about 

1.5 million square feet of 

space after build out.
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LSU RIVER MODELING CENTER  Under construction this year, the first building on the Water Campus will be a lab that 
allows scientists to create small-scale physical models of rivers, lakes and coasts. Operated by LSU and funded by the Louisiana 
Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, the $16 million lab will be built on open land. Scientists from around the world can 
use the lab to replicate effects on water bodies of their homelands. The model is like one at Deltares, an organization that works 
to protect the Netherlands and has been generous in helping us develop the Water Campus. 

THE WATER INSTITUTE OF THE GULF  Built in the 1920s but left behind with the growth and advancement of 
shipping, the old municipal dock will have a new purpose. Strong and stable, the dock will be the platform for a $20 million, 
three-story building for The Water Institute of the Gulf, meeting rooms and a ground floor learning center about water issues. The 
building will be more than 36,000 square feet. Construction should begin later this year. 


