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This is our fourth annual examination of New 
Orleans’ music community, based on data collected 
by providing services to our constituents and by 
administering surveys to the cultural community.  
Sweet Home New Orleans (Sweet Home) uses this 
data to craft our responses to the evolving needs 
of our community.  We share it as a resource for 
cultural practitioners, business owners, and decision 
makers whose work affects this community.

For six years, Sweet Home has 
served as a vital link between the 
men and women who make New 
Orleans’ culture and the systems 
that can help them to sustain cre-
ative lives in the city.  

Often, these artists and systems function in different 
ways.  Sweet Home seeks to bridge that gap, 
helping the business world and public sector 
understand how to relate most productively to New 
Orleans’ musical community.  At the same time, our 
programming helps local artists develop new 
strategies and tools for participating in these 
systems in ways that respect the dignity and cultural 
traditions of each individual.

In this, our sixth year, of supporting New Orleans’ 
cultural community we have begun to move away 
from the focus on recovery and rebuilding that has 
been the primary thrust of our efforts since 
hurricane Katrina.  In this year’s report, we have 
collapsed most of the data from the immediate 
recovery period of 2006-08 and will begin the 
process of tracking our progress and trends in the 
cultural community with an eye to emerging 
patterns, rather than a comparison to life before the 
levees broke.

Surveys of our clients, other members of New 
Orleans’ cultural community, music venues, and 
music audiences form the basis of our findings.  The 
cultural tradition bearers of the city had entrusted 
us with data of unprecedented breadth and depth 
because of their trust in our integrity, dedication, and 
belief in our intentions and actions borne out by 
experience.  We work to repay that trust by 
presenting this information respectfully and 
honestly.  We are humbled and thankful for their 
participation.
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Sweet Home New Orleans serves the 4,500 
musicians, Mardi Gras Indians and Social Aid and 
Pleasure Club Members who make up New Orleans’ 
unique musical and cultural communities. 

Sweet Home’s musician clients range from older jazz 
legends who are trying to retrieve royalties owed from 
decades-old recordings to young brass band players 
working on their first contracts or seeking help to 
repair or replace an instrument.  Many have toured 
the world, some play every night of the week in the 
clubs on Bourbon or Frenchmen streets, some teach, 
some play on street corners and in public parks 
passing the hat to make ends meet. Half work 
non-musical jobs as well, in an incredibly wide range 
of fields. Our musicians are the backbone of New 
Orleans’ hospitality industry, creating the soundtrack 
of our streets and the basis of our reputation around 
the world. 

Born out of 19th century benevolent associations, 
which provided dues paying members with financial 
support in lieu of health or burial insurance, Social Aid 
and Pleasure Clubs have long provided support and a 
sense of community to New Orleans neighborhoods. 
They also organize, sponsor and participate in one of 
New Orleans most iconic traditions, the Second Line 
parade.  Second Lines strut, stroll and weave weekly 
from September through June in various 
neighborhoods around New Orleans.  Social Aid and 
Pleasure Clubs are a huge success story of New 
Orleans revitalization, with a population that is of 92% 
of pre-Katrina levels compared to an 80% return for 
the general population.  Clubs have attracted new 
members, with an increase of children participating 
11% above pre-Katrina levels. 

SHNO 2011 State of the New Orleans Music Community Report
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Who We Are

As detailed in Sweet Home’s 2010 report, Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs are also crucial to the stabilization of 
New Orleans; drawing members of disenfranchised communities into the mainstream, providing opportunity 
and reducing the attraction of harmful activities.  Club members lift the spirits of their communities, provide 
identity and solidarity for their neighborhoods and deliver concrete services to those in need.  Clubs provide 
mentoring and tutoring services, look after elderly neighbors, donate school uniforms to needy families.  As 
some of the most civically engaged citizens in New Orleans, they conduct voter registration drives and 
anti-violence demonstrations in some of the toughest neighborhoods in the city. 

Mardi Gras Indians are the most visual members of our cultural community, their towering colorful suits a high 
point of Mardi Gras, St. Joseph’s Day and Super Sunday as well as parades and events throughout the year.  
Visually and musically, their culture presents Native American, African, and Caribbean influences in a mixture 
that is quintessentially New Orleans. The time and effort put into creating an Indian suit is enormous, hours of 
sewing and beading every night throughout the year and generally a cram session in the weeks before Mardi 
Gras day. Communal sewing sessions reinforce group cohesion and cultural continuity, providing Indian tribes 
with a strong sense of identity and are a practice tribe members universally credit with teaching them discipline 
and patience. As with Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs, the Mardi Gras Indian community has seen an increase, 
of 28%, in children and young people participating since 2005. 
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New Orleans music and culture 
are historically passed down 
from parent to child, from master 
to apprentice.  

The most important transmitters of these art forms 
have been practitioners for decades, if not their 
whole lives, and have not only mastered their 
technique but convey the context and meaning 
of the traditions to their students. In many cases, 
those best able to ensure the continuity of New 
Orleans music and culture in this way have faced 
the greatest challenges over the past few years.

While New Orleans musicians, Mardi Gras 
Indians, and Social Aid & Pleasure Club members 
add irreplaceable value to the city’s economy and 
overall quality of life, they are, generally, a working 
poor community.  Indigenous culture helps to drive 
the New Orleans hospitality industry, an industry 
that saw record numbers in both 2010 and 2011, 
however, the majority of tradition bearers live at 
subsistence levels.  Sweet Home’s social service 
case management and emergency financial 
assistance provide a safety net, stopping a crisis 
caused by an unexpected medical crisis, loss of a 
non-musical job, gig or instrument, or an 
unforeseeable change in the day to day structure of 
their lives from spiraling into a larger catastrophe.  

Who We Serve
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Male
Female

Black
White
Hispanic/Latino
Asian
Other

18-34
35-49
50-64
65-over

New Orleans
Other Louisiana
South USA
Outside South USA

72%
28%

79%
18%
1.3%
0.5%
1.2%

19%
38%
34%
9%

76%
4%
7%
13%

Demographics of SHNO Clients

Gender

Race

Age

Birthplace

Sweet Home’s social services clients are more likely to 
be over the age 50, more likely to be African-
American, and more likely to rely on music for their
income than other members of the cultural 
community. 

The median income of Sweet Home 
social service clients is $15,000 a 
year. 

Non-social service clients tend to be younger, have 
more opportunities to earn money outside of their art, 
and live in households that earn significantly more 
money. Family support is a significant factor in 
providing economic stability for these musicians, while 
their individual income is only slightly higher than 
our social service clients, their household income is 
often double or triple the average.  However, even the 
more stable members of this community can be close 
enough to the margins that one medical emergency or 
the loss of a day job can present an enormous 
challenge.  

$50,000

$40,000

$30,000

$20,000

$10,000

$0

Pre-K 2008 2009 2010 2011

How much money does your family/
household take in each year

Cultural 
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Who We Are

In the six years since Hurricane Katrina made landfall, causing catastrophic flooding throughout the Greater New 
Orleans Area, many new musicians have moved to New Orleans, hoping to take part in the revitalization of our 
community. Many musicians, who had lived outside the city for years or decades, have returned as well.  Similarly, 
adults who never participated in the Mardi Gras Indian or Social Aid and Pleasure Club culture and traditions have 
learned of these cultures and joined tribes and clubs.  In addition, New Orleanians who were of minor age at the 
time of the storm are now over the age of 18, and many of them are pursuing careers as professional musicians, 
as well as starting to mask Indian and/or parade with Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs.  

In response to these trends, Sweet Home New Orleans has adjusted our criteria for eligibility to ensure that we 
are being as inclusive, effective and responsive as possible in serving the tradition bearers of New Orleans.  Our 
old criteria required members of the cultural community to have been active, locally, before hurricane Katrina.  
Over time, this requirement resulted in turning away legitimate members of the cultural community who remained 
ineligible for assistance through Sweet Home New Orleans because they were not active members of the New 
Orleans cultural community, at the time Katrina made landfall.  This policy limited the effectiveness of our social 
services and legal assistance programming, undermined our capacity to collect relevant data, and blunted our 
potential for advocacy.
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Changing Criteria

Patrina Peters by Jay A. Martin Photography
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As of June, 2011, we have expanded our eligibility criteria to include Mardi Gras Indians, Musicians, and Social 
Aid and Pleasure Club members who became active in the cultural community after Katrina. Our new policy will 
enable SHNO to be more responsive to the changing needs of the cultural community as new members join 
Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs, embark on careers as professional musicians, and begin masking Indian.  

For individuals over the age 
of 50:  

He/she would be eligible for 
social services through Sweet 
Home New Orleans if he/she has 
been active for at least 5 years, 
prior to the time of his/her intake, 
as a masking Mardi Gras Indian, 
Musician, or parading Social Aid 
& Pleasure member and 
continues to be active in the
cultural community.

For individuals between the 
ages of 30 and 50:  

He/she would be eligible for social 
services through Sweet Home 
New Orleans if he/she has been 
active for at least 4 years, prior 
to the time of his/her intake, as 
a masking Mardi Gras Indian, 
Musician, or parading Social Aid 
& Pleasure member and 
continues to be active in the 
cultural community.

For individuals under the age 
of 30:  

He/she would be eligible for social 
services through Sweet Home 
New Orleans if he/she has been 
active as a masking Mardi Gras 
Indian, professional Musician, 
and/or a parading Social Aid and 
Pleasure Club member for at least 
2 years prior to the time of intake 
and  remains active as such.

Photograph by: LA Reno Photography

Big Queen Littdell Bannister by Erika Goldring



Who We Are

Historically much of New Orleans indigenous culture has been created outside of the mainstream.  Social Aid and 
Pleasure Clubs and jazz funerals, for example, derive from the practices of benevolent societies in communities 
of color that were denied access to burial insurance on the basis of race.  Many recording artists responsible for 
hit songs loved around the world met with exploitative practices in the music industry. While New Orleans music 
culture is unparalleled, its music industry is underdeveloped, with people outside of the community generally 
controlling the mechanisms for production and distribution.

Allocating funds or other opportunities for the music and cultural communities does not guarantee access, 
because the systems that deliver these resources often function differently than the people they are meant to 
benefit.  Efforts to enfranchise or assist this community, as with many working poor communities, must work to 
bridge this gap.  Communication in the cultural community is predominantly word of mouth, making outreach to 
community leaders who can disseminate information especially important.  Eligibility criteria and intake processes 
must be crafted to ease participation, increase trust and support given to aid access to other systems that are less 
user friendly.  
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Effectively Reaching this Community

Jam
ie W

infield
 b

y K
at D

ob
son

Janessa W
infield

 b
y K

at D
ob

son

Joe Stern and granddaughter, Maegon
Smith photograph by Eric Waters J. Wan Boudreaux by

Erika Goldring
Photography by: LA 
Reno Photography



1
1

SHNO 2011 State of the New Orleans Music Community Report
www.SweetHomeNewOrleans.org

Ultimately, the community must trust that participating in a system can accomplish a meaningful goal they have 
for themselves.  Sweet Home designs and operates its programs with this in mind.  

We share our community’s goal of a New Orleans with a sustainable 
cultural economy, respect for our traditions, and support for the art and 
artists that make our city unique. 

Sweet Home believes that achieving this goal means providing holistic services rooted in community needs and 
remaining flexible as those needs change.  We believe that Sweet Home’s pairing of Social Services with pro-
gramming creates a catalyst, shifting the paradigm from marginalization to empowerment for our clients and our 
community.

We have created the first case management system tailored to serve the 
men and women who perpetuate New Orleans’ unique culture. 

A New Model of Service

We have provided case management services to over 
850 musicians, Mardi Gras Indians and Social Aid and 
Pleasure Club members since opening our intake 
center in June of 2007.  As a measure of success, 
72% of our social service clients have referred other 
members of the cultural community to our 
organization.  Our culturally sensitive case 
managers are able to determine the needs of our 
clients and provide direct financial assistance for 
immediate needs, referrals to our network of partner 
non-profit service providers around the city, and 
advocacy to numerous local and national 
organizations for additional resources ranging from 
health care to housing assistance. Our referral 
partners include MusiCares, the Actor’s Fund, Jazz 
Foundation of America, New Orleans Musicians’ Clinic, 
and the New Orleans Musicians’ Assistance 
Foundation.

In addition to these resources, our case management 
team maintains a database that details other 
community-based services currently available in the 
Greater New Orleans area.  This database allows case 
managers to link clients to other community 

services and supports, such as food banks, job 
opportunities, educational and training opportunities, 
reduced cost health care, transportation assistance, 
programs for the newly disabled, long-term mental 
health counseling, treatment for chemical dependency, 
programs for victims of domestic violence, as well as 
government and state assistance programs. 

Our approach to Legal Assistance parallels our case 
management system, with Ashlye Keaton, an 
entertainment attorney respected by community 
members, serving as an internal referral for case 
managers.  Keaton’s work extends beyond this role, 
serving cultural community members on an individual 
basis and representing Mardi Gras Indian and Social 
Aid and Pleasure Clubs as collectives. Demand for her 
services is incessant and exceeds our current 
capacity. Keaton provides access to representation 
and education on entertainment industry standards 
that few of our clients could ever afford on their own.  
Through her work, artists are signing better contracts, 
receiving royalties that had been withheld for 
decades, and learning the appropriate strategies to 
earn money from their intellectual property.  
 



Who We Are

Over the past year, Keaton has provided over 3,500 
legal services for Sweet Home clients! She has 
provided 77 industry contracts, nearly 500 new 
channels for intellectual property revenue including 
performance rights and distribution and 300 licensing 
services including copyright and general entertainment 
legal services.  Keaton is enthusiastic about finding 
new and unusual venues to expand our clients’ 
performance and intellectual property rights and 
through these, their economic potential.  Thanks to her 
diligent work, as of April 13, 2010, Mardi Gras Indians 
are recognized as authors of original artwork subject 
to copyright protection according to the United States 
Copyright Office.  

This is a huge victory for Mardi Gras 
Indians, who now have the option to 
legally protect their hand-sewn suits 
that cost up to $10,000 to create.

1

Keaton also leads our Advocacy efforts, working in 
collaboration with several other community 
organizations on a variety of policy, permit, and 
policing issues that disproportionately affect our
clients.  A particular focus this year has been on the 
city-wide Sound Ordinance, a proposed overhaul of 
the current Noise Ordinance which has been on the 
books since 1956. Keaton has spent months working 
closely with the City of New Orleans and various 
community stakeholders to develop a new sound 
ordinance that respects New Orleans musical 
traditions as a part of our quality of life, rather than a 
challenge to it.

Studies show revenue generated by the music 
industry, in particular record sales, has rapidly 
declined over the past decade.  The Recording
Industry Association of America (RIAA) reports that, 
despite rising sales of digital music, the music 
industry overall has fallen from a $14 billion industry 
to a $6 billion industry over the last ten years. The 
global decline of the recorded music industry is an 
additional challenge to growing what is already a 
modest market for the majority of local musicians.  
While diversifying revenue beyond live performances 
is a key step towards financial sustainability, 
musicians cannot rely on the old model of record 
sales to make up the difference.  Artists must be 
educated in new ways of doing business and 
enforcing their intellectual property rights to broaden 
their earning potential. 

1
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Suit of Walter Landry, Council Chief of the Golden Blade
Mardi Gras Indians. Photograph by Kat Dobson



While New Orleans’ music culture is unparalleled, 
its music industry is underdeveloped.  Historically, 
New Orleans music has performed a social function 
for the community that created it.  Record labels and 
publishers sold New Orleans music from outside of 
the city without building much infrastructure in it. As a 
result, New Orleans offers few professional services 
to its tradition bearers.  Earnings from royalties, sales 
of recorded songs, and studio work represent 5% 
or less of the total income from music of most New 
Orleans musicians.  Our surveys show that 78% of 
New Orleans musicians do not have managers, and 
an overwhelming majority does not work with booking 
agencies or promoters.  In fact, 46% of New Orleans 
musicians do business entirely on their own, without 
any business support services.  

Our Professional Development Seminars are 
designed to impart strategies our clients can use to 
take advantage of entertainment industry 
opportunities.  Led by subject matter experts and 
respected members of the local music scene, these 
free seminars build upon one another to offer practical 
information and strategies for implementing standard 
business practices. Topics include registration of 
intellectual property, digital distribution of recorded 
work, tax preparation, and self-promotion and 
marketing. Our attorney, Ashlye Keaton, teaches 
several of these courses herself, as well as providing 
online versions of her lectures via the Arts Council 
of New Orleans. In addition, we are working with the 
Tipitina’s Co-op, a non-profit organization that offers 
computer based and studio recording services as well 
as music business support, to design introductory 
technology  courses that will allow our clients to 
access, and make better use of, the services they 
offer.

We have also taken note of the strong desire for non-musical job seeking skills and 
financial management expressed in our client data and we are redesigning our seminar 
series to include appropriate courses on those subjects.  In addition, we are adding courses 
to support our many clients who are entrepreneurs in various ventures, primarily in crafts and 
services.  We are also developing a relationship with ASI Federal Credit Union to provide 
financial fitness training to those clients facing money management issues, helping to prevent 
financial emergencies before they happen.
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Who We Are

New Orleans is a brass town.  

Brass instruments have played a significant role in New Orleans’ cultural community ranging from classical 
music to jazz funerals dating back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Brass instruments are the backbone 
of our unique musical traditions, from traditional and modern jazz to funk, rhythm and blues, hip hop and rock.  
Sweet Home partners with the Horn Doctor, Mike Corrigan, who is a Master Craftsman and Master Repairman, 
to sponsor his travel from his primary business location in Kansas to New Orleans to repair brass and woodwind 
instruments at no cost to our clients.  Each visit averages 300 instruments repaired, provides a value of more 
than $25,000, enabling student and professional musicians to practice and perform.  

Horn Doctor

Not content to repair alone, Mike has 
also brought dozens of instruments 
to donate to children at community 
schools and is working with local 
musician, Troy “Trombone Shorty” 
Andrews, to distribute hundreds 
more.  In order to provide more 
sustainable support for repairs, 
Sweet Home is working with 
Grammy award winning musician, 
Stafford Agee to provide local repair 
services on an ongoing basis.  This 
project will provide for two weeks 
intensive training in Kansas City as 
well as additional training during 
future Horn Doctor visits. In 
addition, we are seeking start up 
capital business training and 
support to establish for Agee’s shop.
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Mike Corrigan, Horn Dr. Photography
by Kat Dobson



In partnership with the Historic New Orleans Collection 
(HNOC), Sweet Home has an ongoing project to help 
identify thousands of pictures from the Michael P. Smith 
and Jules Cahn Collections.  These photographs 
feature street life in New Orleans from the 1960s onward 
and primarily feature Mardi Gras Indians and Social Aid 
and Pleasure Club members.  

Through this project, we not only give 
names and histories to the images, but 
we also create a space for the 
community to collectively remember, 
tell stories and celebrate.  

Through the generosity of the HNOC, we are also helping 
to replace a photographic record of people’s lives.  Each 
participant in our open sessions can receive free prints of 
themselves, their family members, their Big Chiefs, help-
ing to replace the photographs so many lost when the 
levees broke.

Historic New Orleans Collection
Photo Identification Project
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SUMMARY OF
FINDINGS

For many measures, 2011 has been a year of remarkable stability, and 
the percentage of the cultural community in the same residence from 
one year to the next is at a post-Katrina high of 73.5%!

Overall, the economic situation of the cultural community remains very 
difficult; however, it seems to have stabilized in recent years and is 
showing signs of improvement. 

The overall number of gigs available has increased, with new venues, 
additional nights, an increase in tourism, and new festivals creating 
opportunities.

Pay per gig has not risen, but remains relatively consistent.

For better or worse, musicians are relying less on day jobs to make 
ends meet in recent years.  However, about half of musicians do work 
outside the music industry in a wide variety of fields.

There are significant racial disparities in income which are affected by 
gig frequency, but are primarily an issue of non-musical employment. 
Unemployment for Black members of the cultural community is 
extremely high.

1
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GROWTH IN 
GIGS

This uptick may reflect the convergence of 
several factors: An initial surge in the number of 
musicians returning to the city had the effect of 
outstripping available gigs for a time while 
repair of old venues, opening of new venues, 
and audience return lagged slightly behind.  
Gains in the number of gigs may have risen 
more sharply than our data reflects as the 
available pool of musicians per gig increased 
slowly but consistently after the initial surge 
and available venues caught up on a different 
timeline.

That explanation offers encouragement for the 
future, as the number of musicians, and the 
population in general, seems to have 
essentially stabilized.

Earnings per gig remain a good deal lower than before hurricane Katrina though they have recovered somewhat 
since 2008 and have remained essentially stable over the past few years.  However, compared to pre-Katrina 
levels, about 20% more venues are still unable to offer guaranteed compensation to performers and fewer 
venues are charging a cover for live music, which ultimately means less money for musicians.  The number of 
gigs per month, on the other hand, seems to be trending upward; recovering from the decline that stretched from 
2008 to 2010. 

Even greater encouragement comes by way of the Mayor’s Office of Cultural Economy which found a total of 
24,700 individual gigs in New Orleans in 2010 and 26,199 in 2011. This increase is exciting, particularly as this 
count does not include gigs at private events, parades, or street performance opportunities.  

The official gig count also excludes actual festival gigs, which have increased over the past few years with the 
expansion of Jazz and Heritage Festival and Foundation offerings throughout the year, the addition of new 
festivals such as Po-Boy Fest and Harvest the Music, and the expansion of old favorites like French Quarter Fest.  
Beyond the impact of gigs available performing at a given festival, the Mayor’s Office of Cultural Economy finds 
that a festival increases the number of additional gigs on a given weekend day by 11% and on a weekday by an 
average of 34%.
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Income in the cultural community is extremely low; at or near poverty levels, however it is rising slowly.  In 2011, 
on average, individuals earned about $17,000 a year, and their families earned around $24,000.  Comparisons 
with American Community Survey (Census) data show the comparison to the New Orleans area as a whole. 

A Community at the Edge of Poverty

CHALLENGES TO
CONTINUITY
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While income is low for the cultural community, it has been fairly stable since 2008 for individuals and risen 
slightly for families.  However, income, both individual and family, is one of the few places in our data where we 
see a distinct trend by race.  Black members of the cultural community make on average $6,000 less per year 
than their White counterparts, with the gap increasing significantly for families to about $10,000 per year.  
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Several factors likely 
contribute to this disparity; 
while income per gig has 
converged, with both Black 
and White musicians 
reporting earning an average 
of $140 per gig, White 
musicians are averaging 
three more gigs per month.

CHALLENGES TO
CONTINUITY
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A more striking difference, 
however, is in non-musical 
employment.  The cultural 
community in general has a 
higher rate of non-employed 
individuals than the New 
Orleans region at 7.3%, 
which may in part reflect 
differences in definitions of 
employment.  Sweet Home 
has not made a practice of 
separating those self 
reporting as non-employed 
from those who may be 
retired. However, having 
controlled for age, we find 
that White members of the 
cultural community are non-
employed at a rate of 13% 
while their Black counterparts 
are non-employed at a 
shockingly high 42%.
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Unemployment is also distributed unevenly across affiliation within the cultural community, 10% higher for Social 
Aid and Pleasure Club members and nearly 20% higher for Mardi Gras Indians than it is for musicians.  Even 
more troubling, while our data show a decline in unemployment from 2010 to 2011 for musicians and SAPC 
members, Mardi Gras Indians are still tracking upward at a rate that has seen little fluctuation over time.

The various impacts of poverty: on health outcomes, family stability, criminal activity and nearly every other facet 
of individual and community life, are too extensive, and to well documented elsewhere, to be within the scope of 
this report.  Let it suffice to say, that in every measure, the cultural community is the canary in the coal mine for 
New Orleans recovery.

SAPC

MG Indian
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While non-musical employment keeps much of New Orleans’ cultural community on the kinder side of the poverty 
line, it’s not a panacea. We all know that a young Louis Armstrong worked day labor and hauled coal. However, 
the tradeoff for greater financial security is a loss of time to practice, compose, collaborate and gig. In addition, 
the types of employment that many in the cultural community relied upon in past generations are in rapid decline 
nationwide. Many of our artists face additional barriers to employment due to a lack of educational attainment, 
criminal record, chronic health issues and age.  Access to computers and familiarity with the Internet are also an 
issue for nearly half our clients, creating new challenges as more job search and applications move online.

The Challenges to Non-Musical Employment 

CHALLENGES TO
CONTINUITY

For musicians, at least, the options seem to 
be improving, with around 40% now working 
in Music Education to supplement gig income.  
Programs like Kid Smart, Young Audiences 
and Roots of Music have done heroic work 
in expanding access for children across New 
Orleans and providing teaching opportunities 
for musicians.  However, teaching is not an 
option for everyone, nor should it be.  Given the 
importance of musical culture to New Orleans’ 
identity and economy, it is incumbent upon 
the public, private and non-profit sectors to 
increase opportunities for cultural community 
members to have flexible working hours at a 
decent wage.

The public sector could do more to contribute to the growth of the cultural economy by encouraging existing 
resources to flourish, as well as creating new opportunities for individual artists.  An equitable, enforceable noise 
ordinance for example, can help bring audiences in contact with local musicians. A straightforward permitting 
process for new venues or for the addition of live music to established venues would allow for more strategic 
expansion of commercial corridors and support greater numbers of paying gigs.  There is a holistic, equitable way 
for New Orleans’ culturally significant historical sites to be protected and leveraged to attract paying visitors. New 
Orleans must apply lessons learned from other locales that effectively promote music, looking to Austin, Nashville 
or next door to Mississippi, the newly minted “Birthplace of America’s Music.”  

Type of Employment
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Over 70 percent of the New Orleans cultural community lack health insurance, higher by far than New Orleans’ 
average of 30 percent, but also significantly higher than the average for musicians across the country.  

The Future of Music Coalition study, Taking the Pulse: Musicians and 
Health Insurance, found that nationwide 33 % of working musicians are 
uninsured.  Even controlling for income range, a comparison to the 
national study raises the percentage of uninsured to 39.3 %

The FMC study highlights some of the reasons for the high rates of uninsured musicians nation-wide, all of which 
apply to New Orleans as well.  Musicians, who primarily work freelance, lack access to employer-based health 
insurance plans and must seek out more costly individual plans.  Health insurance companies often consider 
musicians and artists to be high risk populations, making it more difficult and expensive to find coverage.  The 
fluctuations in income from month to month can make it difficult for many to maintain coverage if they have it, 
and can discourage seeking coverage for those who don’t.

Health Insurance

In New Orleans specifically, additional factors 
contribute to drive the percentage of uninsured 
higher.  Low local union membership amongst 
musicians means that many who could receive 
insurance through the National Musicians’ Union 
do not. In addition, many of our clients, 
particularly Social Aid and Pleasure Club 
members are not musicians and are ineligible 
to join the union.  Many members of the cultural 
community relied heavily on the Charity Hospital 
system and many currently make use of The 
New Orleans Musician’s Clinic for their primary 
care, but can find themselves in limbo for 
specialist referrals. 

Our community’s average income is just above 
Medicaid cutoffs for Louisiana, and for those 
without dependent children, access to 
Medicaid is even more limited.  While the change 
in legislation scheduled for 2014 would make 
Medicaid accessible for those making less than 
133% of the Federal Poverty level, even if they 
do not have dependents, the cut off for 133% is 
$14,484 annually as of 2011 and unlikely to rise 
significantly, leaving our average single client in 
limbo. The nature of our cash-based hospitality 
industry can make it difficult to receive benefits, 
even for those who would qualify, because 
proving income can be extremely difficult.
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In working with the cultural community of New Orleans for six years, Sweet Home has garnered a deep 
understanding of the underlying causes and issues that impede our constituents’ efforts to lead healthy, 
productive, and sustainable lives. In an effort to address the structural problems faced by our constituents, we 
are strengthening our legal program and business services, providing advocacy and education that will be a 
game changer for our cultural community as a whole. We have also begun the process of recruiting members for 
a Board level Constituency Committee, which will reflect the three major components of our cultural community.  

It is our goal to more fully integrate Musicians, Mardi Gras Indians and 
Social Aid and Pleasure Club members into our organization, creating 
programs driven by their needs, interests and community goals.  

SWEET HOME:
MOVING FORWARD

2
4

SHNO 2011 State of the New Orleans Music Community Report
www.SweetHomeNewOrleans.org



Over the past six years, Sweet Home has adapted to serve the changing 
needs of our constituents and our city.

From our initial work to bring our artists home and help them rebuild, to our transitional phase supporting gigs and 
parades, and moving forward, our goal is to create an environment where our artists are self-sufficient and thrive.  
We are working to increase the conditions by which our cultural community can economically benefit from their 
creative assets and are actively engaged in decision making affecting the broader New Orleans cultural 
landscape.  

We aim to establish working models that can be replicated as viable methods 
in building creative and vibrant creative and indigenous communities 
worldwide.
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828 Royal Street, #833
New Orleans, LA 70116
Phone: 504.943.9671
Fax: 504.943.9672
www.sweethomeneworleans.org
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