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Introduction 
The Louisiana State University AgCenter, in conjunction with the Louisiana Delta Trails 
Committee, is seeking to increase support and understand the feasibility of an improved trail on 
the west bank of the Mississippi River through the Louisiana Delta parishes to improve access to 
physical activity, attract tourism, and stimulate the local economies. As part of the effort, LSU 
AgCenter Healthy Communities state personnel requested technical assistance from Smart 
Growth America and Equitable Cities to conduct focus groups with Black residents and 
summarize recording from two separate focus groups with White residents in Lake Providence 
and St. Joe Parishes in rural Louisiana. LSU AgCenter conducted focus groups with White 
residents in the two parishes and interviews with landowners along the Mississippi River as well. 
This report summarizes the key findings from all four focus groups (i.e., two with Black residents 
and two with White residents) conducted in the summer of 2021.  
 
There were five Black females in the Lake Providence focus group and eight Black participants 
(6 women and 2 men) in the St. Joe focus group. Similarly, there were between five to six White 
female participants in the Lake Providence focus groups and between eight to ten White 
participants in the St. Joe focus group (6 women and 2-4 men). 
 
The LSU AgCenter managed all aspects of the focus group process, including participant 
recruitment, incentives, food, beverages, and securing host locations. 

Findings: Black Focus Groups 
Communities’ Views on Physical Activity for Exercise or Transportation 
When it comes to walking, bicycling, and jogging as modes of transportation or exercise, 
the Black participants in the Lake Providence focus group had differing perceptions than 
the St. Joe focus group. Participants in the Lake Providence focus group view walking, bicycling, 
and jogging as exercise and not as modes of transportation. The focus group participants 
expressed that most adult residents in Lake Providence use cars as their primary mode of 
transportation. Participants agreed that residents who walk or bike do so because they cannot 
afford a vehicle. They viewed car ownership as a status symbol. When asked if a young man 
arrived via bicycle to take their daughter on a date, many participants expressed they would 
immediately question if he had a job and would be wary of their daughter dating him. Participants 
also indicated that children ages 7-12 are the primarily the ones that ride bicycles in the 
community.  
 
“Most people work and when they get off of work, they’re tired.” –Black female, Lake Providence 

Participant 
 

“Mostly it is the kids that ride the bikes.” – Black female, Lake Providence Participant 
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St. Joe focus group participants view walking, bicycling, and jogging, as modes of transportation 
and not for recreation or exercise. They indicated that it is common to see people walking and 
biking to the post office or the dollar store. Participants expressed that many residents cannot 
afford to own a vehicle. Participants expressed that if residents could afford a vehicle, then they 
would not bike or walk. They view bicycling as a starting point, with the end goal of owning a car 
in the future. Participants also indicated that their parents did not view biking as a form of exercise, 
and this belief has extended to other generations. When asked if a young man arrived via bicycle 
to take their daughter on a date, many participants expressed they would be understanding if he 
arrived on bicycle. However, they would immediately question where he and their daughter are 
going because there are no destinations within biking or walking distance. 
 

“I honestly think people [mostly African-Americans] that ride bikes around here only do it 
because they can’t afford a vehicle.” –Black female, St. Joe Participant 

 
“More people would bike if they had somewhere to go. You don’t have nowhere to ride your 

bicycle.” – Black male, St. Joe Participant 
  
Communities’ Ideas on How to Motivate Residents to be More Physically Active 
When it comes to how to motivate more residents to be more active, bike, walk or jog, the 
Black participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had similar 
perspectives.  
 
Lake Providence and St. Joe focus group participants had varying ranges of activity levels.  
Participants in both focus groups indicated that there is no public access to a gym in their 
respective communities. Also, both focus groups indicated that more residents would walk or bike 
if there were more spaces to be active and if stores were within biking or walking distance. Lake 
Providence participants expressed a desire for a community center, especially for seniors to feel 
more comfortable being active.  Additionally, Lake Providence participants indicated that biking 
or walking to the grocery store is not feasible because stores are not near each other, thus forcing 
everyone to travel outside the parish to shop, and. This and heavy groceries were indicated as 
reasons participants would not walk or bicycle to go shopping. 
 
Both focus groups expressed that creating community clubs for both youth and adults would 
motivate more community members to walk and bike. They agreed that if residents see other 
people walking and biking, that it would motivate them to partake in it as well. Both focus groups 
expressed that there is a lack of outdoor spaces such as parks for youth. Specifically, the Lake 
Providence focus group indicated that youth need more leadership, park equipment, sports 
teams, and clubs. St. Joe focus group participants expressed that youth and adults need more 
education on biking and walking for exercise and recreational purposes. Additionally, Lake 
Providence and St. Joe focus groups indicated that incentives would motivate residents. Lake 
Providence participants expressed that being given pedometers to track their activity would 
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motivate them, while St. Joe participants indicated that a monthly stipend and being given a bike 
would be motivating. 
 

“If I had a bicycle, I would ride it work every morning.” –Black female, St. Joe Participant 
 

“Our parents didn’t have bikes, so nobody looks to biking as a form of exercise, so it’s kind of 
just carried along through generations.” – Black female, St. Joe Participant 

 
“Our parents didn’t have bikes, so nobody looks to biking as a form of exercise, so it’s kind of 

just carried along through generations.” – Black female, St. Joe Participant 
 

“The local park would be the perfect place to walk if they would light it up.” –Black female, Lake 
Providence Participant 

 
“I would walk at night if I had a male with me.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 

 
“We need an indoor facility to go and exercise.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 

 

Communities’ Overall Perceptions of Safety While Being Physically Active  
When it comes to general safety concerns to engage in biking, walking, or jogging, the 
Black participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had similar 
perspectives.  
  
Neighborhoods: 
Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group participants indicated lack of sidewalks, bike lanes, 
animals (i.e., dogs, alligators, insects, black bears, and snakes) and streetlights make residents 
feel unsafe biking, walking, or jogging in their neighborhood. Both focus groups expressed that 
existing roadways and sidewalks are in disrepair, and they fear using roads for walking, biking, or 
jogging due to oncoming traffic. Participants in both focus groups expressed that there is a fear 
of theft and being mugged at night. Specifically, St. Joe participants indicated they would be 
suspicious of anyone that they do not know biking at night because they believe this person’s sole 
purpose is to commit theft. They indicated that they would alert neighbors and act if need be. Lake 
Providence focus group participants expressed concern about abandoned houses due to people 
that are not from the community occupying these homes at night and not knowing what is 
occurring inside. Lake Providence focus group participants expressed the need for more police 
or creating a neighborhood watch would make residents feel safer walking in their neighborhood 
and in parks at night. Additionally, both focus groups indicated that fear of dogs, snakes, and 
insects inhibit residents from biking, walking, or jogging in their neighborhood.  

 
“They need to fix these roads and sidewalks.” – Black female, St. Joe Participant 
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“They have a walking trail across the lake, but most people are afraid of the alligators.” –Black 
Female, Lake Providence Participant 

 
“They need to light them [parks, trails and sidewalks] up!” –Black female, Lake Providence 

Participant 
 

“You might get mugged.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 
 
Levee: 
Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group participants indicated lack of lighting and paved 
trails make residents feel unsafe biking, walking, or jogging on the levee. Both focus groups 
expressed that residents feel unsafe being active on the levee due to traffic from farmer’s vehicles 
and equipment. Additionally, both focus groups conveyed that the rules for the levee are not clear 
or posted. Both focus groups indicated that there needs to be signage of permissible activities, 
speed limits, and warning residents of dangerous areas. 
  
Participants in both focus groups also expressed not feeling safe being on the levee alone. Lake 
Providence focus group participants indicated that residents would feel safer with increased police 
and or security on the levee. However, St. Joe focus group participants conveyed they are wary 
of police and other authoritative figures, and that their presence would not make them feel safe.  
Lake Providence focus group participants indicated they feel unsafe not being fully aware of who 
occupies encampments on the levee and what activities occur there. There was only one Lake 
Providence focus group participant who regularly used the levee. Overall, this participant 
appeared less fearful of walking in her neighborhood at night and was self-motivated to be 
physically active. Both groups also expressed that residents fear encountering wildlife such as 
alligators, snakes, and insects on the levee. 
 

“My favorite place was the levee but now there are too many snakes” –Black female, Lake 
Providence Participant 

 
“Cut the grass so we can see.” –Black male, St. Joe Participant 

 
“The gates are put up to prevent us [Black people] for accessing the levee.” –All participants, St. 

Joe Participant 
 

“The put a note [sign] on the levee that says no trespassing; violators will be persecuted.”—
Black male, St. Joe Participant 

 
“The game warden sits and watch you all day long.” – Black male, St. Joe Participant 

 
“I would not walk on the levee at night.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 
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“Honestly, I don’t think we are supposed to walk on the levee because of the [vehicular] traffic.” 
–Black female, Lake Providence Participant 

 
“The farmers enforce the rules of the levee.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 

Communities’ Perceptions of Racism While Being Physically Active on the Levee 
When it comes to concerns of racism in engaging in biking, walking, and jogging on the 
levee, the Black participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had 
similar perspectives.  
  
Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group participants indicated that they and other residents 
of color feel unwelcome on the levee. Both groups expressed that there is over vigilance by 
whites, and they feel like they are constantly being watched. There is also fear of racially 
motivated killings on the levee. Specifically, Lake Providence participants conveyed that Blacks 
have been found deceased on the levee. St. Joe focus group participants fear accidently going 
onto privately owned property and never being seen again. Both focus groups indicated that lack 
of signage for rules and not clearly labeling areas for public use is racially motivated. St. Joe 
participants also expressed those local authorities hide information and misinform black residents.  
 
Participants in both focus groups conveyed whites, especially farmers, monopolized use of the 
levee. St. Joe focus group participants also indicated that over the years, parts of the levee have 
been blocked off by privately owned entities. These participants expressed that the levee was 
previously ungated, and they would go fishing with their children and take them to see the farmers’ 
animals. St. Joe participants also expressed that local authorities and police protect farmers’ 
interest. Black residents in St. Joe feel they are stereotyped and have previously been asked to 
leave the levee, especially when whites are facilitating events or camps. Participants in both focus 
groups indicated that they do not have access or full knowledge of activities on the levee. 
Additionally, both focus groups indicated that farmers and those that support them have 
dissuaded development of more stores and tourist attractions in their parishes. 
 

“This parish is run by White people.” –Black male, St. Joe Participant 
 

“You won’t be seen again. [Why?] Racism.” –Black male, St. Joe Participant 
 

“It’s the farmers who make the rules, but the sheriff department backs them up.” –Black female, 
St. Joe Participant 

 
“They [White farmers] are monopolizing everything.”–Black female, St. Joe Participant 

 
“I just don’t go up there because you know they’re watching. It’s dangerous. It’s not safe at all.” 

–Black female, St. Joe Participant 
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“Black people have been found over there [the levee].”–Black female, St. Joe Participant 
 

“Do go up there [levee]. You might not come down.” –Black female, Lake Providence Participant 

Communities’ Recommendations to Increase Physical Activity  
When it comes to recommendations to improve biking, walking, or jogging in 
neighborhoods, the Black participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group 
had similar perspectives.   
 
Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group participants indicated that they are invested in 
placemaking in parks and on the levee. Specifically, St. Joe focus group participants have a desire 
to create places at the levee where people can learn about the history of St. Joe, commemorating 
important people, and education on wildlife and plants native to the area. These participants also 
emphasized improving the appearance of parks and the levee and the need to keep it clean. Lake 
Providence focus group participants expressed a desire for the levee to be a tourist area that 
educates them about the parish. 
 
Both focus groups emphasized that the levee should be useful for everyone, and rules and 
regulations should be clearly posted. Participants in both focus groups desire paved trails, lighting, 
and benches. St. Joe focus group participants expressed that there is a need for programming 
for adults and kids. Suggestions included camping along with learning to fish and education on 
native flowers and wildlife. Participants in both focus groups indicated there is a need to control 
wildlife, high grass, and insects. Additionally, both focus groups expressed interest in creating 
more places to bicycle and walk to in their community. Lake Providence participants desire for 
more retail stores and a casino to create more jobs and attract tourists.  
 

“Appearance is everything.” –Black female, St. Joe Participant 
 

“They need to fix these roads and sidewalks.” – Black female, St. Joe Participant 

Findings: White Focus Groups 
Communities’ Views on Physical Activity for Exercise or Transportation 
When it comes to walking, bicycling, and jogging as modes of transportation or exercise, 
the White participants in the Lake Providence focus group had somewhat similar 
perceptions to the White participants in the St. Joe focus group. Both St. Joe and Lake 
Providence focus group participants viewed walking, biking, and jogging as potential modes of 
transportation. However, participants in the Lake Providence focus group indicated that people in 
their community are not accustomed to people biking for transportation purposes. They also 
mentioned that residents, particularly motorists, do not often understand bicyclists’ rights to road 
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nor do they respect them on the road. Therefore, while participants view bicycling as a mode of 
transportation, they did not feel it is currently a safe mode of transportation.  
 
Participants in the St. Joe focus group indicated that people in their community are more 
accustomed to bicycling as a mode of transportation, particularly African Americans. Two St. Joe 
participants mentioned choosing to live in the center of town so that they could bike or walk to run 
errands, and another participant mentioned that she works in the center town and likes to walk 
during lunch. However, like the Lake Providence participants, they also expressed traffic safety 
concerns about walking, biking, and cycling in the parish.  
 
Both Lake Providence and St. Joe residents indicated that they also walk, bike, jog for exercise. 
For example, participants in both focus groups stated that they exercise at the country club and 
on public roadways at the state park.  The Lake Providence focus group expressed that walking 
is primary mode of exercise in the community due to it being free and accessible to all ages of 
people. Both Lake Providence and St. Joe focus groups indicated that many community members 
walk, bike, or run for exercise in their neighborhood, the lake, and levee. Participants in both 
groups also stated that residents swim in the lake and like to canoe and fish as often as they can. 
However, participants in both groups expressed a need for traffic safety and other environmental 
improvements in their neighborhoods, as well as along the lake and levee. 
 
Lake Providence focus group participants indicated that there is not a stigma associated with 
walking or biking to run errands. They see it as positive when they see people walking and biking 
but indicated that many people choose not to for safety reasons. On the other hand, St. Joe 
participants expressed that if they see Black residents biking and walking, they believe it is 
because they cannot afford a vehicle. St. Joe focus group members did not mention any stigma 
for others who may choose to bike or walk. 
 

“Walking is the primary exercise. It is free and accessible to people.” –White female, Lake 
Providence Participant 

 
“You put the bike on the car, and you go to the state park and ride around the circle.” – White 

male, St. Joe Participant 
 

Communities’ Overall Perceptions of Safety While Being Physically Active  
When it comes to general safety concerns to engage in biking, walking, or jogging, the 
White participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had similar 
perspectives. For the most part, both St. Joe and Lake Providence focus group participants 
expressed that they feel safe walking in their neighborhoods at any time of day. The only 
exception was a White female participant from Lake Providence who stated, “there are some 
places that I’ve heard not to go to,” particularly at night. Others expressed that they would feel 
safer if there were more sidewalks and if roadways had a shoulder.  
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Similarly, both focus groups indicated that sidewalks and roads are in disrepair and expressed 
that they would feel safer if existing sidewalks and roads were in better condition. Participants in 
both focus groups also stated that better streetlighting would make them feel safer at night and 
expressed concern about high traffic speeds that make them feel unsafe. Both groups also 
expressed concern about a lack of ADA accessibility on roads and stated that those in motorized 
wheelchairs are forced to ride in the middle of the street.  A white St. Joe participant stated it is 
dangerous that Black residents bicycle on the wrong side of the road and that some use lawn 
mowers as modes of transportation. This participant stated that in general more education is 
needed for both bicyclists and motorists to improve safety. Lastly, both focus groups expressed 
concerns about existing parks that are in disrepair and are not safe for children. 
 
St. Joe participants indicated that residents walk, bike, and jog at the state park, lake, and levee. 
However, they expressed that they would feel safer if there were paved trails for walking and 
cycling in their community. They expressed the need for better lighting and security in outdoor 
public spaces for nighttime use and indicated that the condition of roadways and rocks are on the 
levee are not safe or conducive for walking, biking, and running. Lastly, they expressed concern 
that these roadway and levee conditions could possibly damage their vehicles.  
 
Additionally, both focus groups conveyed that the rules for the levee are not clear or posted, and 
that there needs to be signage of permissible activities. Both focus groups indicated that there 
needs to be signage for speed limits, and warning residents of dangerous areas. Both focus 
groups also indicated that the only way they know when the water is high and certain nesting 
seasons are in effect are through word of mouth or on Facebook.  
 
The St. Joe focus group participants expressed more concern about accidently going on a 
person’s private property on the levee than the Lake Providence participants. St. Joe focus 
expressed fear of being yelled at for going on private property. One participant spoke about the 
need to obtain permission from a neighbor to access more of the levee. Focus group participants 
also expressed how farmers and others who lease property from the Corps of Engineers believe 
that they own they own the levee and have the authority to tell individuals to leave public areas.  
Two St. Joe focus group participants expressed only feeling comfortable going on the levee via 
the entrance proximate to the local Masonic Lodge.  
 
St. Joe participants expressed more concern in encountering wildlife such as alligators, snakes, 
and insects on the levee than Lake Providence participants. St. Joe participants mentioned not 
going on certain parts of the levee due to concerns of cows charging at them. These participants 
also expressed fear of dogs and frustration that the parish’s leash laws are not enforced. 
 

“Why would I go walk on an unsightly stretch of land with abandoned building on it?” –White 
female, Lake Providence Participant 

 
“We were told it was illegal to walk up the levee.” – White female, St. Joe Participant 
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Communities’ Ideas on How to Motivate Residents to be More Physically Active 
When it comes to how to motivate more residents to be more active, bike, walk or jog, the 
White participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had similar 
perspectives.  
 
Both Lake Providence and St. Joe focus groups conveyed that they regularly walk, bike, jog in 
their neighborhoods and on the lake and levee. Lake Providence participants indicated that 
walking is the primary mode of exercise in the community due to the belief of it being free and 
accessible to all ages of people. However, it was expressed by both groups that more people 
would engage in these activities if it were safer by to do so.   
 
Additionally, both focus groups indicated that creating walking and biking groups would motivate 
more people in the community to be more active. Both focus groups indicated that informal groups 
were created in the past, but they lost traction due to COVID-19 and people’s busy schedules. 
For example, a Lake Providence focus group participant mentioned that a woman in the 
community conducts yoga and/or personal training classes and that there are elderly women who 
take these classes.  
 
Lake Providence participants conveyed that many children in the community are on sports teams 
at school and that this provides them with consistent exercise. Both focus groups conveyed that 
some children bike, walk, and run at the state park. They expressed that there is less structure 
available for adults but indicated that community members would be more motivated if there were 
places to go or more activities offered in their parish. Both focus groups indicated paying to use 
the country club to swim and exercise indoors, and that they travel to the state park to walk and 
bike. Both focus groups mentioned that increasing connectivity between destinations and 
designated paths on the lake and the levee would be motivating for both kids and adults. 
Additionally, both focus groups indicated that updating parks would increase activity for children. 
Lake providence participants expressed the need for more programming to motivate seniors and 
suggested working with the local Council for the Elderly. 
 

“It’s [We are] pretty self-motivated.” – White female, St. Joe Participant 
 

“I think if there were things offered here, people would do it.” – White female, Lake Providence 
Participant 

Communities’ Perceptions of Racism While Being Physically Active on the Levee 
When it comes to concerns of racism in engaging in biking, walking, and jogging on the 
levee, the White participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group had 
similar perspectives.  
 
Whites in both focus groups indicated that Blacks had less access to the lakes and the levee. St. 
Joe participants stated that Black residents would not like to swim in the lake and would not use 



                   September 6, 2021 
 
 

 
12 Equitable Cities  

benches if provided. These participants indicated that Black residents would only like to sit on the 
water bank, and not want use of a public dock. St Joe. participants believe that Blacks do not own 
boats and would not have interest in a public dock. These participants also stated that the best 
access to path to the levee for Black residents would be from Family Dollar to Main Street.  
 
Lake Providence participants spoke less about black residents, but indifferently expressed that 
there will always be racial issues. Additionally, one female participant mentioned being attacked 
by a male neighbor of middle eastern decent and concluded that it happened because people 
from that part of the world view women as property. “They have a different view of women; they 
seem them more as property,” she stated. 
 
Overall, whites in both focus groups made many assumptions as to how Black residents desire 
to use and access the lake and the levee. However, neither of the White participants mention 
engaging with Black residents to obtain this information. 
 
“There always going to be some racial stuff when it comes to power and certain things like that.” 

—White female, Lake Providence Participant 
 

“I think you have two communities here.” You have those in the community who have access 
and those that don’t. —White female, Lake Providence Participant 

Communities’ Recommendations to Increase Physical Activity  
When it comes to recommendations to improve biking, walking, or jogging in 
neighborhoods, the White participants in the Lake Providence and the St. Joe focus group 
had similar perspectives.   
 
Both focus groups expressed a desire for the levee to be a tourist area. St. Joe and Lake 
Providence focus group participants have a desire to create places at the levee where people can 
learn about the history of their communities and become more educated about the wildlife and 
plants native to the area. Both focus groups expressed that many people are unaware of the 
levee’s beauty and that these improvements would attract tourists. Additionally, participants in 
both focus groups suggested having events such as a humane version of a snake rodeo and 
creating a Christmas bonfire event. 
 
Participants in both groups indicated that the need for a public dock, referencing one located in 
Fairhope and Baton Rouge. One Lake Providence participant indicated that she served as a park 
ranger in New Orleans for many years and suggested constructing a boardwalk on the levee. 
Participants in both focus groups expressed that the public is allowed to use the lake and the 
levee, but it is more challenging for those without a boat, dock, or property owner. Both focus 
groups expressed the need for greater public access to the lake and levee, stating that it would 
bring more residents to the lake and levee and make them feel for connected to it. 
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Participants in both focus groups expressed interest in increasing connectivity to more places in 
parish and levee and referenced pathways created in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. A 
male St. Joe focus group participant, who is originally from Britain, expressed how there are well 
maintained pathways that connect for hundreds of miles in his home country. He explained how 
it was mandatory landowners maintain them and desired the same in St. Joe. 
 

“I think you have two communities here.”—White female, Lake Providence Participant 
 

“Making sure there are no snakes. That’s my biggest fear.” —White female, Lake Providence 
Participant 

 
“I would do more [walk and bicycle] if we had hiking trails and stuff. I would love that.” White 

male, St. Joe Participant 

Discussions – Noted Differences and Similarities 
between White and Black focus groups 
Views on Physical Activity for Exercise or Transportation 
Whites in both focus groups viewed biking, walking, and jogging as modes of transportation. 
However, Black Lake Providence focus group participants viewed bicycling, walking, and jogging 
for exercise purposes, while Black St. Joe focus group participants viewed walking and biking as 
forms of transportation due to not being able to afford a vehicle. Both Black focus groups also 
viewed car ownership as a status symbol. Not owning a vehicle is more socially acceptable among 
Black St. Joe focus group participants than for black Lake Providence participants, however.  
 
Whites in both focus groups were more physically active for recreational purposes than for than 
those in the Black focus groups. There was only one focus group participant in the Black Lake 
Providence focus group that walked the levee and was self-motivated to be physically active. 
Whites in both focus groups also self-reported participating in other types of physical and 
recreational activities such as fishing, canoeing, kayaking, hiking, and swimming. There were also 
more likely to report visiting the state parks for recreational purposes. 

Perceptions of Safety While Being Physically Active 
Both White and Black focus group participants indicated that the poor conditions of roads and 
sidewalks and lack of lighting deter them from walking, biking, and jogging more often. However, 
Whites participants appear to be more willing than Black participants to walk, bike, or jog on roads 
despite high traffic concerns and roadway disrepair. For, example a Lake Providence participant 
mentioned she is willing to walk or bike on Route 65, even though she indicated it is not the safest. 
Black participants in both focus groups expressed that they do not feel safe walking at night, while 
White participants felt safe at any time of day, except for the areas of town they warned to avoid.  
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While White participants in both parishes did not fear walking in their neighborhood at night (with 
one exception), both White and Black focus groups indicated that some form of security in outdoor 
public spaces (i.e., mainly parks and the levee) at night would make them feel safer.  White 
participants in the St. Joe focus group and Blacks in both focus group participants expressed fear 
of snakes, alligators, and other animals inhibiting them from being active on the levee.  
 
Both Black focus group participants and Whites in the St Joe focus group expressed issues with 
farmers and other private landowners on the lake and the levee. However, Black focus group 
participants expressed more concern about losing their life by accidently going on to private 
property than Whites. Black participants also indicated that they feel unwelcome on the levee due 
to race, and information is purposely kept from them. Whites have more access to knowledge 
about the lake and levee such as who owns certain property and have access increased access 
to the levee by having the Masonic Lodge as an option.  

Ideas on How to Motivate Residents to be More Physically Active 
Overall, both White and Black focus groups indicated that there are limited options and that clubs 
for walking and biking would be helpful. However, White participants seem to have more 
resources and prior knowledge to initiate groups than Blacks. White participants in both focus 
groups also use the country club and state park, paid and unpaid, as alternatives, which have 
allowed them to be more physically active than Black participants. Additionally, affording a bicycle 
was not a concern for White focus group participants, and some participants mentioned owning 
both a road bike and a mountain bike. Black participants indicated that being given a bicycle and 
a monthly stipend would be motivating. Black focus groups also indicated that programming on 
walking, biking, water activities would be motivating for both children and adults. Lastly, both 
White and Black in the Lake Providence focus groups expressed that programming for seniors 
would motivate them to be more active.  

Recommendations to Increase Physical Activity 
Blacks and Whites had similar desires for paved pathways for biking, walking, jogging, driving 
(Blacks participants), and fishing on the lake and levee. However, White focus group participants 
referenced other cities to describe improvements they would like to see, thus increasing their 
belief that it was attainable and potentially beneficial for the towns as a whole.  
 
Blacks and Whites had similar recommendations in attracting tourist by putting plaques with 
historical and wildlife information on the levee. However, the Black St. Joe focus group 
emphasized wanting to commemorate local Black figures and have Black history events such as 
Juneteenth. Also, Black focus group participants expressed wanting more retail stores and a 
casino for both tourists and to generate more jobs for residents. Lastly, Black St. Joe participants 
emphasized their desire to watch the steamboats along the Mississippi River and hear the Alcorn 
State University band during its practices. 
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Perceptions of Racism While Being Physically Active on the Levee 
Overall, Whites in both focus groups made assumptions as to how Black residents desire to use 
and access the lake and the levee. However, White participants did not mention engaging with 
Black residents to obtain this information. Black participants on the other hand spoke very vividly 
about the role of race and structural racism in preventing their use of the lake and levee, whether 
walking, bicycling, driving, or simply enjoying the public space. They did not mince their words 
when it came to voicing their concerns and perceptions about the many attempts made by White 
farmers, property owners, park rangers, and law enforcement to restrict their access to the lakes 
and levees. Notably, White participants in both focus groups—with two exceptions—remained 
relatively silent on matters of racism, as it relates to physical activity opportunities or access to 
the lake or levee. 
 
Of note, given the concerns noted by Blacks in both focus groups, it would have been more 
beneficial to examine the “perceived” racial biases and assumptions of White focus group 
participants. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The levee on the west bank of the Mississippi has tremendous potential to become a world-class 
destination for physical activity and recreation. However, in its current state, the levee is perceived 
by both Black and White residents as unsafe and underutilized. Blacks also see it as under the 
control of racist and bigoted farmers, property owners and other White users of the space. All 
participants expressed significant concerns regarding the need for clearer laws and ownership of 
the levee, along with the need for increased bicycle, pedestrian and motorized access, 
maintenance and beautification, and a destination of families and children. With the guidance and 
leadership of The Louisiana State University AgCenter and Louisiana Delta Trails Committee 
each of these concerns can be addressed, allowing the levee and people adjoining it to reach 
their full potential. 

Key Recommendations to Increase Physical Activity and Improve Access and 
Use of the Levee 
The following recommendations represent a compilation of the focus group participants and 
Equitable Cities’ idea for increasing physical activity and improving access and use of the levee 
by residents and visitors of Lake Providence and St. Joe Parishes. The recommendations are not 
listed in order of importance. 

o Encourage the adoption of a Complete Streets policy with a key focus on racial and health 
equity 

o Repair existing sidewalks and install new sidewalks to address gaps in the street network 
o Develop and sustain a maintenance plan for the levee and other public properties 

immediately adjoining it 
o Enact or enforce a local dog leash law or ordinance 
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o Create a program or partner with a local or regional entity/organization to increase access 
to bicycles for adults and youth 

o Partner with a local or regional entity/organization to educate residents on bicyclists’ rights 
and rules of the roadway 

o Create or partner with a local or regional entity to teach bicycle education and benefits to 
adults and youth 

o Commission a lighting assessment or illumination survey in parks and along streets. Install 
LED lighting to replace traditional sodium streetlights 

o Create or leverage an existing campaign that clearly explains the differences between 
leisure physical activity and work-related physical activity 

o Establish, post, and equitably enforce the rules of the levee. However, ensure that the 
enforcement of the rules do not disproportionately target or impact racial minorities 

o Encourage placemaking on and around the levee, particularly with family and children in 
mind 

o Discourage conflicts between pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorized transportation on the 
levee by reducing motorized access during restricted hours of the day 

o Reduce real and perceived concerns about crime by eradicating abandoned houses, drug-
related activity, and encampment areas along the levee 

o Consider repurposing an existing or vacant law into a bicycle park for children or build a 
new bicycle park at the foot of the levee or someplace nearby 

o Conduct an audit to establish new locations for off-street multiuse trails in local and county 
parks  

o Work with key stakeholders to develop an economic development plan for each 
community. Highlight and leverage the levee as a major asset and cornerstone of the effort 
to bring more tourists, jobs, and businesses into the area 

o Create a marketing campaign specially targeted to Black residents to encourage their use 
of the trail. Also, please make it clear to everyone in town that everyone is welcome to use 
the levee 

o Eliminate the real and perceived acts of structural and interpersonal racism, 
discrimination, and intimidation by farmers, game wardens, law enforcement against Black 
residents 

o Develop wayfinding maps so residents can know what is within walking and cycling 
distance 

o Widen, beautify, and repurpose the levee to become a world-class destination for physical 
activity and recreation for everyone inside and outside the region 

o Allow public access to all the lakes, where applicable 
o Build comfortable places along the lakes and levee for people to sit and fish 
o Install trash receptables with lids and recycling bins in parks and along the river and levee 
o Partner with a local or regional entity/organization to host cultural sensitivity trainings for 

locals 
o Engage with REI or another national for-profit or non-profit to discuss the buildout of hiking 

trails and paths 
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