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Denise Thevenot was one of only two employees left from the 15-person staff who saw 
the state’s tax-free shopping program lose its muscle in 2006. 
 
That was the year Louisiana Tax Free Shopping trimmed its staff and kept only two of its 
four refund centers open as New Orleans, the program’s strongest market, recovered from 
levee failures and flooding after Hurricane Katrina. 
 
The tax-free program, created in 1988 to lure foreign visitors by offering refunds on 
clothing, electronics and other personal goods, processed a record $25.7 million in 
purchases in 2004. Spending was $8.3 million in 2006. 
 
Thevenot, now director of the program, said the tax-free draw was uncertain even as 
lawmakers voted five years ago to extend the program until 2012. 
 
“We just kind of held on until tourism came back,” Thevenot said. “And it did.” 
 
International spending came back, too. In 2010, the program doled out $2 million in 
refunds for purchases totaling more than $25 million. Spending for the first half of 2011 
outpaced the same period in 2010 by 5.5 percent. 
 
New Orleans has yet to reach the annual peak of 650,000 international visitors who 
visited the city before the storm, attracting about 450,000 in 2010, according to New 
Orleans Metropolitan Convention and Visitors Bureau estimates. 
 
Tourism experts say the tax-free program, which has centers at Riverwalk Marketplace, 
Lakeside Shopping Center and Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, has 
been one of the most aggressive pushes to attract international visitors in the past 25 
years, and they expect lawmakers to extend the program when it sunsets next year. 
 
But while they say the program is effective at encouraging spending among internationals 
already in Louisiana, it doesn’t do enough to get them here. 
 
John Williams, dean of the college of business administration and director of the 
Kabacoff School of Hotel, Restaurant and Tourism at the University of New Orleans, 
said now is the time to reignite discussion — and research — on what countries New 
Orleans draws from and what actually brings international travelers to the city. 
 
Williams said city and the state acknowledge the 
slow return of foreign travelers since the storm. 
“Yet we can’t really say for sure why we haven’t been getting many international 
visitors,” he said. 
 



Richard Harrill, director of the Alfred P. Sloan International Tourism Research Institute 
at the University of South Carolina, said states can offer various travel incentives to 
internationals. But until they corner specific markets within specific countries, they will 
largely be “feel good” initiatives. 
 
“They’re just casting a net out there,” Harrill said. 
 
Louisiana and Texas are the only states to experiment with a tax-free program to attract 
international visitors. According to a 2011 UNO economic impact study that Louisiana 
Tax Free Shopping sponsored, only 11.3 percent of 490 program users surveyed from 
December to September came to Louisiana primarily to shop. 
 
The study tallied spending estimates from that group as well travelers who extended their 
stay and spent more after learning about the tax-free program. According to the study, the 
program generated $2.7 million in state tax revenue after factoring in secondary 
spending. 
 
About $1.5 million in refunds were given during that time period. 
 
Kim Priez, vice president of tourism sales at the New Orleans Metropolitan Convention 
and Visitors Bureau, said marketing international travel revolves around affordable flight 
and hotel packages. 
 
“When they start planning their vacation, they’re thinking, ‘I need to get my air and my 
hotel’ and they kind of leave the rest to follow,” Priez said. 
 
Priez said the tax-free program is a value-added attraction for international visitors and 
helps direct marketing efforts. 
 
She noted Brazil has topped spending through the tax-free program for the past two 
years. The CVB is considering reopening a satellite office there in 2012. 
 
Then again, Canada, New Orleans’ strongest international market, often lags in tax-free 
spending. 
 
During the first half of 2011, 446,400 international travelers visited New Orleans, a 6.9 
percent increase over the first half of 2010 and the largest jump in years, according to 
UNO Hospitality Research Center estimates. 
 
Canadian low-cost airline WestJet added nonstop service between Toronto, Canada and 
New Orleans in July 2010. More than half of internationals visiting early this year were 
Canadian, he said. 
 
Steven Windham, executive director of Encore Louisiana in the lieutenant governor’s 
office and chairman of Louisiana Tax Free Shopping, agreed that targeted marketing and 



more direct flights can only help. But he said shopping is still a primary draw for 
international visitors, noting how tax-free programs are run of the mill overseas. 
 
Windham said the program is working on making the refund process easier and 
expanding its presence throughout the state, opening a refund center at the Mall of 
Louisiana in Baton Rouge last month. 
 
“When you spend the dollars, the hotels of course are going to be the highest. The next 
thing people do is eat, then the next thing they do is shop,” Windham said. “We have to 
maintain the ability for them to grow their activities.” 


