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Planning on U Street: City
Government, Developers,
Small Business and
Community Groups Join
Together--Sometimes

Revitalization on U Street started
in the late 1970s, inspired in part by
the neighborhood’s lively history and
potential for change. U Street’s histo-
ry as a center of commerce and cul-
ture, as well as its architecture,

proximity to downtown and popular
neighborhoods, public transportation

Smaller "mom and pop” shops, retail stores,
restaurants and small service establishments
dotted every block of U Street.

Historical Society of Washington, DC — Wymer
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and trendy start-up businesses, made
the area a prime candidate for revital-
ization. As a result, local government,
community members, and private de-
velopers considered ways to restore
the neighborhood to its former glory
by preserving some of the historic
buildings and nightspots, cultivating
new businesses, and encouraging
tourism in the area.

A. City Government

People who had faith in U Street’s
future realized that the city govern-
ment needed to be involved in the
planning efforts. However, by the
time revitalization efforts took off, the
city government could be of little as-
sistance. Its planning efforts scorned
and its planning department decimat-
ed, the city could not be the kind of
partner that the citizens of U Street
wished for. Although Mayor Barry
was initially enthusiastic about the re-
vitalization ef-
forts, he was
suffering his
own political
troubles and
could not pro-
vide the need-
ed long-term
support.

Although
the mayor was
not an active
partner, the
city has not
been entirely
outside the revitalization process. In
1982, the city began constructing a
$42 million municipal center at the
corner of 14th and U Streets with of-
fices for 1,000 government employ-
ees. Project supporters believed that
development of the municipal center
would have a ripple effect in the
neighborhood, spurring medium- and
small-sized commercial development.
Initially, the municipal center gener-
ated positive change; new businesses
moved into the area, the crime rate
dropped, and real estate values in-
creased.
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While private
money was
crucial to the
area’s economic
growth, the
developers’
investment
effectively put
them in charge of

revitalization.
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includes large
national chains
such as
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Dunkin’ Donuts,
and Rite Aid
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Another large-scale government
project was the renovation of the
Lincoln Theater on U between 12th
and 13th Streets. In 1985, two years
after the theater was vacated and
boarded up, developer Jeffrey Cohen
began renovating the theater with a
$4 million loan from the Department
of Housing and Urban Development
and $1 million from personal funds.
When Cohen filed for bankruptcy
and donated the theatre to the city,
the renovations were more than
halfway complete. The government
stepped in and committed an addi-
tional $4.7 million to finish renova-
tions.

Although the city government
committed financial resources to U
Street, the projects met with mixed
success. Small businesses in the area
faced hardships due to higher land
values and increasing  rent.
Neighborhood residents were disap-
pointed that the municipal center’s
employees did not generate the ex-
pected increase in business for local
merchants. One local business owner
contends that businesses turn over
about every six months.35> While
these comments are characteristic of
the effects of renewal, they also re-
veal the piecemeal, uncoordinated
form of development that is occurring
along U Street.

Part of the community's disap-
pointment with revitalization efforts
is exemplified by the Lincoln Theater,
which re-opened its doors in 1994,
Despite the costly renovations, the
beautiful, historic’ theater sits dark
many nights and has not reclaimed its

earlier glory. Located across the street
from a Metrorail station, situated close
to restaurants, bars, and popular
neighborhoods and just minutes from
downtown, the theater appears to be
drastically underused.

B. Developers

Private developers provided most
of the investment in the U Street area.
While private money was crucial to
the area’s economic growth, the de-
velopers' investment eftectively put
them in charge of revitalization.
Although this investment in neighbor-
hood revitalization was welcome, the
singularity of the developers’ focus —
getting a return on investment —
meant that they often ignored the
broader public good. Developers of-
ten worked apart from local commu-
nity groups in the neighborhood,
fostering feelings of antagonism be-
tween community groups and devel-
opers.

The sale of the former Thompson's
Dairy site on U Street is a prime exam-
ple of the tensions between the com-
munity, government, and developers.
Exclusive development rights to the
1.3-acre parcel of land at a price sub-
stantially below market value were
awarded to AMB, a private develop-
ment company that planned to build
mixed-income housing units.36 Mer-
chants welcomed the development of
additional housing units for the in-
creased business potential and boost to
neighborhood development, but op-
ponents argued that the process for
choosing the developer was unfair and
that a multifamily development did not
fit the needs of the neighborhood.
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The process by which the devel-
oper was awarded exclusive devel-
opment rights angered and frustrated
some residents. Instead of inviting
developers to compete in a ‘request
for proposals’ process for the land,
then-Mayor Sharon Pratt Kelly signed
off on the unsolicited proposal from
AMB without considering competing
bids.37 When Mayor Barry returned to
office, he continued to support the
AMB proposal and encouraged City
Council members to do the same.
Some council members voiced con-
cerns about AMB's ability to complete
the $44 million project because the
company had no experience in de-
veloping a project on this scale.38
Initially the plans were for a ten-story,
369-unit structure. Construction is
currently underway on a 115-unit
structure called ‘Lincoln Condomini-
ums’.

C. Large and Small Businesses

In recent years, large national re-
tail chains and fast-food restaurants
have moved into U Street. What was
once a neighborhood of small “mom
and pop shops” now includes large
national chains such as McDonald’s,
Dunkin® Donuts, and Rite Aid
Pharmacy. National chains contribute
to revitalization efforts by generating
jobs and commerce, but since their
profits are unrelated to the stability of
any one neighborhood they are less
likely than smaller businesses to be
responsive to community needs.

Small businesses are also an inte-
gral part of U Street's economic vitali-
ty since "Local companies and
businesses provide a stabilizing force

in distressed and emerging areas."3?
On U Street, revitalization efforts of
the early 1990s slowed when the gen-
eral economy went into recession; in
that climate, few businesses were
willing to take additional risks by en-
tering an uncharted commercial
neighborhood.

Commercial life has slowly re-en-
tered the area as the general economy
has improved. One of the first busi-
nesses to start turning the tide of U
Street was Polly's Cafe. Pierre Mattia,
a restaurant owner from New York
City, wanted to replicate his New
York business and viewed U Street as
a perfect place: the neighborhood
was underserved, in a great location,
and renting space was much cheaper
than in neighboring areas of the city,
such as Adams Morgan and Dupont
Circle. Mattia, encouraged by his suc-
cess with Polly’s Café, opened anoth-
er restaurant, Coppi’s, at 14th and U
Streets which has also been success-
ful,

D. Non-profit groups

Many non-profit organizations are
located along the U Street corridor.
Two organizations attempting to re-
spond to community needs are
Manna, Inc.,, and Funds for the
Community’s Future. Manna, Inc., a
well-known housing corporation, has
developed a community develop-
ment corporation (CDC) in the neigh-
borhood encompassing U Street. The
goal of the Manna CDC is to create an
economic development plan by resi-
dents, business owners, and other
stakeholders resulting in economic
opportunity for the community. The
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capitalize on its
rich history as a
center of African-
American
community,
culture, and
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CDC’s two primary initiatives are cre-
ating a job placement agency run by
and for the community and stimulat-
ing economic development through
tourisn, 0

Manna has joined other organiza-
tions in Washington, DC to entice vis-
itors away from traditional tourist
sites and onto U Street. One of the
most prominent organizations is the
Coalition of Off the Mall Heritage
Groups, a 57-member organization
which promotes the link between
tourism and economic development
to help communities benefit from
tourist interest in history and culture,
The coalition is helping U Street cap-
italize on its rich history as a center of
African-American community, cul-
ture, and music by promoting tourism
as a profit-making enterprise that will
increase the area’s investment poten-
tial.

The coalition believes that large
groups of visitors will be drawn to the
area if the neighborhood's history is
captured and marketed effectively,
Efforts are underway to develop his-
tory exhibits, construct historic mark-
ers designating points of interest, and
develop bus and walking tours of the
area. An installation of photos and
historical information surrounds a lot
at the corner of 13th and U Streets
and the first bus tour of the area is
slated to be given in July 1998
Perhaps most importantly, the
National Park Service is constructing
the first African American Civil War
Memorial in the country at U,
Vermont, and 10th Streets and is due

to unveil the monument in the sum-
mer of 1998.41

Many of the potential historic
sites, such as the home and office of
Carter G. Woodson, the father of
black history, stand defunct and
abandoned. The coalition believes
that such historical landmarks will be-
come attractive to investors and reno-
vated if U Street tourism is promoted.
Coalition members are optimistic
about the ripple effect that develop-
ment will have if tourism takes root. 12

Funds for the Community’s Future
(FCF) is a non-profit organization that
works to “involve, improve, and in-
vest” in the community by providing
post-secondary scholarships to stu-
dents who volunteer in neighbor-
hood projects. FCF forms a
collaboration between high schools
and the community by identifying
needs and organizing students to
make neighborhood improvements.
Money raised from the community
through student sponsorship or
fundraising efforts supports the schol-
arship fund.

FCF’s contribution to the commu-
nity is measured by the experience
that residents gain in understanding
community issues. Under FCF's guid-
ance, people participate in communi-
ty activities such as street clean-ups,
tree planting, and painting murals. At
the same time, students learn the im-
portance of shared public spaces and
community life. Thus, FCF provides
opportunities and  organizational
structures that enable people to focus
on common issues and build a com-
munity.
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Thoughts for the Future

Depopulation of the cities and
the transformation of the urban eco-
nomic base have created a crisis situ-
ation that threatens the future of
urban areas in the United States. A
complex array of socioeconomic
problems face policymakers and resi-
dents; though the problems are inter-
related, no magic solution exists to
bring about change.

Ideally, local government will
lead and implement a comprehensive
plan to revitalize urban neighbor-
hoods. Regrettably, the government
of Washington, DC appears unable to
make a significant investment of time,
effort, and money in the U Street area.
The DC government has ~ at least
theoretically — the greatest influence
in neighborhood revitalization, the
greatest means to bring about such
revitalization, and the greatest ability
to stitch together the various interests
of U Street’s constituencies into a co-
herent group. Accordingly, the
District's absence from the process is
a serious impediment to U Street’s fu-
ture.

When local government is both
the principle actor and the principle
obstacle, community residents are
forced to find other ways to achieve
their goals. In this situation, the eco-
nomic vitality of a neighborhood --
including U Street - depends primari-
ly on stimulating the growth of pri-
vate investment in the neighborhood.
Establishing partnerships between
government, non-profit groups, small
business, and private investors be-
comes a4 workable way to blend gov-

ernment resources with the knowl-
edge and financial capital of others.
Public/private partnerships can help
distressed communities create realis-
tic goals, develop a vision and plan,
attract investment, and create jobs.

Since the District government is
currently not taking the initiative to
guide revitalization on U Street, de-
velopment will continue in a piece-
meal fashion. Fortunately, community
stakeholders believe that U Street can
regain its place as a center of com-
merce and culture in Washington.
Their dedication and efforts at renew-
al indicate a successful future for U
Street.

The story of U Street’s redevelop-
ment is one of stops and starts, rising
hopes and dashed expectations, in-
vestment and bankruptcy, govern-
ment inertia and community vigor.
Although some believe that the area’s
full potential will never be realized,
the neighborhood has so many assets
— including a rich history, aesthetic
potential, prime location, active citi-
zenry, and suitable infrastructure —
that development seems almost in-
evitable. Still, much needs to be ac-
complished.
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Notes

We would like to thank the Historical
Society of Washington, DC for allowing us to
use their photographs of U Street. We also
wish to thank our article editor, Lisa
Downing, and associate editor, Judy
Greenbaum, for their help and advice in
proclucing this article. Finally, we would like
to thank Rachel Stein and Jill Kasle for their
undying dedication and sense of humor
throughout this process.
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