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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The United States General Services Administration (GSA) has submitted a concept design for the 
perimeter security improvements at Lot 9 of the Jamie L. Whitten Federal Building. The 
Commission previously approved perimeter security for the site in 2014 as part of the People’s 
Garden project. The current proposal is a modification of the perimeter security line to incorporate 
the parking area (Lot 9) which also serves as the site of a seasonal farmers market. Constructed in 
1930 for the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Whitten Building is located in 
southwest Washington, DC on the National Mall. It is the only Cabinet-level building on the 
National Mall, and holds the office of the Secretary of Agriculture. The USDA has undertaken a 
security assessment and identified the area as a concern to be addressed. The purpose of the project 
is to incorporate Lot 9 within the security perimeter.  
 
The Whitten Building is bounded by Jefferson Drive to the north, Independence Avenue to the 
south, 12th Street to the east, and 14th Street to the west. Lot 9 is located on the east side of the 
building at the corner of Independence Avenue and 12th Street, adjacent to the Smithsonian 
Metrorail Station elevator. Lot 9 serves as an employee parking lot with approximately forty-seven 
spaces and three curb cuts along 12th Street. Lot 9 also hosts the weekly USDA Farmers Market 
during the summer and fall, attracting large groups of people. The seasonal market takes place 
every Friday, for six months from May through October. Since 1995, USDA has operated the 
farmers market at the USDA headquarters. The farmers market is the Department’s own “living 
laboratory” for farmers market operations across the country.  
 
In 2014, the Commission approved a perimeter security plan for the entire USDA complex, but 
the plan has not yet been implemented. USDA has installed temporary water-filled barriers around 
Lot 9 since 2018 to protect the farmers market. The proposed project would move the originally-
approved perimeter security line approximately 70 feet to the east, thereby expanding the secure 
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area. A series of bollards will be used as protective measures around this portion of the site. Other 
site improvements  include removing 15 parking spaces for circulation and landscape purposes; 
removing the south curb cut to reduce intersection congestion and increase planting area; 
converting the south vehicular entrance into a pedestrian only access; and expanding the width of 
the vegetation beds from three to twelve feet along 12th Street. The landscape plan incorporates 
hedges and groundcover plantings. 

KEY INFORMATION 
• The Whitten Building is the only federal office building on the National Mall. The building 

has served as the office of the Secretary of Agriculture, a Cabinet-level position, since its 
completion in 1930. The building is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The 
north landscape was designed by the Olmsted Brothers firm who tailored the plantings to 
complement their vision for the greater National Mall. 

• The remaining buildings on the National Mall are museums. Their perimeter security lines 
are generally located near the public sidewalks to incorporate the building yards and other 
gathering spaces. 

• The Commission approved perimeter security plans for the Level IV USDA headquarters 
complex in May 2004 and June 2014, but these plans have not been implemented due to 
lack of funding. 

• The 2004 perimeter security plan included the Yates Building and Cotton Annex in 
addition to the Whitten and South Buildings. The 2004 plan included hundreds of bollards 
at the edge of the building yard concealed within a hedge. 

• The 2014 People’s Garden site improvements and perimeter security plan for the USDA 
Headquarters, which includes the Whitten and South Buildings, expanded the People’s 
Garden theme across the USDA grounds. The plan included low impact development 
practices, integrated Level IV perimeter security within the landscape to minimize visual 
impacts, and reduced parking significantly. The perimeter security line was closer to the 
building to create a sense of openness and the use of bollards was limited. 

• The only project that has been submitted to the Commission since the 2014 approval is the 
preliminary and final site development plans for six retractable bollards at the north 
entrance motor court of the Whitten Building, which was approved by the Commission in 
May 2018. The bollards have yet to be installed. 

• The previously approved perimeter security for Lot 9 included a reinforced rail system 
located near the existing moat that surrounds the Whitten Building. It also included 
hardened structures, such as a farmers market canopy and raised planting beds.  

• USDA has indicated that the Lot 9 parking area and farmers market should be incorporated 
into the security perimeter. The proposed concept moves the previously approved security 
line away from the building and installs bollards closer to the sidewalk. 

• The United States General Services Administration has jurisdiction over both the Whitten 
and South Buildings. The National Park Service maintains jurisdiction over the north lawn 
of the Whitten Building as well as the sidewalks and tree beds along Jefferson Drive. 

• The current proposal returns to the 2004 perimeter security location and design approach. 
• Since 2014, USDA conducted a survey and concluded that the Washington Metropolitan 

Area Transit Authority’s (WMATA) Smithsonian Metrorail Station was approximately six 
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feet below ground, which creates limited soil depth and requires shallow perimeter security 
footings. Therefore, the previously proposed cable reinforced fence system is not feasible 
because it requires deep foundations. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 
The Commission: 
 
Notes that in 2014, the Commission approved preliminary site development plans for the People’s 
Garden site improvements and perimeter security at the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) headquarters complex, including the Jamie L. Whitten and South Buildings.  
 
Notes that the 2014 plan for the 20-acre site included integration of low impact development 
practices and Level IV perimeter security elements into the landscape design, and a significant 
reduction of on-site parking. The use of bollards was limited, and the proposed design honored the 
historic Olmsted Brothers’ landscape.  
 
Notes the 2014 plan included a design for the farmers  market (Lot 9), located on the east court of 
the Whitten Building, which proposed eliminating the existing parking lot and converting it into a 
permeable paved plaza, incorporating a curvilinear walkway to reference the original Olmstead 
design, and expanding the Lincoln teaching garden. The perimeter security consisted of a cable 
railing system adjacent to the building and hardened structures such as a canopy and raised planting 
beds. 
 
Finds that the current proposal for Lot 9 is inconsistent with the previously-approved 2014 plan 
because it moves the perimeter security line and proposes bollards instead of a cable rail system. 
 
Notes that the applicant is still committing to implement the rest of the 2014 plan as funding 
permits.  
 
Perimeter Security Need and Location 
 
Notes that USDA has prepared a risk assessment and proposal to incorporate Lot 9 within the 
security perimeter of the site. 
 
Notes the site is home to the office of the Secretary of the Department of Agriculture, the only 
Cabinet-level agency located on the National Mall. 
 
Notes that the proposed location of perimeter security has moved about 70 feet to the east of the 
previously-approved location to incorporate Lot 9 and the site of the farmers market. 
 
Finds that while similar seasonal farmers markets throughout the District do not have permanent 
security measures, several museums on the National Mall, due to their prominent location and high 
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visitation volume, locate permanent security at the property line to protect plazas and large areas 
of public gathering.  
 
Supports providing amenities for federal workers and the surrounding community on, and around, 
federal sites to enhance and activate the public realm. 
 
Perimeter Security and Landscape Design 
 
Notes the 2014 plan approved by the Commission included a cable railing system which would 
require substantial footings. Since that time, the applicant has determined the cable-reinforced 
fence system previously approved would require deep footings that conflict with the Metrorail 
tunnel that passes below the site. 
 
Notes the applicant proposes to replace the cable railing perimeter security approach from the 2014 
plan with bollards for perimeter security around Lot 9. The bollard system would include shallow 
foundations that would accommodate limited space over the tunnel.   
 
Notes the proposed bollards will be hidden from the surrounding public sidewalks by landscape 
plantings in an attempt to reduce their visual impact. 
 
Requests the applicant evaluate whether alterative perimeter security approaches are viable along 
the north side of the parking area, given the character of the adjacent NPS gardens and the distance 
from the street. 
 
Requests the applicant provide at the next review a detailed landscape plan and palette and 
confirmation that any trees or plantings shown above or near the below-grade WMATA station 
will be viable given the shallow soil conditions. 
 
Notes that one of the mitigation measures included in the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) for 
the 2014 plan, which was executed on June 4, 2015, required  the applicant to restore elements of 
the historic landscape plan designed by the Olmstead Brothers in 1931, including the curvilinear 
walkway for Lot 9, which has been eliminated with the proposed project. 
 
Requests that the applicant conduct additional Section 106 consultation to ensure that the proposed 
design for Lot 9 does not preclude implementation of the agreed upon mitigation measures. If it 
does, it may require a possible amendment to the executed memorandum of agreement, which will 
expire in 2035. 
 
Parking Removal 
 
Notes that the proposed design removes 15 parking spaces from Lot 9 which is currently a 47- 
space surface lot.  
 
Supports the removal of parking and increase in landscaping, consistent with the intent of the 
2014 plan. 
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Requests the applicant evaluate the possibility of removing all the parking to provide more 
flexibility for events and improve the character of the site, consistent with the 2014 plan.  
 
Other Coordination 
 
Requests the applicant coordinate with WMATA to ensure that the proposed improvements do 
not create conflicts with the underground station and tunnel. 
 
Requests the applicant coordinate with NPS regarding the north line of the perimeter security to 
avoid impacts to areas under NPS jurisdiction. 
 
Requests the applicant coordinate with the National Mall Streetscape Manual Interagency 
Working Group, as plans and details are developed to improve the streetscape surrounding the 
USDA headquarters complex and develop consistency among the streets within and around the 
National Mall. 
 

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

May 3, 2018 – Approval of preliminary and final site development 
plans for the installation of six retractable bollards across the 
driveways that access the motor court along Jefferson Drive, SW at 
the USDA Jamie L. Whitten Federal Building. 
June 5, 2014 – Approval of preliminary site development plans for 
the People’s Garden site improvements and perimeter security at the 
USDA headquarters complex. The project has not yet been 
implemented. 
May 6, 2004 – Approval of perimeter security concept design for the 
USDA headquarters complex. The project was not implemented. 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

Review revised preliminary site development plans for the People’s 
Garden site improvements and perimeter security 

 

PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The current proposal is a modification of the perimeter security line to incorporate Lot 9, which 
also serves as the site of a seasonal farmers market. Constructed in 1930 for the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Whitten Building is located in southwest, Washington, 
DC on the National Mall. It is the only cabinet-level building on the National Mall, and holds the 
office of the Secretary of Agriculture. The building is listed on the National Register of Historic 
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Places. The north landscape was designed by the Olmsted Brothers firm who tailored the plantings 
to complement their vision for the greater National Mall. 
 
In 2014, the Commission approved a perimeter security plan for the entire USDA complex, but 
the plan has not yet been implemented. Since 2018, USDA installed temporary water filled barriers 
around Lot 9 to protect the farmers market. Due to an updated assessment, the proposed project 
would move the originally-approved perimeter security line approximately 70 feet to the east. A 
series of bollards would be used as protective measures around this portion of the site. Other 
improvements  include the removal of 15 parking spaces for circulation and landscape purposes; 
removing the south curb cut to reduce intersection congestion and increase planting area; 
converting the south vehicular entrance into a pedestrian only access; and expanding the width of 
the vegetation beds from three to twelve feet along 12th Street. The landscape plan incorporates 
hedges and groundcover plantings. The applicant is still committed to implementing the rest of the 
2014 plan as funding permits. 
 
Analysis 
 
USDA has prepared a risk assessment and proposes to incorporate Lot 9 within the security 
perimeter of the site. While similar seasonal markets throughout the city do not have permanent 
security measures, the majority of the museums on the National Mall, due to their prominent 
location and high visitation volume, locate permanent security at the property line to protect plazas 
and large areas of public gatherings and activities.  Further, the use of federal building sites for 
public activities events is supported by many policies within the Comprehensive Plan. The 
modification of perimeter security to include the farmers market will allow this and other activities 
to occur on-site, and to promote the mission of the USDA. 
 
Comparison to 2014 Plan 
 
In 2014, Commission approved preliminary site development plans for the People’s Garden site 
improvements and perimeter security at the USDA complex, including the Jamie L. Whitten and 
South Buildings. The plan included integration of low impact development practices and Level IV 
perimeter security elements into the landscape design, and a significant reduction of on-site 
parking. The use of bollards was limited, and the proposed design honored the historic Olmstead 
Brothers’ landscape.  
 
The 2014 plan for the farmers market (Lot 9), located on the east court of the Whitten Building, 
proposed eliminating the existing parking lot and converting it into a permeable paved plaza, 
incorporating a curvilinear walkway to reference the original Olmstead design, and expanding the 
Lincoln teaching garden. The perimeter security consisted of a cable railing system adjacent to the 
building and hardened structures such as a canopy and raised planting beds. 
 
The current proposal for Lot 9 deviates from the 2014 plan because it moves the perimeter security 
line approximately 70 feet to the east to incorporate Lot 9. In addition, bollards are proposed in 
lieu of a cable rail system. The 2014 plan also included the removal of all parking. The current 
proposal reduces parking by about 15 spaces, but 32 will remain. Staff finds that other aspects of 
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the proposed design are positive, including the conversion of south vehicular entrance to an 
expanded curbside planter; expansion of vegetation beds from 3’ to 10’ width along 12th Street, 
SW; and restoration of the tree canopy (eight trees) along 12th Street. 
 
Proposed Design 
 
USDA has stated that the cable reinforced fence system previously approved would require deep 
footings that conflict with the Metrorail tunnel that cuts below the site. The bollard system would 
include shallow foundations that would accommodate limited space over the tunnel. In general, 
staff finds the proposed bollards will likely be screened from the surrounding public sidewalks by 
landscape plantings. The location of the bollards along with edge of the parking will also avoid 
any conflicts with root zones and the soil volume for plantings. 
 
The open space along the north side of the property is maintained by the National Park Service. 
Currently, the area is programmed with a garden. Given the proximity of the proposed security 
elements to NPS lands, staff recommends the Commission request the applicant coordinate 
with the National Park Service regarding the north line of the perimeter security to avoid 
impacts to areas under NPS jurisdiction. Further, given the different character of this area, 
including the planter boxes and gardens, it may be helpful to consider whether different security 
measures might be appropriate, including benches or other landscape features. The north perimeter 
is also much further from the street compared to the other sides. As such, staff recommends the 
Commission request the applicant evaluate whether alterative perimeter security 
approaches are viable along the north side of the parking area, given the character of the 
adjacent NPS gardens and the distance from the street. 
 
In general, staff finds the increase in landscape plantings and trees will be beneficial. As these are 
critical to mitigating the visual impact of the security measures and in providing shade around the 
site, additional information about the proposed plantings will be necessary. Further, due to the 
spatial constraints noted previously due to the WMATA tunnel and station, it will be helpful to 
confirm that any proposed trees will be viable in the propose locations. Therefore, staff 
recommends the Commission requests the applicant provide at the next review, a detailed 
landscape plan and palette and confirmation that any trees or plantings shown above or near 
the  below-grade WMATA station will be viable given the shallow soil conditions. 
 
One of the mitigation measures included in the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) prepared 
pursuant to Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act for the 2014 plan, which was 
executed on June 4, 2015, required  the applicant to restore elements of the historic landscape plan 
designed by the Olmstead Brothers in 1931, including the curvilinear walkway for Lot 9, which 
has been eliminated with the proposed project. As such, it will be necessary to re-address this issue. 
Therefore, staff recommends the Commission request the applicant conduct additional Section 
106 consultation to ensure that the proposed design for Lot 9 does not preclude 
implementation of the agreed upon mitigation measures. If it does, it may require a possible 
amendment to the executed memorandum of agreement, which will expire in 2035. 
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Parking Removal 
 
As noted previously, that the proposed design removes 15 parking spaces from the existing lot, 
leaving 32 parking spaces. The 2014 plan proposed to eliminate all of the parking. Staff 
recommend the Commission supports the removal of parking and increase in landscaping, 
consistent with the intent of the 2014 plan. Given the location of the site on the National Mall, 
the historic character of the building and the context, as well as the first impression for those exiting 
the Smithsonian Metro Station, the eliminating of the parking lot should remain the ultimate goal. 
Eliminating the remaining 32 parking spaces could open up the site to additional programming, 
landscaping and permeable treatments. It may also help address the mitigation set forth in the 
MOA described previously. As such, staff recommends the Commission request the applicant 
evaluate the possibility of removing all the parking to provide more flexibility for events and 
improve the character of the site, consistent with the 2014 plan.  
 
Other Coordination 
 
Given the several jurisdictions and complex challenges of the site, additional coordination will be 
helpful in affirming some of the proposed design elements. As such, staff recommends the 
Commission request the applicant coordinate with WMATA to ensure that the proposed 
improvements and trees do not create conflicts with the underground station and tunnel; 
request the applicant coordinate with the National Park Service regarding the north line of 
the perimeter security to avoid impacts to areas under NPS jurisdiction; and further request 
the applicant coordinate with the National Mall Streetscape Manual Interagency Working 
Group, as plans and details are developed to improve the streetscape surrounding the USDA 
headquarters complex and develop consistency among the streets within and around the 
National Mall. 
 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
The analysis and recommendations above are intended to support the basic goals of the 
Comprehensive Plan. Staff evaluated consistency with policies set forth in the Environment and 
Urban Design Elements. 
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
GSA and NCPC each have an independent responsibility to comply with the National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA). The 2014 project resulted in the preparation of an MOA pursuant to 
Section 106 of the NHPA. As noted previously, additional consultation will be required to address 
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any changes to the design or potential mitigation. On October 31, 2019, GSA reinitiated 
consultation with the DC State Historic Preservation Officer (DC SHPO). 
 
 
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
  
GSA and NCPC each have an independent responsibility to comply with the in the National 
Environmental Policy Act. An Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact 
were prepared for the 2014 People’s Garden project. GSA and NCPC will evaluate the level of 
NEPA required prior to the next submission. 
 

CONSULTATION 
 
Coordinating Committee 
 
The Coordinating Committee reviewed the proposal at its November 13, 2019 meeting and again 
on August 12, 2020. The Committee forwarded the proposed concept plans to the Commission 
with the statement that the proposal has been coordinated with some of the participating agencies, 
including NPS, GSA, District of Columbia Department of Transportation (DDOT), District Office 
of Energy and Environment and WMATA. DDOT asked GSA to reaffirm that no work was 
planned in the public rights-of-way WMATA requested that GSA continue coordination to ensure 
no impacts to the underground Metrorail station. The SHPO coordinated subject to completion of 
the Section 106 process. 
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
The U.S. Commission of Fine Arts reviewed the project at their November 21, 2019 meeting, and 
approved the proposal as a consent item. 
 
ONLINE REFERENCE 
 
The following supporting documents for this project are available online at www.ncpc.gov: 
 

• Submission Package 
 
 

Prepared by Matthew Flis 
August 27, 2020 
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OPERATING STATUS AND PROJECT REVIEW
Due to the Covid-19 public health emergency, the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts has made several changes to its
meeting schedule and project submission procedures. Click here for the latest information. For general inquiries,
please email cfastaff@cfa.gov or call (202) 504-2200.

CFA 21/NOV/19-c
LOCATION:
12th Street and Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC

OWNER:
U.S. Department of Agriculture
U.S. General Services Administration

PROPERTY:
Jamie L. Whitten Federal Building (USDA headquarters), Staff Parking Lot #9

DESCRIPTION:
Site improvements and perimeter security plan

REVIEW TYPE:
Revised concept

PREVIOUS REVIEW:
CFA 16/MAY/19-5

Recommendation
No objection to the revised concept design for site improvements and the installation of perimeter security barriers for
the USDA Public Gathering Area (Staff Parking Lot #9), as shown in materials received and dated 6 November 2019.
Refer to DC Historic Preservation Office.

https://www.cfa.gov/coronavirus
mailto:cfastaff@cfa.gov
https://www.cfa.gov/records-research/project-search/cfa-16-may-19-5
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