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Public Engagement and the Planning Process

NCPC includes the public’s input in all aspects of the planning process. 
The capital city serves several dis  nct cons  tuencies, so “the public” has 
a very broad meaning. The public includes local ci  zens, both those who 
are represented by organiza  ons and those who are not. The public also 
encompasses federal employees and agencies who, as a group, comprise 
a dis  nct federal interest. A broader na  onal audience, the ci  zens of the 
United States, for whom the capital city is the symbolic heart of the na  on 
and an important travel des  na  on, comprise a third component of the 
public we serve. 

NCPC engages the broader public in many ways. Monthly Commission 
mee  ngs are open to the public and allow tes  mony. The agency 
holds monthly public mee  ngs and frequent outreach events; shares 
cri  cal planning informa  on through print and electronic publica  ons; 
explores best prac  ces through forums and other events with 
industry leaders; and seeks public comment on agency plans. NCPC 
emphasizes outreach, educa  on, engagement, and transparency 
through all of its ini  a  ves, plans and project review work. NCPC’s 
goal is to communicate clearly and e  ec  vely with the diversity 
of interests throughout the Na  onal Capital Region and beyond.

Partnerships and the Planning Process

As part of the par  cipa  on process, NCPC also focuses on building consensus and facilita  ng coopera  on to 
move plans and policies toward frui  on. The Na  onal Capital Planning Act, 40 U.S.C. §8901 et seq., iden   es 
NCPC as the agency through which all other federal en   es responsible for public development in the Na  onal 
Capital Region must cooperate and correlate their work. The agency’s coordina  on e  orts also include District 
and regional agencies, public interest groups, and business associa  ons, among others .

Every plan or policy has a lifecycle that starts with the iden   ca  on of a need. The process of  nding a solu  on 
moves through various stages, from the conceptual to the concrete, as ideas evolve into descrip  ons, drawings, 
and recommenda  ons. A successful planning process does not end with the comple  on of a plan; it ends with 
the implementa  on of the plan.

While NCPC does not provide the bricks and mortar to turn its plans into reality, it does bring together, persuade, 
and encourage those who implement. Consensus-building begins early in the planning process, because a plan is 
more likely to become reality if all par  es have been involved from the outset. NCPC therefore begins most major 
planning projects by consul  ng with stakeholders––those likely to play an important role in marshaling popular 
support, passing necessary policies, cra  ing the project design, and providing funds.

IN 2013, THE AGENCY:

• Welcomed 454 people to the agency’s 
regular Commission meetings

• Presented 2 Speaker Series and 1 brown bag 

• Distributed 51 press advisories and releases

• Organized 15 public meetings, 3 public forums 
and 3 scoping meetings

• Logged about 5,000 website visitors

• Logged over 14,000 YouTube views 
of agency videos

• Distributed 10 e-newsletters to more 
than  3,000 subscribers
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What Does NCPC Want to Achieve?

Mission

The Na  onal Capital Planning Commission preserves and enhances the extraordinary 
historical, cultural, and natural resources and federal assets of the Na  onal Capital 
Region to support the needs of the federal government and enrich the lives of the 
region’s visitors, workers, and residents.

Strategic Goals

To carry out its mission and ensure that the na  on’s capital evolves as NCPC has 
envisioned, the following strategic goals were formulated to direct the agency’s planning 
and public outreach e  orts and cri  cal support ac  vi  es over the next four years:

Strategic Goal 2

Ensure that individual projects and plans within 
the Na  onal Capital Region are consistent

with federal interests.

Strategic Goal 3

Advance the orderly federal capital improvement
of the Na  onal Capital Region. 

Management Goal 4 

Ensure e  ec  ve management and
accountability of agency resources.

Strategic Goal 1

Foster a vibrant, well-planned na  onal capital.
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Strategic Goal 1:

Foster a vibrant, well-planned national capital.

Program Objective 1.A: 

Create, maintain, and advance policies and plans that respond to emerging planning
issues and engage the public throughout the planning process.

NCPC develops its planning vision for the Na  onal Capital Region through the Comprehensive Plan for the Na  onal 
Capital (Comprehensive Plan), signature planning e  orts, emerging issues planning, and a robust public process. 

The Federal Elements of The Comprehensive Plan

The Comprehensive Plan sets forth the long-term planning vision for the Na  onal Capital Region. NCPC dra  s the 
Federal Elements of the Comprehensive Plan. The Mayor of the District of Columbia dra  s the District Elements 
of the Comprehensive Plan. 

The Federal Elements of the Comprehensive Plan outline policies for nine dis  nct planning elements of capital 
city life in which the federal government has an interest. It addresses the needs of federal employees as well as 
visitors to the capital; devises policies for loca  ng new federal facili  es and maintaining exis  ng ones; guides 
the placement of foreign missions and interna  onal agencies; promotes the preserva  on and improvement 
of the natural environment and public parks; protects historic and cultural resources; and encourages e   cient 
transporta  on into, out of, and around the Na  onal Capital Region. 

The Comprehensive Plan is a key factor in NCPC’s decision-making process. Policies are updated periodically to 
respond to changing circumstances, the evolving priori  es of the federal government, and the  ndings of studies 
undertaken by our agency and others. Beginning in 2010, NCPC ini  ated an update to the Federal Elements. 
Examples of updated policies include guidance related to Execu  ve Order 13514, “Federal Leadership in 
Environment, Energy and Economic Performance,” the 2010 Presiden  al Memorandum “Disposing of Unneeded 
Federal Real Estate,” and the 2013 “Freeze the Federal Footprint” real property benchmarks set forth by the 
O   ce of Management and Budget (OMB). All elements are reviewed by the Commission and include a public 
comment period.

NCPC is currently dra  ing a new Urban Design Element. This new element includes guidance to improve the 
design and quality of public spaces, and the buildings that shape them, in the na  onal capital. The dra   policies  
will guide the physical development of federal buildings, campuses and public spaces in and around the region.
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Emerging Planning Issues

To improve the depth of its policymaking, NCPC undertakes focused studies of key and emerging planning issues. 
When unsightly, ad hoc security structures started popping up around the capital city in the 1990s, NCPC took 
ac  on by recommending approaches to security design that would restore the beauty and accessibility of the 
capital. A  er catastrophic  ooding occurred in the city’s monumental core in 2006, NCPC responded with a 
report that determined its causes, iden   ed necessary remedies, and outlined a series of implementa  on steps.

Examples of previous projects that explored key planning issues with federal, local and other stakeholders include:

More recently, NCPC published studies related to building heights (Height Master Plan for Washington, DC - 
2013), commemora  ve works (Memorial Trends and Prac  ce in Washington, DC, 2012), and parks and open 
space (CapitalSpace, 2011).

The reports, policies, and concept designs that result from the study of emerging planning issues help de  ne and 
clarify federal and na  onal interests in these areas. They o  en form the basis for future planning ini  a  ves and 
help establish priori  es for upda  ng the Comprehensive Plan or inform a new signature planning ini  a  ve. 

Examples of current emerging topics and studies include: 

Infrastructure

NCPC is currently involved in several inter-agency planning ini  a  ves that address infrastructure improvement 
needs of federal facili  es at a neighborhood, local, and regional scale. These ac  vi  es involve the assessment 
of current transporta  on, stormwater, and energy systems to support the long-term viability of the federal 
government in the Na  onal Capital Region. The agency is also studying how to pursue innova  ve strategies, such 
as green infrastructure for stormwater management, district energy, and mul  -modal transporta  on centers 
at federal employment nodes. NCPC’s infrastructure planning ac  vi  es focus on ways to increase land use-
transporta  on e   ciency; reduce environmental, economic and social risks; create a public realm be    ng the 
na  on’s capital; iden  fy innova  ve funding mechanisms; and establish governance structures for implementa  on.
 

Climate Change

Recognizing the poten  al risks of climate change to the long-term resiliency of the federal government in the 
na  onal capital, NCPC is facilita  ng an interagency climate adapta  on working group of federal, regional and 
local agencies who own, manage and maintain the federal buildings, cultural landscapes and infrastructure in 
Washington’s monumental core. This group will conduct a needs assessment and iden  fy common priori  es and 
ac  ons for climate adapta  on. This ini  a  ve addresses recent federal direc  ves: E.O. 13514, Federal Leadership in 
Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance; and the GAO’s assessment for federal agencies to coordinate 
their climate adapta  on strategic plans.

Security

•  Federal Triangle Security Task Force 
Recommenda  ons - 2011

• President’s Park Design Compe   on - 2011
•  Urban Design and Security Plan - 2002

Transporta  on
• SW Ecodistrict Plan - 2013

• Monumental Core Framework Plan - 2009

• South Capitol Street Plan - 2004

Stormwater and Flooding in Washington

• Na  onal Mall Levee Study Coordina  on and Capital Project
(submi  ed by the Army Corps of Engineers)

• Federal Triangle Stormwater Drainage Study - 2011

• Report on Stormwater and Flooding in Washington, DC - 2008
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Form of the Capital City

As the capital of the United States, Washington is a unique place with its own authen  c character and iden  ty. 
Since the city’s founding, the image and experience of Washington has been carefully planned to re  ect the 
preeminence of the na  on’s democra  c ins  tu  ons. Many of NCPC’s projects grapple with fundamental 
ques  ons about how to plan for and protect the public realm of the city, including viewsheds and open spaces. 
One important example of this work is the Height Master Plan, which explores the impact of strategic changes to 
one of the most important contributors to the form of the city, the federal Height of Buildings Act of 1910. The 
study, requested by the U.S. House Commi  ee on Oversight and Government Reform, is guided by three core 
principles: ensure the prominence of federal landmarks and monuments by preserving their views and se   ng; 
maintain the horizontality of the monumental city skyline; and minimize nega  ve impacts to na  onally signi  cant 
historic resources, including the L’Enfant Plan.

NCPC is also crea  ng the new Urban Design Element in the Federal Elements of the Comprehensive Plan, which 
will ar  culate policies related to the form, character and experience of the na  on’s capital.  The element will 
include guidance to reinforce the importance of the na  on’s civic spaces and cultural ins  tu  ons; support 
a vital, comfortable and accessible public realm; and reinforce the visual order of the city.  One of the most 
important places where these urban design principles are relevant is Pennsylvania Avenue between the White 
House and U.S. Capitol.  Today, Pennsylvania Avenue, one of the most important se   ngs of na  onal signi  cance 
in the country, is confron  ng a number of important planning challenges.  NCPC is undertaking a detailed study 
of the avenue, including a vision for its future design and the long-term management of its iconic open spaces.  
The study will be conducted with other federal agencies and public stakeholders, and will address issues related 
to transporta  on; security and open space; urban design; and land use management.

Commemorative Works

The Memorial Trends and Prac  ce Report (2012), developed in partnership with the Na  onal Park Service (NPS), 
summarized key issues and trends associated with authorizing, si  ng and designing memorials in Washington 
under the Commemora  ve Works Act. Study recommenda  ons resulted in new policies in the Comprehensive 
Plan. The Report also includes recommenda  ons to improve the commemora  ve works process. NCPC will 
address these recommenda  ons in its work program over the next three years. These include: development of a 
process manual; strategies to balance urban and commemora  ve uses on park lands; and strategies to improve 
memorial guidance through the Na  onal Capital Memorial Advisory Commission.

Evaluating Success 
NCPC can achieve its vision of fostering a vibrant world capital by successfully developing strategic partnerships 
with federal agencies and other stakeholders that can implement our planning vision. NCPC will con  nue to shepherd 
its planning ideas toward implementa  on and we will build on recent successes. For example, the General Services 
Administra  on (GSA) issued a Request for Informa  on (RFI) seeking ideas to address long-term needs of federal 
facili  es located in an area designated Federal Triangle South, located within the SW Ecodistrict Study Area. The RFI 
takes into account many planning and development goals developed in the SW Ecodistrict Plan. As another example 
Congress accepted NCPC’s building height study recommenda  ons, and passed a bill on penthouses, signed by the 
President. 

NCPC has also built successful partnerships that focus on policy areas. For example, in 2011, NCPC partnered 
with the NPS to develop recommenda  ons for the improvement of the commemora  ve works process, which 
resulted in the Memorial Trends and Prac  ce Report. More recently, NCPC kicked o   the Na  onal Capital Climate 
Adapta  on Planning Study, a partnership between 22 agencies that will provide a forum to share informa  on, 
conduct a needs assessment, and iden  fy common priori  es and opportuni  es to collec  vely achieve mul  ple 
objec  ves to improve the federal government’s resiliency to climate change. Moving forward, NCPC will evaluate 
the Comprehensive Plan policies to ensure that they are e  ec  vely guiding the work of the agency and crea  ng a 
sound planning vision for the Na  onal Capital Region.  
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Strategic Goal 2

Ensure that individual projects and plans within the National 
Capital Region are consistent with federal interests.

Through its regulatory responsibili  es, NCPC protects and represents the federal interest on all planning ma  ers. 
The primary method for carrying out these responsibili  es is through agency consulta  on and the monthly plan 
and project review process. NCPC also protects federal interests through its representa  on on local and regional 
planning bodies.

Program Objective 2.A: 

Review federal projects and plans in a public forum for consistency with the Comprehensive Plan, 
federal sector plans, urban planning and design principles, and other federal interests.

The Commission reviews a wide range of plans and projects to determine whether they are consistent with the 
federal interest. Federal interests in the development of the Na  onal Capital Region encompasses many policy 
areas, and because the needs and priori  es of any one agency may not align with those of another, NCPC weighs 
varying concerns to determine how best to serve the broader federal interest. For example, securing public 
buildings and monuments is an important federal interest, but so is maintaining the image of the capital city’s 
architecture and public spaces. Building new facili  es in loca  ons that serve the needs of par  cular agencies 
is also in the federal interest, but so is preven  ng urban sprawl and increasing the use of public transit. The 
review of plans and proposals is a rigorous and systema  c process, and assessing the federal interests in any given 
situa  on is con  ngent upon many factors.
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In evalua  ng designs for site and building projects, NCPC’s sta   professionals consider the federal interest within 
the context of federal, state and local laws; the policies and guidelines ar  culated in the Comprehensive Plan and 
other long-range plans; the plans and policies of local and regional planning authori  es; the needs and master 
plans of the applicant agency; the concerns of other agencies; and public input. The public is invited to comment 
on projects under Commission considera  on.

NCPC conducts  mely, thorough, and transparent reviews of monthly plan and project submissions. NCPC reviews 
master plans and projects requiring referral to state and local en   es in 90 days from the date of submission, 
con  ngent upon the completeness of the submission, the technical complexity of the proposal, and the need to 
gather public input. NCPC sta   consult closely with submi   ng agencies, stakeholders and the public to iden  fy 
and resolve issues. Sta   recommenda  ons and public input inform the discussion of the commissioners, who 
vote on projects during their monthly mee  ngs.

In addi  on to its individual project review during NCPC’s Commission mee  ngs, NCPC protects the federal 
interest through formal representa  on on various local, regional and federal authori  es such as the Board of 
Zoning Adjustment, the Foreign Missions Board of Zoning Adjustment, the Na  onal Capital Memorial Advisory 
Commission, and the Transporta  on Planning Board of the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments. 
NCPC also par  cipates in project-speci  c and issue-based studies conducted by other agencies and organiza  ons 
to ensure federal interests are recognized and to advance agency plans. As an example, NCPC is involved in the 
following external transporta  on ini  a  ves: the Na  onal Mall Roads Interagency Group (NPS), Na  onal Tour 
Bus Study (NPS), District of Columbia Streetcar Task Force (DC), St. Elizabeths DHS Campus (GSA), the DC Surface 
Transit, Inc. (Downtown Business Improvement District), and the Regional Transit System Plan (WMATA). As one 
of NCPC’s key statutory responsibili  es, external representa  on must be fully integrated with the agency’s other 
planning and plan review ac  vi  es.

Program Objective 2.B:

Review state, district and local plans for consistency with the Comprehensive Plan, federal sector plans, 
urban planning and design principles, and other federal interests.

To coordinate development planning in the region, NCPC reviews plans developed by regional and local planning 
agencies. NCPC provides comment le  ers to municipali  es within the region regarding major projects, such as 
municipal capital improvement programs and park master plans.  For example, in 2013, we provided comments 
on 12 ini  a  ves, including on planning ma  ers related to transporta  on, urban design, parks and open space, 
and environmental stewardship. NCPC may also provide comments related to the planning process, including 
public par  cipa  on and stakeholder coordina  on.

Evaluating Success
From sta   consulta  on through Commission ac  on, we will support the orderly development of the Na  onal 
Capital Region and ensure that federal interests are protected during individual project review. While an 
important measure, NCPC’s success goes well beyond mee  ng speci  c scheduling benchmarks associated with 
monthly Commission review. It rests in our ability to improve the founda  onal planning decisions associated 
with each proposed federal project we review in accordance with guidance in the Comprehensive Plan. 
Moving forward, NCPC will develop a system of documen  ng those successes and iden  fying areas where we 
can make improvements.
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Management Goal 4

Ensure effective stewardship and
accountability of agency resources.

Program Objective 4.A:

Recruit and retain a capable, mo  vated and inclusive workforce that 
advances NCPC’s mission and embraces its core values. 

NCPC pursues strategies to nurture a high-quality sta   and build morale within the agency. For example, new 
community planners rotate within the planning divisions to learn the work of the agency and enrich their 
understanding of its mission. NCPC also hosts in-house training sessions for speci  c topics such as plain wri  ng 
and NEPA. Where possible, NCPC invites industry leaders to workshops and forums to keep sta   abreast of best 
planning prac  ces and other related issues. NCPC will con  nue to cul  vate a skilled workforce by se   ng clear 
performance standards, rewarding good performance, and, if necessary, correc  ng poor performance.

Program Objective 4.B:

Ensure sound  nancial performance.

NCPC will ensure that its  nancial systems and opera  ons can produce, in a  mely manner, accurate and relevant 
 nancial informa  on to support sound decision making and comply with the external repor  ng requirements 

directed by OMB and the U.S. Department of the Treasury. The agency can demonstrate that appropriate  nancial 
controls are in place to quickly iden  fy and correct poten  al waste, fraud and abuse. The  nancial system and 
processes enables the agency to link investment of resources to performance. 

Program Objective 4.C: 

Establish a cohesive IT architecture that takes advantage of recent advances in 
cloud compu  ng and managed services and complies with federal security requirements.

NCPC con  nues to improve its informa  on technology infrastructure. To promote economy and e   ciency, NCPC 
has virtualized the agency’s network server, replaced its legacy telecommunica  ons with an Internet Protocol 
based solu  on, and transi  oned to managed service for its day-to-day monitoring for intrusion detec  on and 
incident analysis. To support the agency’s planning func  ons and environmental goals, NCPC is working to meet 
Federal Informa  on Security Management Act requirements. NCPC’s website is being fully updated to meet 
security standards.
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Na  onal Capital Planning Act

This Act, set forth at 40 U.S.C. §8701 et seq., 
establishes the Na  onal Capital Planning 
Commission as the central planning agency for 
the federal government in the Na  onal Capital 
Region. The Act provides for the agency’s 
essen  al func  ons, including development of 
a Comprehensive Plan for the Na  onal Capital 
Region; review of federal and some District 
of Columbia proposed developments and 
projects; review of District of Columbia zoning 
amendments; annual review of the Federal 
Capital Improvements Program and the District 
of Columbia Capital Improvements Program; 
and under its general planning authority the 
development of special planning projects.

Commemora  ve Works Act

The Commemora  ve Works Act, found at 40 
U.S.C. §8901 et seq., speci  es the requirements 
for development, approval, and loca  on of 
new memorials and monuments in the District 
of Columbia and its environs. The Act preserves 
the urban design legacy of the historic L’Enfant 
and McMillan Plans by protec  ng public open 
space and ensuring that future monuments 
and memorials in areas administered by the 
NPS and GSA are appropriately located and 
designed. The Act provides an important role 
for NCPC in approving the site and design 
of commemora  ve works. The Act, when 
amended in 2003, established a Reserve, 
a zone on the Na  onal Mall where new 
commemora  ve works may not be located.

District of Columbia Zoning Act

This law is set forth at DC Code §6-641.01 
et seq. It authorizes the District of Columbia 
Zoning Commission to regulate the loca  on, 
height, bulk, number of stories and size of 
buildings and other structures; lot occupancy; 
the sizes of open spaces; the density of 
popula  on; and building and land uses. 
Federal buildings are exempt from zoning 
controls, but the Act mandates that NCPC 
serve on the DC Board of Zoning Adjustment, 
which hears many cases involving land near or 
a  ected by federal landholdings.

Height of Buildings Act of 1910

This law, enacted in 1910 as 36 Stat. 452, is 
key to establishing and assuring the horizontal 
character of the na  onal capital by se   ng 
maximum building heights that are controlled 
primarily by street width. The height limit on 
residen  al streets is 90 feet. In business areas, 
the building height is generally limited to the 
width of the adjacent street plus 20 feet. 
There is an overall height limit in the District of 
130 feet, which is extended to 160 feet along 
certain por  ons of Pennsylvania Avenue.

Na  onal Historic Preserva  on Act

This law, at 16 U.S.C. §470, establishes a 
program for preserving historic proper  es 
throughout the na  on. By carrying out its 
obliga  ons under this law, NCPC serves as 
a steward of the region’s historic buildings, 
districts, landscapes, and views.

Na  onal Environmental Policy Act

The Na  onal Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 
42 U.S.C. §4321 et seq., requires federal 
agencies to consider poten  al environmental 
impacts of federal ac  ons. Under NEPA, NCPC 
must undertake an environmental review 
to inform its analysis of project proposals. 
Environment is broadly de  ned by the act 
to include social, economic, and historic 
impacts as well as e  ects on the natural 
environment. Beginning at an early point in 
its decision-making process, NCPC considers 
the environmental and historic aspects of 
proposed ac  ons that it reviews.

Foreign Missions Act and 
Interna  onal Center Act

The Foreign Missions Act, 22 U.S. C. §4301 
et seq., rea   rms the federal government’s 
jurisdic  on over the opera  on of foreign 
missions and interna  onal organiza  ons in the 
United States. The Act establishes the criteria 
and procedures by which foreign missions 
may locate in the District of Columbia. It 
provides for NCPC’s execu  ve director to 
serve as a member of the DC Board of Zoning 
Adjustment when it considers applica  ons by 
foreign missions.

The Interna  onal Center Act, passed in 1968 
and amended in 1982 (Sec  on 1 of P.L. 90-553 
(82 Stat. 958) and P.L. 97-186 (96 Stat. 101), 
authorizes the Secretary of State to sell or 
lease to foreign governments and interna  onal 
organiza  ons federal property located within 
the Interna  onal Center along Van Ness Street 
in Northwest Washington, DC Plans for all 
chanceries in the 47-acre Interna  onal Center 
are subject to NCPC’s approval.

District of Columbia Home Rule Act

The District of Columbia Self-Government and 
Governmental Reorganiza  on Act, known as 
the Home Rule Act, P.L. 93-198 (87 Stat. 774), 
and codi  ed at DC Code §1-101 et seq., made 
the Mayor of the District of Columbia the chief 
planner for the city of Washington. As a result 
of the Home Rule Act, the District became 
responsible for its own planning, including 
social and economic development, land use, 
and housing and transporta  on policies. NCPC 
approves District projects in the central area of 
the city, reviews and advises on other District of 
Columbia projects and the District of Columbia 
Elements of the Comprehensive Plan, and 
reviews and advises on amendments to city 
zoning regula  ons and maps.

Appendix: Statutory Framework
NCPC’s e  orts to de  ne and protect the federal interest during the planning and plan-review 
process are guided by numerous statutes, including:




