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NCPC Provides Feedback on the Smithsonian’s South Mall Campus Master Plan 
Commission also comments on three potential sites for the Desert Storm and Desert Shield Memorial 

 
Washington, DC—At its Thursday, April 5 meeting, the National Capital Planning Commission (NCPC) provided 
comments on the Smithsonian Institution’s draft master plan for its 17-acre South Mall Campus that stretches 
from the Freer Gallery of Art to the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden. The plan will guide short- and long-
term development at the site over the next 20-30 years and identifies projects to improve visitor services and 
address long-term space requirements as well as physical and operational deficiencies. 
 
The draft master plan has changed substantially since the Smithsonian released the original concept in 2014. It 
takes into consideration feedback obtained through the planning process, including public comments. The 
Commission supported the Smithsonian’s preferred option for the master plan. This option:   

• Restores the Smithsonian Castle as the main visitor center and the physical and symbolic center of the 
Smithsonian’s museums on the National Mall.  

• Makes the underground Quadrangle Building more functional and modern, with its public spaces 
consolidated, and its 30-year old roof replaced.  

• Creates two new pavilions to improve pedestrian connections and accessibility and provides better 
entries into the Sackler Gallery and National Museum of African Art.  

• Locates a new Haupt Garden, maintaining many of the current garden’s characteristics, on the 
Quadrangle Building’s reconstructed roof. 

• Restores the Arts and Industries Building, which will host events and exhibits, consistent with its original 
use.  

• Provides a new pedestrian connection to the Hirshhorn Museum, improving connectivity between the 
buildings and through the campus. The Hirshhorn Museum will be also be restored.  

 
The Commission anticipates reviewing the final master plan in the late spring or early summer. In the future, the 
Commission will also review individual projects as they are developed in detail.  
 
The Commission then approved preliminary and final site and building plans at the National Air and Space 
Museum that include replacing the building’s exterior envelope, improving major building systems, revitalizing the 
building’s landscape, and improving universal accessibility and the building’s entrances, including adding a new 
entrance canopy to the museum’s north side facing the National Mall. 
 
The final submission included several changes that responded to feedback provided at the last Commission 
review. These include bringing back a water feature on the plinth for the Delta Solar sculpture, improvements to 
the adjacent plaza, changes to the tree planting scheme, and retaining a proposed south canopy entryway 
concept should funding become available.  
 
 

— MORE — 
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https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7630_South_Mall_Campus_Master_Plan_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7585_Building_Exterior,_Vestibules,_and_Site_Improvements_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7585_Building_Exterior,_Vestibules,_and_Site_Improvements_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
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NCPC provided the National Park Service with feedback on three potential sites and memorial concept designs 
for the Desert Storm and Desert Shield Memorial. The comments addressed each site’s thematic connections 
and how well each accommodates the memorial program and design concepts, and will be used by the Park 
Service and the sponsor to select a preferred site and advance the memorial design for a future submission. The 
memorial will honor those who, as members of the Armed Forces, served on active duty in support of Operation 
Desert Storm or Operation Desert Shield. The proposed area will be generally less than 0.5 acres in size. 
 
The Commission noted that, per the memorial’s program, a sacred space for reflection is very important and that 
commemorative walls were a primary feature in each of the conceptual design schemes. NCPC recommended 
that the applicant consider other memorial elements besides walls to differentiate it from other memorials in 
Washington while achieving the same objective. The Commission supported the site by Constitution Avenue’s 
terminus near 23rd Street, NW (north of the Lincoln Memorial) as the preferred location. This site provides a 
strong thematic connection to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, other 20th Century war memorials, and 
diplomatic agencies and organizations, while allowing for a contemplative gathering space. 
 
The Commission found that the Walt Whitman Park location, near the intersection of E and 19th Streets, NW, 
might be better suited for another memorial theme. The Belvedere site adjacent to the Potomac River south of I-
66, is an ideal site for a memorial that would not need a contemplative space. The location is on the Rock Creek 
and Potomac Parkway, which sees a steady stream of vehicular traffic, and is difficult to access from the 
National Mall. The memorial sponsor and National Park Service will use the Commission’s comments in 
selecting their preferred site and advancing the memorial design. 
 
The Commission approved the preliminary and final design for a new Frederick Douglass Memorial Bridge, 
noting that it is a strong, elegant design that distinguishes it from Washington’s eleven other bridges. They noted 
that the proposed architectural lighting could affect views of the U.S. Capitol, and requested that the District 
Department of Transportation (DDOT) submit bridge lighting and operational plans for NCPC review, along with 
more detailed design information to demonstrate reduced bike/pedestrian pathway conflicts.  
 
The new 1,445-foot-long bridge will replace the existing span, opened in 1950, that crosses over the Anacostia 
River connecting South Capitol Street with the Suitland Parkway. The new span would be triple-arched and made 
of steel. It will have six travel lanes, dedicated bike and pedestrian paths, and four overlooks. Its highest point 
will be 168 feet at the top of the central arch. 
 
NCPC also provided comments on a related concept design submitted by DDOT for proposed changes to the 
South Capitol Street Corridor. South Capitol Street is a major axial extending from the U.S. Capitol and one of the 
most important viewsheds in Washington. Improving the corridor has long been a goal of NCPC and the District 
of Columbia government. Plans call for the development of two new open spaces that will serve as gateways on 
either end of the bridge. An additional component calls for improved landscaping at Suitland Parkway’s 
interchange with I-295.  
 
The Commission found that the less urban and more natural east oval presents an opportunity for a dramatic 
gateway element (such as a memorial or public art) and requested that the future design consider how it could 
feature this element while best accommodating park visitors. NCPC supported the idea of using the west oval as 
an active park and gathering space that could host an appropriate memorial or public art, but noted that views 
towards the U.S Capitol should remain paramount. The Commission also recommended that DDOT examine 
ways to honor Frederick Douglass in the ovals’ design and/or in an adjacent river esplanade. 
 
 

— MORE — 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7745_National_Desert_Storm_and_Desert_Shield_Memorial_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7529_South_Capitol_Street_Corridor_and_Frederick_Douglass_Bridge_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
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NCPC provided comments to Events DC on a concept design for exterior alterations and streetscape 
improvements at the Walter E. Washington Convention Center located at 801 Mount Vernon Place, NW. Plans 
aim to create a more pedestrian-friendly experience and break up the center’s long expanses of blank walls. 
Improvements include new retail kiosks, signs, balconies, rooftop terraces, exterior public art installations, 
sidewalk paving, planting beds, and exterior lighting. A proposed new plaza and canopy at the Mt. Vernon 
Square/7th Street-Convention Center Metro Station will provide more exposure for the station’s entrance, which 
is the center’s most public entryway. 
 
The Commission supported Events DC’s vision to enliven the Convention Center and give it a more engaging 
appearance that better fits in the developing Shaw Historic District. The Commission noted that any lighting 
changes proposed for the front of the center facing Mount Vernon Square should not negatively impact the 
square nor the Carnegie Library. They also recommended that Events DC coordinate with WMATA regarding any 
proposed alternations to the Metro station entrance, and provide additional information about any projections 
into the public right-of-way, materials proposed for exterior alterations, and signage.  
 
Before adjourning, the Commission provided comments on the draft master plan for the National Institute of 
Standard’s (NIST) 579-acre campus in Gaithersburg, Maryland. The master plan provides for the modernization 
of aging, inefficient buildings and accommodates anticipated growth in research programs over the next 20 
years. The emphasis is on research buildings with a focus on upgrading existing laboratory buildings and 
infrastructure to support current and future research, while adding new facilities for future planned programs. 
 
NIST developed six design concepts for evaluation. NCPC supported NIST’s preferred alternative, which 
concentrates new development in the campus’s historic core. This alternative dedicates all new construction 
space solely to research uses and best preserves features that are hallmarks of postwar research campus 
design. The Commission commended NIST’s careful consideration of the campus’s unique character, and 
supported its effort to meet federal and local sustainability goals. They supported the plan to develop a new 
pedestrian promenade between the campus core and the future Corridor Cities Transitway station, and 
requested that the agency prioritize development of a detailed Travel Demand Management Plan. 
 
The NIST Gaithersburg campus has 62 buildings and structures, totaling more than 3.6 million gross square feet 
of space. The mid-century modern research campus is eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic 
Places. The campus houses approximately 4,000 personnel (employees and associates). The plan lists 25 
projects and presumes a population growth of 1,099 new employees over the next 20 years with an anticipated 
need of 1.4 million gross feet of new space. 
 
This month’s agenda also included four consent calendar items (no presentation given): 

1. Preliminary site development plans for streetscape modifications at the National Law Enforcement 
Museum, 901 E Street, NW. (6321) 

2. Final site and building plans for a new hanger facility at Joint Base Andrews, Camp Springs, Maryland. 
(7873) 

3. Preliminary and final site development plans for replacement of a Beach Drive bridge over Silver Creek, 
Rock Creek Stream Valley Park, Kensington, Maryland. (7970) 

4. Preliminary site and building plans for multiuse fields at the RFK Campus, 2400 East Capitol Street, SE. 
(7972) 

 
The National Capital Planning Commission is the federal government's central planning agency in Washington, DC and 
surrounding counties of Maryland and Virginia. The Commission provides overall guidance for federal land and 
buildings in the region. It also reviews the design of federal projects and memorials, oversees long-range planning for 
future development, and monitors capital investment by federal agencies. 
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https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/7973_Walter_E._Washington_Convention_Center_Exterior_Alterations_and_Streetscape_Improvements_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/MP23_Draft_Gaithersburg_Campus_Master_Plan_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
https://www.ncpc.gov/docs/actions/2018April/MP23_Draft_Gaithersburg_Campus_Master_Plan_Staff_Report_Apr2018.pdf
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