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Washington, D.C. has embodied America’s democratic ideals since its conception in 1791. In that year,
Pierre L’Enfant laid out a plan for the capital city that connected the branches of government along
public streets and provided grand and accessible open spaces. L’Enfant’s plan and subsequent plans for
Washington, D.C. continued to shape the city as an embodiment of American values.

In the immediate aftermath of the 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, the capital city’s
history of connectedness and openness quickly eroded. Federal agencies closed off streets and
surrounded public buildings and open spaces with unsightly security barriers, giving Washington the
appearance of a fortified city. While the events of September 11 demonstrated a justifiable need for
some security measures in the nation’s capital, the security eyesores also demonstrated the need to
develop security that would respect the city’s historic urban design as well as uphold the public’s right
to open access.

Within an urban design framework, The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan illustrates streetscape design solutions
according to the character, conditions, and security requirements that exist along streets and within precints.

The National Capital Planning Commission (NCPC), the federal government’s central planning
agency for America’s capital, quickly responded to the growth of security clutter by developing a
comprehensive plan to balance security needs with good urban design. In 2002, NCPC released The
National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan (NCUDSP) following an intensive collaborative
effort among federal and local governments, the planning and design community, security agencies,
and civic, business, and community groups. The plan proposes a variety of solutions to protect against
the threat of bomb-laden vehicles by seamlessly integrating perimeter security into the built
environment.



The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan serves as a starting point for
incorporating building perimeter security into an attractive streetscape; balancing security requirements
with the need to maintain openness and vitality in the public realm; and producing a coherent strategy
to coordinate multiple projects along a street. The plan offers sample solutions for the city’s treasured
open space known as the National Mall, national monuments and memorials, Pennsylvania Avenue in
front of the White House, and the public sidewalks and building yards of several of the city’s
prominent federal precincts.

In selecting design schemes, NCPC
considered the context of the particular
area and the desire to create streetscapes
that provide necessary security without
impeding street life activities and the
normal movement of traffic. The
composition and arrangement of security
elements should respond to the
surrounding conditions and the rhythm
and repetition should reflect the area’s
urban design character and security
requirements. While agency risk
assessments may differ, the Plan proposes
security solutions that apply to precincts
and blocks—not just individual buildings.
The result is secured streetscapes that are
far less intrusive and far more hospitable
and attractive than those currently strewn
with ad-hoc components.

The plan proposes an array of security elements to help seamlessly
integrate perimeter security into a beautifully designed streetscape.

Narrow streets and sidewalks can be secured by integrating bollards with hardened features that would normally be present,
including lampposts, benches, and bicycle racks.

The Changing Face of Washington, D.C.

Prior to NCPC adopting The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan, federal agencies took
an uncoordinated and incremental approach to installing perimeter security. Now they are working with
NCPC staff and closely adhering to the guidelines put forth in NCPC’s groundbreaking plan. So far,
the NCUDSP has been used to guide more than 60 security projects, including some that represent the
nation’s most symbolically important streets and civic spaces.

One of the most prominent projects undertaken as a result of the plan is the redesign of
Pennsylvania Avenue in the front of the White House. This famous avenue is one of the best known
places in the nation with generous public spaces, historic buildings and landscapes, significant views
and vistas, and associations to historical events and people. Locating the White House on an open,
public street fostered a symbolic connection between the President and his citizens—a connection that
was severed in 1995 when the bombing of a federal building in Oklahoma City resulted in the avenue’s
closure to vehicular traffic. While the National Capital Planning Commission agreed that the avenue’s
closure was justifiable for the foreseeable future, it called for replacing the ugly, makeshift security



barriers with a thoughtfully designed plaza featuring security solutions that would create a welcoming,
dignified, and secure public space.

The design scheme for this historic stretch of the avenue includes more than 85 new American
elm trees; twin-headed street lights, designed in a style specifically crafted for Washington in 1923;
granite paving; specially designed fluted bollards as well as retractable and removable bollards; and
new guard booths that complement the area’s classical architecture. The project, which is scheduled for
completion in January 2005, is reversible and will therefore allow for the avenue to be reopened if and
when the security environment permits.

The redesign of Pennsylvania Avenue in front of the White Hous, which incluyes a simple palette of security components and a new
planning schema, Hill create a safe and dignified space that befits America’s main street.

Another project that has garnered significant public interest is the security proposal for the
Washington Monument. The granite and marble structure, erected in the memory of the first president
of the United States, is one of America’s most treasured iconic structures and one of the tallest masonry
structures in the world. In 2003, NCPC approved a landscape security solution for the monument
featuring a series of oval walkways that incorporate curved and sunken seating walls; approximately
800 shade and flowering trees; and a new lighting scheme. The design works with the undulating
landscape of the monument grounds and will improve the visitor experience by replacing the unsightly
ring of jersey barriers that had encircled the monument. Now under construction, this project is
scheduled to be completed in 2005.



The security solution now being constructed at the
Washington Monument replaces jersey barriers with
trees, new pathways, retaining walls that serve as vehicle
barriers, white granite benches, and a new lighting
system.

While the Plan primarily focuses on federal facilities in Washington, D.C., its principles and
concepts are being applied in cities across the country and around the world. The National Capital
Planning Commission has been invited to make nearly 50 presentations in cities across the country and
has also presented the plan to officials from Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, Japan, Korea,
and Russia. Capital city planners in Ottawa, Canada and Canberra, Australia have consulted with
NCPC during the preparation of their own security policies and guidelines.

Looking Ahead

As public spaces are cleared of temporary barriers and equipped with solutions that complement the
streetscape and landscape, the impact of The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan will
become apparent. While pursuing implementation, NCPC continues to keep the plan current by
responding to ever-changing security needs. Within the past few years, applications for security
projects have skyrocketed and now account for approximately 30 percent of the federal projects that
NCPC reviews. In addition to an increase in the number of projects, NCPC has noticed a rise in the
professed threat level. Concerned by this development and its potential to undermine the vibrancy of
the capital city and overwhelm federal budgets, NCPC reconvened an interagency task force to closely
examine these evolving trends.

Once the task force gains a better understanding of the changing threat environment, devises a
way to manage the risk assessment process, and develops reasonable and cost-effective security
responses, it will update The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan. Ultimately, NCPC
envisions a national capital that protects its citizens and national treasures while reflecting the nation’s
best examples of urban design and communicating the principles of a democratic society.



Pennsylvania Avenue—White House to the
Capitol . An excerpt from the National Capital Urban Design and Security
Plan
Prepared by the National Capital Planning Commission . The Federal Government’s Central
Planning Agency for America’s Capital

Historic Character

Pennsylvania Avenue, today the most symbolic thoroughfare in the city, was also the most significant
in L'Enfant's plan for Washington. The Pennsylvania Avenue right-of-way is a contributing element of
the historic L'Enfant Plan designation, and the buildings along this right-of-way comprise part of the
Pennsylvania Avenue National Historic Site. The U.S. Capitol and the Treasury Building near the
White House grounds flank the segment from 3rd to 15th Streets, NW, creating some of the most
recognized vistas in the nation's capital and the world. Parks, water features, statues, and memorials
further enhance the avenue. The U.S. Navy Memorial and the National Archives mark the 8th Street
cross-axis. The non-orthogonal intersections with Indiana and Constitution Avenues have inspired
distinctive building footprints and open spaces.

Conceived by the Pennsylvania Avenue Development Corporation (PADC), the 1974
Pennsylvania Avenue Development Plan guided the design and implementation of the current
streetscape design. The features include uniform brown square pavers, rows of willow oaks, and a
family of street furniture, all reflecting the era in which they were designed.

The architecture on the south side of the avenue is more uniform and monumental in character,
reflecting the federal government's planning and architectural design throughout the 20th century.

The north or commercial side of the avenue denotes the southern edge of the city's commercial
Downtown. The Canadian embassy and the Market Square buildings are notable recent additions, and
the Willard Hotel, the Evening Star Building, and the Apex Building are rehabilitations of significant
landmarks.

Existing Context

The existing streetscape
design incorporates a
pedestrian walkway
approximately 12 to 15
feet wide with a row of
street trees on either
side. This walkway is
set back 8 to 10 feet
from the curb and is
typically 40 to 45 feet
from the face of the
buildings. A line of
streetscape elements is
located within each row
of trees, mostly in the
line closest to the street.
The streetscape
elements are designed
to sit above the ground,
as separate distinct
objects animating this
spatial environment.



These objects are arranged in a repetitive pattern establishing a rhythm that respects block-to-block
relationships and idiosyncrasies.

Security needs and pedestrian conditions vary greatly along the length of Pennsylvania Avenue
from the Capitol to the White House. Some buildings are set far back from the street on wide
sidewalks, while others are not; some buildings require maximum security, while others do not.

Design Framework

The proposed streetscape design for Pennsylvania Avenue reinforces the existing streetscape of the
avenue by the incorporation of new, custom-designed, hardened street furniture.

The proposed security perimeter reinforces the existing line of streetscape elements that are
located at the row of trees closest to the street (8 to 10 feet from the curb). This results in most of the
buildings along the avenue having a standoff distance of approximately 40 feet. The proposed security
barrier consists of custom-designed, hardened street furniture. The palette is expanded to include the
additional components of bollards, planters, and custom-designed bus shelters.

Ultimately, final design direction for the avenue between 3rd and 15th Streets will be
determined based on the design of new, hardenend street furniture and the updated national historic
register nomination currently being conducted by the National Park Service.

Hardened furniture, such as benches and bus shelters, can
fulfill their practical functions and contribute to securing a
streetscape.

The National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan seeks
to preserve the dignity and ceremonial aspects of
Pennsylvania Avenue by reinforcing the existing streetscape.

Sample Applications

The block between 9th and 10th Streets, NW is used to illustrate the proposed typical streetscape
design solution for Pennsylvania Avenue. This block of the avenue contains the headquarters of the
Department of Justice (DOJ) on the south and the J. Edgar Hoover Building of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) on the north. The existing condition in front of the DOJ is typical of most of the
avenue while conditions in front of the FBI Building, with an additional 30 feet of sidewalk width and
an additional row of street trees, are atypical.

The proposed streetscape design and security barrier, where required, should be identical on
both sides of the avenue. For buildings that must be secured, hardened street furniture will be
necessary; for buildings that do not require security, similar but unhardened versions of the same
furniture will be installed at greater spaced intervals.

The proposed security elements consist of hardened designs of new street furniture, including:
benches, drinking fountains, trash containers, and pedestrian light fixtures. Other elements include



bollards, planters, and a new design for the bus shelters. All of these new components are custom-
designed both to accommodate the required hardening and to respect the design of the existing
furniture. The illustrated solution applies these components to create a rhythm and, at major building
entrances, to reflect the significance of the space and the architecture of the building.

The additional setback of the FBI Building offers the opportunity to custom design this section
of the avenue to add either a unique feature or simply provide additional green space. Although shown
as a raised landscaped planting bed that offers further protection as a secondary vehicle barrier, the
appropriate design of this area is yet to be determined.

Special Projects

Over the length of any street, some variety is apparent. On Pennsylvania Avenue, this variety includes
design challenges to which the typical design concept will need to adapt and where more site-specific
design is appropriate. Locations that call for site-specific design include:

- Fountain at the eastern end of the Federal Triangle on 4th Street.

- Navy Memorial and Archives, between 7th and 9th Streets, both sides of Pennsylvania
Avenue.

- In front of the J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building.

- Terminus of 13th Street at the Ronald Reagan Building and International Trade Center.

Additional Design Considerations

- The design of hardened street furniture components must be appropriate to the 1974 PADC
design concepts for the avenue.

- Hardened street furniture must be tested to ensure that it satisfies security requirements.

- Underground utility locations are yet to be determined.


