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Abstract of Thesis 

Public Space for All? Examining the Role of Privatization, Visions of Redevelopment, 
and BID Governance in Capitol Riverfront 

The redevelopment and rebranding of the neighborhood formerly known as "Navy 

Yard" began with a private-public partnership on federal land in one of the first attempts 

at creating a mixed-income community. In 2003, Forest City Washington won the contract 

for 42 acres of the Southeast Federal center for redevelopment, this was followed by the 

formation of a Business Improvement District (BID) in 2007, and the opening of 

Nationals Park in 2008. Since then, the Capitol Riverfront neighborhood has grown to 

house 10,500 residents, over 60 restaurants, and 35,000 daytime employees. The BID has 

been acclaimed for its public spaces; over 26,000 people attended their public events in 

2019.  

This study analyzes the history of the redevelopment of the nearly 50-acre area, 

assesses the plans for redevelopment, assesses the costs and benefits of BID governance, 

and examines consequences of privately held public spaces. By using interviews and 

archival research, this research gives an overview of the development of the area and 

issues of privatization and securitization.  It concludes that although many of the visions 

of redevelopment were achieved through a mixed-use waterfront redevelopment, there 

were many visions overlooked, especially in the form of affordable housing and the 

consequences generated by the privatization of public space.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

On a summer Friday afternoon, a walk through Capitol Riverfront will elicit the 

sounds of a jazz band and laugher, the sight of large crowds gathered at the foot of the 

waterfront, and the aromas of nearby restaurants. Saturday mornings bring Smorgasbord, 

an outdoor food market that brings in vendors from all over the D.C. area. People gather 

in one of the many parks in the area to eat and meet with friends. These community 

events have transformed Capitol Riverfront into a walkable, vibrant community. On the 

surface, they display diversity and cohesion in a newly redeveloped D.C. neighborhood.  

Situated in Southeast Washington, D.C., the neighborhood formerly known as 

“Navy Yard” has seen intense and rapid redevelopment in the past decade (Figure 1.1 

shows a map of the Navy Yard). In 2012 there were nearly 4,000 residents in around 

2,000 residential units; in 2020 Capitol Riverfront added more than 1,200 new residents 

in fiscal quarter four alone, bringing the total population to 14,500 residents (O’Gorek, 

2021). As one of the newest redevelopment projects in the District, Capitol Riverfront 

was rebranded through efforts that involved the local D.C. government, the federal 

government, a private partnership with Forest City Washington, and the development of a 

Business Improvement District.  

The story of the redevelopment of Navy Yard is not necessarily unique to 

Washington, D.C.; neoliberal urban planning techniques and an increased focus on 

revitalizing downtowns and remediating brownfield areas is common throughout the 

United States (Esoka 2010; Pearsall 2010). However, this case study is unique for three 

reasons: first, this is the first public-private partnership to redevelop federal land in the 

 1



U.S.; second, it is the largest mixed-use development project in D.C.; and third, it is one 

of the largest mixed-income redevelopment areas in the city.  For these reasons, 

understanding the process of development and its consequences is particularly important.  

Despite Navy Yard’s importance as a flagship public-private partnership urban 

redevelopment project, there has been little research on it to date. This is a relatively 

recent redevelopment project, and there is not much that has been done to examine it. 

Mackinnon (2017) and Marolda (2004) focus on some of the early history and the 

beginning of the redevelopment process, but do not delve into the stakeholders involved 

nor the equity concerns of private governance and the privatization of public space.  

Figure 1.1 Capitol Riverfront Contextualized (Cassius, 2020). 
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This research will focus on the plan and role played by various stakeholders in the 

redevelopment process and how these processes were shaped by neoliberal urban 

governance.  I incorporate a marxist political-economic framework to understand equity 

concerns with privatized governance. Through an analysis of the early history and 

redevelopment process, this research will examine the processes which intensified the 

redevelopment process, the stakeholders involved and their visions, and how BID 

governance and privatization changes how public space can be used.  

I.  Research Questions 

 The redevelopment of Navy Yard into modern-day Capitol Riverfront is indicative 

of a growing trend in investment in brownfield sites, public-private partnerships, and 

incentives and subsidies to draw private capital. This is a noteworthy case study because 

it is the first public-private partnership on federal land anywhere in the United States, and 

it is also the largest mixed-use development project in D.C. and one of the first attempts 

to create a mixed-income community.  For these reasons, it is important to understand the 

events and stakeholder visions that led to the creation of modern-day Capitol Riverfront. 

In addition to understanding the process, it is also important to assess the consequences 

of this redevelopment.  To what degree did the redevelopment achieve its goals?  Have 

there been negative consequences? The focus of this thesis is on the redevelopment plan 

and process, the role of BID governance, and issues that arise from the privatization of 

public space. Specific research questions include:  
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Redevelopment Process 

● Who was involved in the redevelopment of Capitol Riverfront, and how were 

their visions the same, and where did they conflict? 

● Why was this public-private partnership successful in redevelopment efforts in 

such a short period of time? 

Consequences of Redevelopment 

● What is the role of the BID, and what are the costs and benefits of BID 

governance? 

● How does the privatization of public space affect the residents of a neighborhood 

with changing demographics? 

This thesis fills a gap in understanding the redevelopment process, and assesses some of 

the consequences. Some literature does exist on specific parts of the redevelopment 

process, such as Nationals Park or the waterfront, but there is not an extensive 

documentation of the history and actors involved.  

II. Literature Review 

 This literature review interrogates key sources, debates, and theoretical 

frameworks surrounding three topics that ground this thesis. This research is informed by 

several areas of urban literature including work that examines urban redevelopment and 

gentrification, the privatization of public space, and the role of public-private 

partnerships. Using a Marxist geographic understanding of these processes as a 

framework, this literature review will examine the phenomena that had a hand in the 
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redevelopment process. This literature review will delve into the causes and effects of the 

right to the city and urban renewal, the literature surrounding the privatization of public 

space and racialized experiences within public spaces, and scholarly perspectives on 

public private partnerships and how they change who has agency over the placemaking 

process.  

Public-Private Partnerships 

In the mid-1900s, the decaying nature of downtowns led the real estate industry to 

lobby for policy proposals that facilitated public acquisition of downtown “slums” to 

make way for the resale of land for private developers and investors (Gotham, 2001, p. 

286). Post- World War II governance increasingly relied on privatization as the most 

effective mechanism to deliver public services and improve economic development 

(Gotham, 2001, p. 289). Three major assumptions have historically been central to the 

ideology of privatization (Hays 1985; Squires 1993). These three assumptions include the 

idea that the market needs to reward competitiveness, that the free market is the most 

effective tool for allocating goods and services because it “harmonizes individual self-

interest with society’s collective development, and third, that the government’s role is to 

regulate exchange in a manner that “maximizes individual freedom and choice” (Squires 

1993, p.136). These assumptions have been critiqued over time for their generalizing 

tendency which leaves out many of the social inequities that are caused by privatization. 

“What the private market could do well, American cities have done well; what the private 
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market did badly, or neglected, our cities have been unable to overcome" (Warner, 1968, 

p.x).  

In City Power, Richard Schragger (2016) explains Clarence Stone’s regime theory 

as the idea that the business elite will enhance the capacity of a local regime to govern. 

Stone argues that governments specifically seek coalitions that have feasible goals and 

the resources to achieve them, which many times, the government itself lacks. There are 

four types of urban regimes commonly seen in the United States: development regimes, 

middle-class progressive regimes, lower-class opportunity expansion regimes, and 

maintenance regimes. In the context of Navy Yard, the focus is on development regimes. 

These need large amounts of resources and the systemic power of the local business 

community. The ability for local governments to use local businesses to help fund 

community projects and development at first glance may seem like a symbiotic 

relationship, but despite shared goals, private organizations still have private interests.  

The potential uses for public-private partnerships are: policy design and planning, 

policy coordination, policy monitoring, policy evaluation and reviews, policy 

implementation and service delivery, resource mobilization, and resource management 

(Bovaird, 2004). Additionally, there are three main ways that PPPs help with competitive 

advantage: providing economies of scale, providing economies of scope, and providing 

opportunities for mutual learning. The most widely cited example of a successful public-

private partnership is the success of the Los Angeles community in tying an array of 

community benefits to the development of the Staples Center in 2001 (Bovaird, 2004). 
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This was a publicly subsidized project that used community benefits agreements (CBAs) 

to hold developers accountable.  

Agents of Place-Making: 

One prominent argument in this field surrounds who should be in charge of place-

management and place-making. People from the private sector and some governmental 

figures believe that those responsibilities are made more efficient through privatization. 

In a study on ‘catalytic development,' Chris Leinberger advocates for place-making 

through public-private partnerships, placing the responsibility of place-making on the 

shoulders of businesses and developers (Leinberger, 2018, p. 18). His research details 

how support from private sector institutions, anchor institution endowments, public 

funding, corporate investments, and philanthropic organizations can help to invest in 

place-making strategies on a large scale (Leinberger, 2018, pp. 18-20). Places that are 

ideal for this type of development, he argues, are those emerging from crisis or major 

changes, such as the significant realignment of the Navy Yard base (Leinberger, 2018, p. 

48). He also notes that place-management is most effective through these institutions 

when put under the control of a BID (Leinberger, 2018, p. 70). This methodology is very 

popular among real-estate developers and community leaders; they see public-private 

partnerships as the governance of the future.  

Blokland, on the other hand, argues that place-making is and must be a collective 

process (Blokland, 2009, p. 1594). She asserts that places do not have fixed meanings, 

and are “articulations of social relations.” In some of her work, she delved into how 
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social capital can be used to build bridges in mixed neighborhoods through sustainable 

endeavors, but can also create individual understandings of difference and distance 

(Blokland, 2008, p. 167). Social capital in place-making endeavors that involve both 

White and Black conceptions of space are really only benefitting the White, or normative 

participants.  

Blokland’s argument that residents’ historical narratives are agents of place-

making is counter to Leinberger’s push for creating new brands for neighborhoods in 

crisis. Blokland argues for the importance of place-making as a tool of memorializing; 

“[t]he position of a neighborhood within a city’s spatial stratification depends on its 

assets and also on the dominant imagery of what the neighborhood 

symbolizes'' (Blokland, 2009, p. 1594). Masuda & Bookman agree with this mentality of 

counter-branding in order to maintain the character of a neighborhood; they argue that re-

branding can be a method of protest against branding that advances the interests of elites 

and developers. “Neighbourhood brands may be unhinged from their commercial 

motivations and instead be used to support alternative aims and claims, including 

people’s right to the city”  (Masuda & Bookman, 2018, pp. 173-174). Masuda, Bookman, 

and Blokland consider residents to be important agents of place-making, and see counter-

branding as a way to vocalize community needs to diminish the threat of erasure.  

In contrast, Gotham recounts the long history of money given by the federal 

government to local governments. This money has historically been used for services in 

affluent areas instead of reinvestment in poor areas. “Use of tax subsidies and other 

redevelopment tools to attract capital had weakened democratic processes and 
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safeguards, strengthened the power of private capital in private and public life, and 

“depoliticized” local decision making and policy implementation” (Gotham, 2001, 15). 

One of the most effective ways that private institutions redeveloped cities by diminishing 

citizens’ agency was through place-making and branding. Chapter 3 and 4 will draw upon 

ideas of “place making”  to interrogate who was responsible for redeveloping Capitol 

Riverfront, how their visions differed, and how various development regimes maintain 

power.  

Privatization of Public Space  

This research also relies on scholarship that critically examines the privatization 

of public space.  I will use Leclercq’s definition of public space, which defines public 

space as “space open to all people and managed by the state on people's behalf” (Leclercq 

et.al, 2020, p. 1). Although this takes on a Western definition of how people use public 

space, this definition distinguishes itself from private space in terms of the rules of 

accessibility, control, acceptable behaviors, and use of the space. Accessibility has 

become one of the most important features of defining a truly public space, which can be 

deterred by blocking physical access or through “subtle manipulation,” including hostile 

architecture that deters homeless residents from sleeping in parks, or hiring private 

security guards (Leclercq et.al, 2020, p. 2). In cases where privatization efforts are 

successful, metrics such as economic indicators and the resilience and long-term efficacy 

of the project can separate the good outcomes from the bad (Leclercq et.al, 2020, p.3). 

Thus, Table 1.1 gives a framework for the questions that must be asked to determine the 

 9



‘publicness’ of a public space, and analytical questions that can interrogate the efficacy of 

public spaces.  

Table 1.1: Public Space Analytical Framework (Leclercq et,.al., 2020, p. 3).  

Publicness Related analytical 
questions

Process Ownership & Control Who Are the 
actors?
How are they 
organized? 
Initiates, 
decides, 
controls?
Pays?
Is 
responsible?

Accessibility How Inclusive/
open is the 
process?
Much control 
is applied?
Inclusive are 
applied 
policies?

Product Valued outcome Success? Quality?
Whom does 
the outcome 
serve?
Reason(s) for 
success?
Sustainable in 
future?

Perceived publicness Public? Publicness 
achieved in 
values?
Publicness 
achieved in 
space?
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The move toward privatization during the urban renewal movement was just the 

beginning of this trend toward neoliberalism. “The sale of publicly owned assets to 

private entities is perhaps the most straightforward instantiation of the new enclosures of 

the neoliberal era” (Weaver, 2014, p.7).  Following the political reigns of Margaret 

Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, urban planning and politics turned toward prioritizing 

markets, competition, and privatization. Neoliberalism is defined as “a political-economic 

theory and rhetorical framework that rests on the notion that freedom, justice, and well-

being are best guaranteed by a political economic system, undergirded by state power, 

that promotes private property, open markets, and free trade” (Weaver, 2016, p.11). 

Neoliberalism can include lower taxes, deregulating markets, and the privatization of 

public services.  

Urban scholars Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore write that neoliberalism is a 

process that is articulated through contextually specific strategies and hinges upon the 

active mobilization of state power (Brenner & Theodore, 2005, p. 102). They also argue 

that neoliberalism is unpredictable, exacerbates regulatory failure, and is intensely 

contested by groups seeking to preserve socialized forms of coordination that constrain 

unfettered capital accumulation. In other words, they critique neoliberalism for its ability 

to prioritize unconstrained wealth accumulation in favor of governance that focuses on 

community support. The rise of neoliberalism brought about public-private partnerships 

in an attempt to funnel capital into redevelopment projects without putting full financial 

responsibility on local governments. Harvey (1989) argues that, “the city has to appear as 

an innovative, exciting, creative, and safe place to live or to visit, to play and consume 
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in” (p.7). This manifested in the Navy Yard redevelopment process as a public-private 

partnership that fueled techniques such as tax increment financing and opportunity zones 

as a way to incentivize investment in deteriorating downtown areas. Stakeholders in the 

Navy Yard/Capitol Riverfront redevelopment process used neoliberal planning principles 

and tools to give tax and economic incentives through the first public-private partnership 

on federal land.  

Privatized public space has been dubbed “quasi-public space” to capture the 

contradictory nature (Byers, 1998, p.189). Byers identifies the tension in the literature 

between scholars who warn about the problems that arise from the privatization of public 

space (Boyer 1993; Sorkin 1992; Zukin 1991) and those who argue that urban 

populations are resilient against the “constraints imposed by market culture” (Byers, 

1998, p.190). This research grounds itself in Byers’ (1998, p.190) question, “[b]ut who is 

the public? Equal access to the public life of the city is not a given if so-called public 

spaces are designed for the inclusion of some members of the population and the 

exclusion of others.” This compels a view of public space as a right that is given to all 

residents, that all are entitled to equally. It also highlights the idea that public space needs 

to be crafted for inclusion, but does not necessarily say how that should be done.  

Németh and Schmidt created models that defined publicness as “the interaction 

between the ownership, management and users of a space” (Németh & Schmidt, 2011, p. 

5). They created an observation-based index to evaluate how the ownership and 

management of a public space changed the behavior of the users. Németh and Schmidt 

argue that public spaces are important for the mixing of classes, races, economic vitality, 
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their role as the “lungs of the city,” and for creating a connection with nature (Németh & 

Schmidt, 2011, pp. 5-6). However, they argue that critics of privatization look at 

‘publicness’ of a space based on ownership only, not by categorizing space beyond the 

labels of ‘public’ or ‘private.’ Therefore, their definition of public space was assessed on 

ownership, management, and the users (Németh & Schmidt, 2011, p. 10). They found 

that privately owned spaces control access, behavior, and use, but public-private 

partnerships control behavior through surveillance and policing but encourage use and 

access (Németh & Schmidt, 2011, p. 20). Bodnar would agree with this assessment; she 

argued that privatization of public spaces came from a need for increased safety in cities, 

which comes at the cost of exclusion. She advocates for public-private partnerships as the 

new norm for public space, because it is the only way to keep cities safe (Bodnar, 2015, 

p. 2095). These perceptions of public-private partnerships as gatekeepers is in support of 

BID governance, and in opposition to schools of thought which give agency to the 

residents of a neighborhood, and see surveillance and policing as a hindrance to the 

process of place-making and democracy.  

Race and Public Space 

McKittrick highlights how Black stories and histories are integral to place-making 

and the production of space (McKittrick, 2011, p. 947). She explains the phenomenon of 

‘urbicide,’ which she defines as place annihilation, “urbicide—the deliberate death of the 

city and wilful place annihilation—can stand in as a viable explanation for the ongoing 

destruction of a Black sense of place in the Americas” (McKittrick, 2011, p. 951). Laura 
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Pulido’s research surrounding the devaluation of Black bodies in the case of Flint, 

Michigan agrees with McKittrick’s sentiment. She categorized Black residents into three 

groups: “The Underground,” “Outcast Surplus,” and “Threat” (Pulido, 2016, p. 11). She 

explains that “Outcast Surplus” comes from the idea that surplus value is of no value to 

capital. The city-- and its residents-- are considered to be a surplus when they have no 

exchange value.  

 Lipsitz (2007) delves into the racialization of space by looking at how the creation 

of landscapes, segregation, and exchange value manipulate experiences of space and 

solidarity within space for different races (pp. 10-14). He argues that prioritizing the 

“public good over private interests” would manifest itself through environmental justice, 

affordable housing, education for all, and universal health care. His strategies to achieve 

just landscapes and inclusive spaces include an attack on the structural mechanisms that 

reinforce unequal systems of power for Black folks, and the engagement with a spatial 

imaginary that prioritizes use value over exchange value (Lipsitz, 2007, pp. 10-14). Thus, 

is it even possible to have a “just” and equitable society within the framework of a BID, 

which by nature prioritizes exchange value over use value?  

He separates experiences of public space into the White spatial imaginary-- the 

normative subject, and the Black spatial imaginary-- the non normative subject. “Not all 

people who are white consciously embrace the white spatial imaginary, and not all whites 

profit equally from their whiteness, but all whites benefit from the association of 

whiteness with privilege and the neighborhood effects of spaces defined by their racial 

demography” (Lipsitz, 2007, p. 13). Therefore, a white spatial imaginary is based on 
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exclusivity and augmented exchange value, while the Black spatial imaginary elevates 

the use value of the neighborhoods they reside in by mobilizing the community, bartering 

for goods, and establishing local businesses that cater to residents on ethnic and racial 

lines. . In Chapter 5, I use Lipsitz’s framework of White and Black spatial imaginaries to 

understand how different users of public space and residents would perceive actions that 

privatize public spaces, such as increased securitization and policing.  

The ‘Right to the City’ and Urban Renewal 

 The concept of ‘the right to the city’ was first envisioned by Henri Lefebvre. He 

argues that the right to the city has to be created and envisioned by the working class, 

with a focus on those who actually inhabit the city (Lefebvre, 1996, pp. 122-123). David 

Harvey expands on this notion, calling for citizens to demand “greater control over the 

production and utilization of the surplus” (Harvey, 2008, p. 35). Harvey’s term “surplus,” 

refers to the notion that cities absorb surplus capital, so the right to the city must be about 

control over that surplus (Harvey, 2008, pp. 24-25). Furthermore, Harvey cautions against 

taxation as a method of privatization, as this is to be considered a neoliberal tool to 

diminish public share, and the incorporation of systems that integrate private partnerships 

that facilitate elite control of the city (Harvey, 2008, p. 37). This is important to keep in 

mind, as BIDs were created as a tool to tax business owners to put toward the cleaning up 

of downtowns and the maintenance of the public realm. The guiding principles of the 

‘right to the city’ are important tools for contextualizing the role that Business 

Improvement Districts (BIDs) play in privatizing public spaces, which inherently takes 
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agency away from neighborhood residents. This results in a disruption in the place-

making process by putting the means in the hands of the ‘elite’. This idea is rooted in the 

importance of property and land in overall wealth.  

In agreement with Harvey’s conception of cities as “surplus,” Mansvelt argues 

that urban places are major sites of consumption, with gentrification as part of a grand 

strategy of local economic development (Masvelt, 2008, p.109). The inclusion of 

Marxian perspectives, such as Mansvelt and Harvey, emphasizes the importance of 

agency and power in these behaviors and attitudes toward consumption of cities and 

services. Part of Harvey’s argument is that the right to change the city is not an individual 

right, rather a common right because of the necessary collective power required to 

exercise these rights (Harvey, 2008, p. 23). This sentiment is echoed by Mansvelt, who 

argues that challenges arise from fragmented consumption of place meanings (Mansvelt, 

2008, p. 109). However, Smith argues that consumption and recreation have changed as a 

result of “new geographies of gentrification” (Smith, 2002, p. 443). Furthermore, Smith 

contends that globalization has recast the scales of production and representation. Local 

urban scale now represents the global scale of capitalist production instead of the local 

scale of social reproduction. This represents a difference in how places are produced and 

reproduced, taking place-making from a local scale to a global one. In that vein, it is 

important to look at urban renewal and neoliberalism to explain the globalization of this 

kind of redevelopment.  

Urban renewal is widely recognized as the “death of the city” in its attempt to 

clear out sections of inner cities and declining downtowns (Gotham, 2001). Gotham sees 
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urban renewal as being centered around “slum shifting” as a result of two faulty 

assumptions. The first is the assumption that private capital would come into renewed 

areas once officials cleared out demolished buildings and the other was the assumption 

that residents in affected areas would support large-scale clearance of their low-income 

neighborhoods (Gotham, 2001, 11). Furthermore, he sees the redevelopment of public 

housing as an opportunity to increase the exchange-value through the process of 

privatization while diminishing the use-value for the low-income residents through an 

attempt to recommodify public housing space (Gotham, 2001, 21). This idea can be 

extended further to other public spaces in the city that increased in exchange-value 

through redevelopment but through this process have restricted access to low-income and 

minority groups. Christopher Mele echoes this sentiment, “for neoliberal urbanism, the 

public right to the city is not extended to privately managed (yet publicly subsidized) 

spaces of development” (Mele, 2013, 611).  Much of the literature has been criticized for 

overvaluing the role of class and capital accumulation in the neoliberal urban 

redevelopment process at the expense of other important factors including race, gender, 

culture, and more (Gotham 2001b, p. 291). In Chapter 2, I critique the neoliberal 

processes which created Capitol Riverfront and prioritized an increasing exchange value 

and attracting further investment.  

Integrating the Literature 

Through an exploration of how scholars have advocated for a “right to the 

city,” (Lefebvre, 1996; Harvey, 2008), the city’s role as “surplus” has much to do with an 
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individual’s ability to make collective change within their neighborhood. Agency, in this 

case, resides in collective groups of residents. However, some see the power of place-

making best suited for developers and business owners, who have the scope and methods 

to invest in place-making on a larger scale (Leinberger, 2018). Blokland and Masuda, 

however, argue that in cases where larger voices have more agency, they should be 

counter-branded by the residents of an area in an attempt to grasp hold of the place-

making power by maintaining the original character of a neighborhood (Blokland, 2009; 

Masuda, 2018). Urban renewal served as a response to urban decay and called for 

reinvestment in downtowns, which was facilitated through the privatization of public 

services. Neoliberalism encapsulated the growing urge for cities to emphasize economic 

development through private investment.  

Research surrounding public space should break down the relations that make up 

“publicness” into the interactions between the users, management, and ownership of a 

space (Németh, 2011). An interrogation of public space must investigate ownership and 

control, accessibility, valued outcome, and perceived publicness (Leclercq et,.al., 2020). 

A consideration of how perceptions of belonging in public spaces are essential to 

understanding racism and equity in public space. An exploration of the Black spatial 

imaginary and the pattern of devaluing Black bodies through increased exchange value in 

the process of redevelopment will be used to understand how diverse residents are 

included and excluded in Capitol Riverfront (Lipsitz 2007; Pulido 2016). 

There is much dissent among scholars about the value of public-private 

partnerships; some believe it is the only cheap and efficient tool to promoting safety in 
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cities (Bodnar, 2015), while others view BIDs and other public-private partnerships as 

symbols of an undemocratic, policing tools run by elites (Hoyt, 2007; Kennedy, 1996; 

Steel, 2005). On the other hand, Mallett argues that BIDs were vital to redeveloping the 

post-industrial city (Mallett, 1994). Place-making has emerged as a main role of BID 

governance and an important means through which the redeveloped city is branded. The 

literature included in this review will help the study further contextualize how these three 

themes have emerged in Capitol Riverfront.  

III. Methodology 

 This research uses a mixed method approach, which combines secondary and 

primary data. First, I selected Capitol Riverfront as a case study of urban redevelopment 

in order to ground the research so that the complex history and visions could be analyzed 

across actors and time. This study draws on many archival documents from the Library of 

Congress and archived newspaper articles in order to recount the complicated history, and 

document the mindset and actions of the stakeholders involved. Scholarly work was used 

to analyze the various plans, visions and the redevelopment process, drawing from 

sources that critique neoliberal urban planning, privatization, and traditional economic 

geography. This thesis draws heavily on these sources to examine the challenges posed 

by private governance. 

 I was constrained by the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of in-person interviews 

and field observations.  However, I was able to draw on numerous resources that I did 

have access to during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as zoom interviews and website 
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archives. I joined the Capitol Riverfront Listserv for six months through gmail, and was 

able to receive daily emails from residents who live in Capitol Riverfront. There were 

typically 4-8 messages exchanged per day, with many active members participating on a 

variety of topics. The topics ranged from issues with the homeless population, to the sale 

of furniture items. I used some of these emails as anonymous sources throughout the 

research to understand the challenges that residents perceive. I also used GIS data from 

D.C. Data to create maps that show the changing demographics and land use in the area.  

 Through my coursework I have been able to gain access to many actors in Capitol 

Riverfront. I was able to do site visits in two of my classes, and met Michael Stevens, the 

Executive Director of the BID, as well as Ted Jutras, the Vice President of Planning and 

Development. In one class, Walkable Urban Development with Chris Leinberger, I was 

able to consult for the BID on a number of issues they were facing, which allowed me to 

better understand the role of the BID and their perceived challenges and goals.  

I also was able to conduct semi-formal interviews with three current and past 

members of the Capitol Riverfront BID via Zoom. I began with a consent section and 

asked open-ended questions that encouraged the interviewee to take the lead. I spoke with 

the interviewees in the winter of 2020-2021, for approximately an hour each. I 

interviewed Michael Stevens to get a better understanding of why and how he created the 

BID, and to gain a better understanding of the important context of redevelopment. I 

interviewed Jay Corbalis, the current Vice President of Public Affairs at private developer 

JBG Smith, and a past employee of the Capitol Riverfront BID. My conversation with 

him gave insight into the world of private development, and the challenges and benefits 
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associated with public-private partnerships. Lastly, my interview with Susan Hampton, 

the Capitol Riverfront BID’s Director of the Public Realm, enhanced my understanding 

of the aesthetic concerns as well as challenges with homelessness and crime that the BID 

faces.  

 I should note that because of the limitations of doing research during the 

COVID-19 crisis, my research questions and goals changed because I was unable to 

observe the use of public space. Similarly, it was not feasible to attempt to do surveys or 

street interviews with residents and visitors to Yards Park.  This affected the questions 

and interview conversations to focus more on the visions of redevelopment, perceived 

diversity of the area, and use of public space. 

IV. Thesis Structure 

 Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 uses archival sources to provide a 

brief history of the Navy Yard, as well as an overview of the redevelopment process to set 

the stage for how, why and when redevelopment began. This chapter also looks into 

environmental issues related to the declaration of the Anacostia River as a Superfund site 

by the EPA, and the rise of neoliberalism that spurred this kind of redevelopment. An 

investigation into the context for redevelopment will look into the role of anchor 

institutions like Nationals Stadium and the Department of Transportation to understand 

their role in kick-starting development, and how they ended up in Navy Yard.  

 Chapter 3 examines the visions of the actors involved with the redevelopment 

process, and how those visions were similar and different. First, an analysis of the 
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government vision shows the many government actors, both local and federal, who were 

pushing this process through. Their vision was grounded in economic development, 

mixed-use development, and the creation of a vibrant waterfront space. The community 

vision was captured through strategic neighborhood meetings, and prioritized affordable 

housing, local economic growth, nearby schools, recreation opportunities, respect for the 

community voice, a healthy and safe environment, safe transport options, and better 

retail. The private sector vision, represented by developer Forest City Washington, 

focused on increasing economic opportunities through the creation of a mixed-use space 

that highlighted the waterfront amenities. The three plans shared a vision to create a 

lively public-space at the waterfront. This chapter concludes with a spotlight on Yards 

Park as the centerpiece of redevelopment.  

 Chapter 4 discusses the role of Business Improvement Districts in neoliberal 

urban governance. First, the chapter analyzes the history of the formation of BIDs and the 

processes and steps involved in creating and maintaining a BID. This chapter examines 

the role of BIDs and BID governance, focusing on what they are responsible for and their 

overall purpose. The lens is then narrowed down to focus on the creation of BIDs in 

Washington, D.C., and then further to examine the role of the BID in Capitol Riverfront 

(CRBID). This chapter draws on critiques of neoliberal redevelopment efforts to 

conclude that privatization and BID governance can cause displacement parallel to the 

effects of gentrification. This chapter also uses interviews with members of the CRBID to 

interrogate the role they play in Capitol Riverfront, and how they fit into this cost-

benefits analysis of BIDs and private governance.  
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 Chapter 5 considers the challenges that privatization and BID governance bring 

about. First, there is an investigation into the consequences of the privatization of public 

space. Public space, specifically the waterfront parks, are the centerpiece of 

redevelopment for Capitol Riverfront. They have been acclaimed on a national level for 

their innovative mixed-use and sustainable design, and used as “public space.”  However, 

they are not public space, they are quasi-public space.  This chapter investigates how 

privatization of Navy Yard has raised issues of the erasure of racial history and the 

consequences of securitization and sanitization, and homelessness and affordable 

housing. The chapter concludes with a section on problematizing BID governance, with 

some general recommendations from the literature on how to make BIDs more equitable.  

 This thesis concludes that there are a number of important challenges and benefits 

of the public-private partnership in Capitol Riverfront. On the one hand, some of the 

negative issues include the consequences of privatization such as heightened security, less 

affordable housing and a lack of truly public space. On the other hand, many of the 

original goals of redevelopment were met. The neighborhood now has nearby quality 

schools, is perceived as safer, has undergone extensive cleanup efforts, has increased 

green space, and has undergone rapid economic development.  

Given the framework of BIDs and private development, I conclude that many of 

these challenges are unavoidable due to the nature of how they are set up to be responsive 

to capital, and the prioritization of economic development over residents. There are many 

instances where those are not mutually exclusive, and there is an increasing awareness of 

the need to make the neighborhood more equitable. However, the most pervasive 
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challenges exist in the lack of hierarchical accountability; nobody seems to know who 

should be held accountable for homelessness and affordable housing because of the many 

levels of governance. Furthermore, as is common with neoliberal planning schemes and 

public-private partnerships, the private developers and CRBID are held accountable to 

the interests of the business elite rather than the community-members that reside within 

Capitol Riverfront.  
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Chapter 2: A Brief History the Redevelopment of Washington’s Navy Yard 

Until the early 2000s, Navy Yard was considered a dangerous, heavily polluted, 

and systematically neglected neighborhood in the shadow of the nation’s capital. As the 

product of redevelopment through public-private partnerships, Navy Yard’s dynamic 

redevelopment can be viewed as a microcosm of similar neoliberal planning efforts 

across the United States. In order to better understand how Navy Yard transformed into 

the modern-day Capitol Riverfront, it is important to provide a brief history of the area. 

In the first section, I will detail the early history from 1800-1960.  In the second section, I 

will examine the recent changes that have led to the transformation of the Navy Yard as a 

neglected federal landmass to a potential investment. The final section will examine the 

rapid redevelopment that began in the 2000s, and the anchor institutions that facilitated 

this process.  

A few key themes emerge in tracing the history of Navy Yard. First Navy Yard is 

federal land, which facilitated a specific pattern of redevelopment that allowed for public-

private partnerships and economic incentives. Second, over time, large areas of Navy 

Yard were no longer needed for the day-to-day operations, and as a result became surplus 

property, thus marking the residents as surplus. The redevelopment process revolved 

around increasing the exchange value of the waterfront through environmental protection, 

sustainable development, and the attraction of anchor institutions. The designation of the 

Anacostia River as a Superfund Site in 1998 and the associated legal battles helped to 

push forward a narrative of necessity. These redevelopment processes coincided with 

base closures and neoliberal planning efforts across the United States, which helped to 
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facilitate privatization as a major method of development. The area became a prime 

candidate for public-private redevelopment, which had drastic effects for residents and 

the changing landscape.  

I. 1801-1960 

Navy Yard, located in Southeast Washington D.C., served as the U.S. Navy's 

oldest shore establishment (Marolda, 2004, p.2). Navy Yard was chosen to be a naval 

base because of its proximity to the Capitol so that the government, suspicious of 

standing military forces, could be nearby. The land was first purchased on July 23, 1798, 

and two additional adjacent plots were purchased in 1801 (Sheir, 2013). On October 2, 

1799, this public land was transferred into the custody of the Navy. This section of land 

served multiple purposes over time; it started as a shipbuilding center, then became an 

ordinance plant, and then acted as a ceremonial and administrative center. Navy Yard 

became less useful as a shipyard following the war as the Anacostia River was too 

shallow and was inaccessible to open sea, so the yard became a center for ordnance and 

technology (Sheir, 2013).  

Navy Yard’s relevance returned as an integral part of the defense of Washington 

during the Civil War. In World War II, the Navy Yard became the largest naval ordnance 

plant in the world. At its peak, Navy Yard had 188 buildings on 126 acres of land with 

over 25,000 employees (Sheir, 2013). Figure 2.1 shows a map of the Navy Yard in 1881, 

at its height. As the Navy began to reduce its operations and transition to administration, 

they did not need as much space and considered ways to dispose of unwanted sections of 
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the Yard. As the ordnance became bigger and more technologically complex, its 

proximity to the city became more of a problem, especially as awareness of the pollution 

of the Anacostia River increased.  

 

      Figure 2.1: Map of the Washington Navy Yard, 1881. (National Museum of the U.S. 
Navy, 1881) 

Between the 1860s and 1950s, many of the inhabitants of Navy Yard lived in 

informal settlements in alleys which were hidden from the streets. Alleys were associated 

with poverty, crime, poor sanitation, and immorality; however, these spaces were 

inhabited by communities which created their own families and social orders. “Despite 

intolerable conditions, alley residents were able to shape and control their lives within the 
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economic, social and political limits imposed by the dominant white society” (Friedman, 

2010, p. 339). During the redevelopment process, these alleys were eliminated and 

transformed in the mid-late 1900s. The D.C. government saw this as a public health and 

safety issue, and forcefully removed the alley dwellers (DiValli & Perkins, 2020, p. 4).  

Over the last part of the twentieth-century numerous night clubs were established, 

many specifically for the LBGTQ community.  As redevelopment efforts ramped up in 

the late 1990s, the LGBTQ community’s use of the area was inconsistent with “the 

dictates of capital” and Mayor Williams’ vision of the city (Friedman, 2010, p. 340). 

Before the redevelopment efforts took off in the early 2000s, the LGBTQ community was 

able to produce their own space with little interference from city authorities and 

developers, because of a general lack of interest in the area. During the rise of 

neoliberalism and rising pressure to “clean up” downtowns, LGBTQ bars were shut down 

along with many other establishments in the area that had associated negative 

perceptions.  

In the mid-late 1900s, Navy Yard became increasingly obsolete because it was 

unable to meet the changing needs of the Department of Defense as the new millennium 

approached. The Yard itself was too small to be used for training or research and 

development; many of the buildings needed costly renovations, and the emergence of 

new technologies made this area less relevant. The Southeast Federal Center (SEFC) was 

created in 1963, when the Washington Navy Yard transferred 55 acres to the General 

Services Administration (GSA) for redevelopment (Hazardous Waste Cleanup: General 

Services Administration in Washington, D.C., 2020).  Figure 2.2 shows a map of the 
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SEFC. The SEFC is bounded on the north by M Street SE, on the East by the Navy Yard 

complex, and on the West by First Street SE. The southern edge is bounded by the 

Anacostia River shoreline, which rounds out to include Buzzard’s Point.  

The GSA maintained ownership of this land throughout the process of 

redevelopment. In 1964, the GSA converted the deserted factory buildings to office use. 

Figure 2.2 shows the division of this land into four SEFC plots. In the late 1960s and 

early 1970s, the Naval Historical Center moved into Navy Yard (Marolda, 2004, p.94).   

During the transition from an important naval center to a site of federal offices, Navy 

Yard was deemed a “historic district” by Congress’ Joint Committee on Landmarks in 

1973 because of its “cultural heritage and visual beauty of the District of 

Columbia” (Marolda, 2004, p.94). In 1978, the Chief of Naval Operations’ (CNO) 

residence at the Naval Observatory was given to the Vice President of the United States, 

so the Tingey House in Navy Yard became the new residence for the CNO.  
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Figure 2.2: Map of the SEFC boundaries (Zoning Commission of the District of 

Columbia, 2018) 

 

Across the United States, base closures and neoliberal urban development was an 

ongoing process that would span decades (Benton-Short, 1998). In 1988, the Defense 

Base Realignment and Closure Act (BRAC) was passed by Congress. Congress appointed 

a bipartisan commission to close military bases which were no longer relevant to U.S. 

defense (Benton-Short, 1998, p.67). A cyclical pattern followed most wars in the United 

States, which saw a decrease in defense spending and a switch to commercial production, 

which in the long term, displayed robust economic growth (Benton-Short, 1998, p.68-70). 

Much of the changing historic land-use in Navy Yard tells a story of the federal 
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government struggling to find the most profitable use for this piece of land. Thus, the 

1980s saw the additional concentration of Naval offices in Navy Yard, as well as the 

promotion of tourist attractions such as a weekly “Summer Ceremony” that is arguably 

not too different from the summer concert series that occurs in modern-day Capitol 

Riverfront. The early history of Navy Yard is vital to the pattern of unchecked pollution 

and events that led to intensified investment in the area. Navy Yard’s legacy as a historic 

site situated on federal land fated the area to be preserved through redevelopment efforts 

that emphasized privatization and environmental restoration.  

II. The Navy Yard 1990s 

The 1990s saw Department of Defense cuts and base closures throughout the 

United States.  The large areas of land deemed surplus challenged many cities, which 

responded with neoliberal planning efforts and public-private partnerships in efforts to 

redevelop such sizable areas of land. Although the initial transfer of land happened in 

Navy Yard in the early 1960’s, redevelopment efforts did not begin until the 1990s. In 

addition to closing military bases around the United States, the Base Realignment and 

Closure Act resulted in over 5,000 military and civilian Navy jobs permanently relocating 

to Navy Yard (Lewis, 2001). Congress began reducing Defense Department budgets at 

the beginning of the 1990s. As a result, the Navy consolidated some of their operations 

by ending their expensive building leases in Northern Virginia in favor of expanding 

operations in Navy Yard (Marolda, 2004, p.98). Although this process was continually 

delayed by federal budget cuts, the expansion of the workforce in Navy Yard continued; 
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in 1995 the Naval Sea Systems Command (NAVSEA) transferred 4,000 jobs from nearby 

Crystal City. A major advocate for the redevelopment of Navy Yard, Eleanor Holmes 

Norton, responded in support, "I am ecstatic that in a time of downsizing the Navy Yard 

will get further use. The combination of the development of the Southeast Federal Center 

and the revival of the Navy Yard will remake the surrounding 

neighborhood” (MacKinnon, 2017, p.89). 

In part because of increased employment at the Navy Yard, it was included as a 

stop in the Metro’s green line expansion in 1991. During the same year, the GSA released 

a master plan of the area, which proposed a $1 billion redevelopment of the entire SEFC 

(MacKinnon, 2017, p.76).  The GSA’s protocol for transferring federal land includes 

surveys that identify property that is not utilized and underutilized, and confirmation that 

the appraised market value of the property proposed for transfer will not exceed the 

probable purchase price of other property that would be suitable for the intended purpose 

(Part 102-75- Real Property Disposal). There were also special considerations for the 

disposal and transfer of property under BRAC, which included additional assistance 

offered to affected communities, and the application of the National Environmental 

Policy Act as an attempt to identify and fix damage caused from generations of pollution. 

The next section will detail the environmental issues caused by the historic land-use, and 

how it further spurred the redevelopment process.  
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Environmental Issues  

For almost 200 years, operations at the Navy Yard generated significant types of 

industrial pollution in both the water and on land. The legacy of high levels of pollution 

led to the listing of Navy Yard as the first Superfund site in the District (Loeb, 1997). The 

biodiversity of the area had been reduced; species such as the peregrine falcon and the 

spotted and marble salamanders faced extinction (Williams 2001, 422). The water had 

low levels of dissolved oxygen and high fecal coliform counts, which bred diphtheria and 

dysentery. The conditions were so bad that the “river’s ailing fish, which depend on their 

vision to catch prey, could not see in the absence of light and careened blindly around the 

river bottom like student drivers in a parking lot” (Williams 2001, 423-424). In response, 

Congress gave $200 million for efforts to restore the waterfront (MacKinnon, 2017, 

p.89). Through the lens of EPA intervention, it is fairly straightforward to track how the 

cleanup efforts of the Anacostia River led to fast and intensified investment. 

The Sierra Club opposed the designation of Navy Yard as a Superfund site 

because of the “bureaucratic delays that typically accompany such a designation” (Loeb, 

1997). Many environmentalists felt that a lawsuit from the Sierra Club would be 

addressed faster than a Superfund site listing from the EPA, which had fewer legal 

retributions. Sierra Club attorney Damon Whitehead argued that the public would be 

better served if the EPA “dropped the Superfund effort and vigorously enforced a draft 

cleanup order it sent to the Navy in August” (Loeb, 1997, p.2).  In 1996, the Sierra Club 

Legal Defense Fund filed a lawsuit against the Navy and GSA for violating the Clean 

Water Act. After hundreds of years of industrial work on the Anacostia River, there was 

 33



recognition for the environmental damage that had been caused. The plaintiffs in the case 

included Barry Farms Residents Association and the Kingman Park Civic Association, 

organizations that represented the community interests of two predominantly Black 

waterfront neighborhoods (Haynes, 2013, p.67). The case was ruled in favor of the 

plaintiffs, which called on the Navy to investigate and clean up the toxic emissions. This 

decision was vital in forcing the Navy and federal government to take responsibility for 

toxic health and environmental conditions, as well as creating a liability for private 

developers who would not want to take on the redevelopment without a federal cleanup 

effort to match. Although both approaches had the same goal of cleaning up the Anacostia 

River, the Sierra Club was able to bring in Black residents in an attempt to pursue justice, 

while the EPA approach focused on economic investment into the river itself.  

It was not until 1997, after the EPA designation of the Anacostia as a Superfund 

Site, that developers began to show serious interest in the redevelopment of the Navy 

Yard neighborhood. A local developer, Florida Rick, proposed to build the headquarters 

for a non-profit group, Earth Conservation Corporation on the waterfront to facilitate 

waterfront activities in exchange for zoning changes. Changing zoning laws from federal 

or industrial sites to multi-family zones would be an important first step in redeveloping 

the area.  

In 1998, Anthony Williams was elected as the new mayor of Washington D.C.. He 

was a strong advocate of redevelopment; he immediately prioritized revitalization in 6 

areas, including Navy Yard. His revitalization plan included $75 million for tax 

incentives for business, property acquisition, and neighborhood rehabilitation 
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(MacKinnon 2017, 96). In an interview in 2016, Williams’ former director of planning 

explained, 

I was appointed [Mayor Williams’] planning director in 1999 and when we 
first met . . . he took me to this place called Saint Elisabeth, which overlooks 
the Anacostia River . . . and he said: “This is what I really want to do; I think 
the Anacostia river has always been a divide for the city physically and 
symbolically; it’s about race in the city, it’s about class; it’s a polluted river; 
it’s the second river: The Potomac River gets all the attention with the 
monuments and memorials (Avni & Fischler 2019, 1788). 

The Anacostia, on the other hand, served as a symbol of environmental racism for the 

D.C. government. This was at a time when neoliberal planning efforts attempted to clean 

up inner cities, and local governments saw investment into neighborhoods like Navy Yard 

that were seen as sources of crime and drugs as a way to improve the livelihoods of the 

residents. 

In 1999, the EPA issued the GSA an Administrative Order under the Solid Waste 

Disposal Act that asked them to identify contaminated areas and create an action plan to 

fight site contamination (Hazardous Waste Cleanup: General Services Administration in 

Washington, D.C., 2020). The Anacostia Waterfront Initiative (AWI) officially launched 

in 2000 as an initiative to clean up the river and redevelop the surrounding areas. The 

AWI consisted of the D.C. government, fourteen federal agencies, and four local quasi-

governmental organizations. The Anacostia Waterfront Initiative Framework Plan was 

officially released in 2003 with five goals in mind; including 1) environmental healing of 

the river, 2) rethinking transportation to improve access to the river, 3) a waterfront park 

system featuring a river walk and a trail 4) livening up the waterfront to celebrate and 

explore cultural heritage, and 5) the promotion of sustainable economic development 
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(MacKinnon, 2017, p.110). It is worth noting that access to the river for existing residents 

or economic protection against rising rents were not in consideration as the main goals. 

Urban waterfronts and “blue space” serve important ecological and cultural 

purposes in the city. Nufar Avni and Raphael Fischler propose three concepts of “the 

river:” the river as a physical connection between two parts of the city, as a corridor with 

attractions to grab populations from both sides, and as a site for economic development 

(Avni & Fischler 2019, 1788). Williams looks specifically at the pollution of the 

Anacostia River, and sees it reflects complex processes such as colonialism, nationalism, 

militarism, empire, racism, inequality, and urban renewal (Williams 2001, 410). This 

discourse looks at the Anacostia River as a site of struggle between use and exchange 

values, with history favoring the latter. Williams argues in her work that activists cleaned 

up the riverfront area just for developers to come in and ruin their work. Many 

organizations like the AWI and EPA, which had good intentions, played a role in this 

process. Williams’ argument centers on a need for environmental justice to center on use-

value for the existing community, rather than the exchange value of real estate prospects. 

She notes that initially, little was done for existing communities, and most of the attention 

was on building new. 

The notion that market-driven development on one side of the river would 

generate resources for investment on the other side was repeated throughout the planning 

process. The role of the AWI did not end there; the AWI has been responsible for mixed-

use projects in Capitol Riverfront (the re-branded name for the area that encompasses 

modern-day Navy Yard), the new U.S. Department of Transportation headquarters, and 
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the development of The Wharf. The AWI approach uses “trickle down” logic, with the 

mindset that gains from development may benefit neighboring areas. Unfortunately, this 

did not necessarily serve its purpose. A report from the World Bank found that the AWI 

has attracted $25 billion in private and public investment and will generate $1.5 billion in 

additional tax revenue for D.C. annually (Amirtahmasebi et al. 2016). Considered by the 

World Bank to be one of the “largest and most successful redevelopment plans in the 

United States to date,” the AWI area has seen a population increase of 40% between 2000 

and 2009 (Avni & Fischler 2019, 1791). By many metrics, seeing an increase in residents 

who choose to live, and even pay more to live in a previously toxic site would indicate 

great success.  

Another important stakeholder in the mission to clean up the Anacostia was the 

Anacostia Watershed Society (AWS) a non-profit citizens group, which took a bottom-up 

approach by focusing on river-cleaning efforts with small groups and volunteers, as well 

as groups that planted trees, restored the wetlands, raised public awareness, and 

developed educational activities (Avni & Fischler 2019, 1799). The Seafarers Yacht Club 

spent fifteen years removing 150 tons of trash from the river, and Frazier Walton, the 

president of the Kingman Park Civic Association, had repeatedly sued the city, the Navy, 

and the EPA for polluting the Anacostia with PCBs and violating the Clean Water act 

(Williams 2001, p. 427). The cleanup efforts of the Anacostia River were advocated for 

by Black politicians and activists who wanted to see environmental injustices reversed. 

Despite their best efforts, by trying to increase the use value of the Anacostia River, they 
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also raised the exchange value of the surrounding area, specifically Navy Yard, which 

saw the beginnings of environmental gentrification. 

III. Rapid Redevelopment  

This process of neoliberal urban redevelopment kicked off in Navy Yard in 1999, 

when D.C. Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton introduced a bipartisan resolution to 

create a public-private partnership to speed up SEFC development. This resolution 

maintained that the government would maintain ownership of the land but make it 

available to a developer. The developer would be chosen competitively and fund the 

project, but they would not have to buy the land. Simultaneously, the federal government 

was forced to address the pollution of the Anacostia River. As the historian Edward 

Marolda notes, “the modernization of historic Navy Yard buildings and beautification of 

the surrounding grounds generated positive publicity for the Navy and its relationship to 

Washington, D.C.. But the effort also brought to the surface the environmental 

degradation caused by almost 200 years of industrial production that polluted the shore 

site and the Anacostia River” (Marolda, 2004, p.98). The federal government had already 

spent about $30 million on the cleanup of the Anacostia River Waterfront (MacKinnon, 

2017, p.98). To encourage redevelopment, the District provided tax incentives and 

liability protection for developers who planned to build on the polluted site. A first step in 

this plan was the M Street Southeast Streetscape Improvement Project which added new 

curbs, trees, benches, and lights to help with the transformation of M Street into a major 

commercial artery (MacKinnon, 2017, p.99). Ensuring economic protection to facilitate 
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privatized sustainable development was just the beginning of the neoliberal 

redevelopment process.  

Eleanor Holmes Norton’s Southeast Federal Center Public-Private Development 

Act of 2000 was approved by Congress. This development venture aimed to add 15,000 

jobs to the area, and was envisioned to be an equal partnership between the public and 

private sector (MacKinnon, 2017, p.102). In 2002, the Department of Transportation 

agreed to be housed at SEFC, the GSA sold the M Street and New Jersey Avenue land to 

JBG Cos (now known as JBG Smith), and the Capitol Hill Historic District expanded to 

include 8th streets and parts of Navy Yard (MacKinnon, 2017, p.107). Also in 2002, the 

D.C. Office of Planning created the Strategic Neighborhood Action Plan (SNAP) under 

Mayor Williams. At the time this plan was created, the median household income in 

Cluster 27 (the area to become Capitol Riverfront) was $15,071, 90% of the population 

was African American, and only 19% of households were “owner-occupied”, compared 

to the D.C. average of 41% (“Neighborhood Cluster 27 District of Columbia Strategic 

Neighborhood Action Plan”, 2002). Figure 2.3 highlights the racial composition of the 

Navy Yard in 1999. The first public meeting about the future of Navy Yard included 

discussions about widened sidewalks and bike lanes, extensions to waterfront, a 

pedestrian footbridge, waterfront taxis, and an emphasis on the draw of public spaces 

(MacKinnon, 2017, p.100-103). In just a few years, however, the racial composition of 

Navy Yard would change dramatically, as shown in Figure 2.4, going from 90% to less 

than 40%.  
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Figure 2.3: 1990 Concentration of Black Residents (Cassius, 2020) 
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     Figure 2.4: 2010 Concentration of Black Residents (Cassius, 2020)   
               

Forest City was chosen by the GSA in 2004 to develop the remaining 44 acres of 

the SEFC into offices, residential areas, and a waterfront park into the area now known as 

‘The Yards.’ The Yards was the first and only public-private partnership in the United 
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States that was built on the federal land that Congress made available in 2000, and 

became the largest mixed-use development project in D.C. (Chase, 2015). Also in 2004, 

tax increment financing (TIF) was approved for Capitol Hill Towers at New Jersey and L 

Streets, built by Valhal Corp (MacKinnon, 2017, p.111). The residential portion of this 

development project was supposed to include 128 affordable housing units. Standing out 

amongst a group of 11 developers vying for the SEFC bid, Forest City’s proposal focused 

on preserving historic buildings, turning a boilermaker shop into a retail area, and 

creating apartments from a former carpentry building and old gun mount factory into 

condominiums and apartments (Hedgpeth, 2007). They also focused on a waterfront 

project called the “Yards,” paying tribute to its naval history. Figure 2.5 shows the SEFC 

boundaries, Yards Park, and location of Nationals Stadium. At the time, Forest City 

Washington—a subsidiary of Cleveland-based Forest City- had an annual revenue of $1.2 

billion, and was one of the largest publicly traded real estate companies in the United 

States. They are notorious for their ability to navigate hundreds of millions of dollars in 

tax credits and public money to subsidize their projects (Hedgpeth, 2007).  

 In recent redevelopment efforts, anchor institutions have emerged as a way to 

draw development in emerging neighborhoods (Dubb & Howard, 2013). They range from 

universities to hospitals, as well as cultural institutions, health care facilities, and 

governmental buildings. These institutions usually have some economic self-interest in 

helping to ensure that the communities in which they are based are safe and vibrant. 

Place-based anchors are increasingly seen as “important economic engines,”  especially 

as large employers. (Dubb & Howard, 2013). The Department of Transportation’s 
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decision to move its headquarters to Navy Yard, and the creation of Nationals Stadium 

provided two important anchor institutions that facilitated and attracted rapid investment 

into the area. Since 1990, cities have provided over $4.5 billion to subsidize construction 

on 22 baseball stadiums throughout the United States (Friedman, 2010, p. 328).  

Figure 2.5: SEFC Boundaries and Anchor Institutions (Cassius, 2021) 

After years of rumors about building an MLB stadium in Washington, D.C., 

monumental news came in 2005 when the Montreal Expos were announced to move to 

D.C. for their 2005 season, where they would be playing at Robert F. Kennedy Memorial 

Stadium (RFK) until a new stadium could be built. Mayor Williams originally quoted the 
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price for a new stadium at $440 million, which would be paid through bonds and 

additional taxes on businesses (MacKinnon, 2017, p. 114). This was a controversial 

decision, as many dissenting voices wanted investment in declining neighborhoods in 

D.C. rather than such a large expense on a sports stadium. Across the United States, 

sports stadiums were a key part of urban renewal and redevelopment projects. For better 

or worse, Nationals Stadium served as an important anchor institution that saw through 

massive redevelopment and demographic change.  

The Context for Redevelopment 

Along with the construction of a new baseball stadium, the development of a new 

ballpark district involved four developers by 2006: Western Development, Monument 

Realty, Cordish Co, and Forest City (MacKinnon, 2017, p.123). The debate about where 

to build a new baseball stadium raged while the Nats played at RFK Stadium. Former 

D.C. Mayor Marion Barry publicly condemned the plan to build Nationals Stadium 

(Henry & Fischer, 2019). However, the city council proved to be more of a problem as 

Major League Baseball (MLB) would not approve the move to Washington, D.C. until 

the city could prove they would provide a stadium. Mayor Williams tried to create a plan 

to publicly fund the stadium without taking taxpayer money directly and put the majority 

of the burden on private businesses (Haynes, 2013, p.90). However, city council officials 

were opposed to the idea of spending funds on a sports stadium at the expense of social 

services. In an attempt to gain favor of council members, Mayor Williams tried to include 

stipulations for social services in his plan such as community programs, and the creation 

 44



of a special district in neighborhoods surrounding the stadium in which taxes from 

businesses would pay for bonds that would raise money for said community programs. 

Because of the existence of RFK Stadium as an existing option, and the success of 

privately-funded MCI Center (now Verizon Center), the council was wary of selling 

bonds and raising taxes to finance a new stadium (Haynes, 2013, p.92). In a vote of seven 

to six, the City Council approved a revised plan that gave slightly less public funding to 

build Nationals Park. Although this plan reduced the government’s potential costs by up 

to $193.5 million, this negotiation sacrificed the community investment mechanisms that 

were in Williams’ original plan (Haynes, 2013, p.95).  

 The community’s pushback to the development of a new stadium was not 

unwarranted. Despite hopes that stadiums will bring about economic growth for declining 

downtown areas, they often have detrimental social impacts as “exclusionary spaces” 

through reinforcing dominant economic, political, and social relations (Friedman, 2010, 

p.328). Stadiums tend to be exclusionary by gender and class, and the design tends to 

elevate private consumption over community uses. The literature on sports stadiums in 

neoliberal planning finds that efforts exclude dissenting voices from the political process 

and exclude poor and middle class residents from attendance based on costs (Friedman, 

2010, 332). Furthermore, the cost of attending a game at RFK Stadium, where the 

Nationals used to play, and Nationals Park, increased by 39% in one year. Friedman 

(2010) calls Nationals Park a “cathedral of consumption,” with 5,600 premium seats and 

78 luxury suites (p. 337). Furthermore, he sees Nationals Park as the quintessential 

example of neoliberalism at work, and a manifestation of a commitment to trickle-down 
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economics by the Williams Administration (p. 341). Despite promising residents of Navy 

Yard that the stadium would cost them nothing, attracting large groups of tourists on a 

regular basis called for additional police presence, better roads, and subsidies for visitor 

amenities. Figures 2.6 and 2.7 show the intense revitalization that happened surrounding 

Nationals Stadium in only 13 years. Despite these conflicting visions of success, 

Nationals Stadium has acted as a catalyst for redevelopment in the Navy Yard area and 

has acted as an important part of Capitol Riverfront’s new identity.  

Figure 2.6: Half at M, Looking South (Dupree, 2006) 
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Figure 2.7: Half at M, Looking South (Dupree, 2019) 

In 2004, it was reported that the funds for District services to build the stadium 

included $45 million for libraries, $30 million for community investment projects, and 

$450 million in bonds for “neighborhood needs” (Haynes, 2013, p.95). Using eminent 

domain laws, the city consolidated land for Nationals Park despite opposition from 

existing landowners. In 2005, the city made offers to existing landowners for over twice 

the land’s 2004 tax value using a $97 million-dollar fund. At the same time that the 

Department of Transportation and Nationals Stadium were under construction, the Metro 

Expansion Project began in 2007.  This upgraded the Navy Yard station and expanded 

ridership capacity from 5,000 to 15,000 daily (MacKinnon, 2017, p. 125). The Capitol 

Riverfront Business Improvement District (BID) was also established in 2007 for the 

purpose of creating social programs by taxing businesses operating in Capitol Riverfront. 
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The demographics of the area had drastically changed within only five years; prior to 

2007 the average resident incomes was one of the lowest in D.C., but in the secondary 

trade area had reached an average income of $61,934 and had a population that was 50% 

Black and 43% White by 2007 (D.C. Office of Planning, 2007) (See again Figure 2.4) . 

By the time that Nationals Stadium opened in 2008, they had used over $611 million in 

government subsidies (Friedman, 2010, p.328). Since then, Forest City has been 

redeveloping the surrounding area seen above, now known as the “ballpark district.” The 

baseball stadium and Department of Transportation headquarters were just the beginning; 

now that people were drawn to Navy Yard, investment went toward fulfilling the vision 

of a mixed-use, sustainable, waterfront neighborhood.  

IV. Conclusion 

From its humble beginnings as a shipyard, ordnance center, and then industrial 

center and office space, to its new form as the home of a World Series Champion team 

and leader in sustainable development, Navy Yard has changed immensely in a short 

period of time. Navy Yard’s industrial history has been consequential to its path to 

redevelopment. Its legacy as a naval center in a time of base closures led local and federal 

leaders to use neoliberal planning techniques to ramp up redevelopment efforts. The 

combination of a lawsuit against the Navy, federal ownership of land, and the 

government’s involvement in Nationals Stadium all resulted in increased government 

influence in the redevelopment process, and the need for private funds to carry the burden 

of a toxic site. Between efforts to create public-private partnerships, tax-increment 
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financing, waterfront cleanup efforts, and a focus on capitalizing on anchor institutions, 

Navy Yard was able to transform into modern-day Capitol Riverfront in less than fifteen 

years. The next chapter will focus on the vision of redevelopment by using archival 

records from citizen participants in the redevelopment process, Forest City Washington, 

and interviews with members of the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District.  
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Chapter 3: Visions of Redevelopment  

Posted on street-pole banners and trash cans in Capitol Riverfront is the slogan: 

D.C. Amplified. Life Simplified (see Figure 3.1).  It is in keeping with the overall design 

to appeal to “people who want to roll out of bed, run along a waterfront trail, walk to 

work or hop on the Metro and go out to restaurants in the evening” (Hedgpeth, 2007).  

     Figure 3.1: DC Amplified, Life Simplified on a garbage can. (Benton-Short, 2021).  
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This vision of a connected, accessible, and lively neighborhood has been realized in 

recent years. But whose visions have been brought to life? The redevelopment of Navy 

Yard was spurred by a diverse group of stakeholders and both the District government 

and private sector were intentional about their vision for Capitol Riverfront. The previous 

chapter detailed the broader underlying reasons for the redevelopment. This chapter will 

examine the competing visions for the redevelopment and seek to answer many of these 

questions, using archival sources and qualitative interviews to understand what the 

various players in the development process were planning for the soon-to-be Capitol 

Riverfront. In addition to the ideas of the city government and private developers, how 

were current residents of the neighborhood consulted? What kind of future did they want 

for themselves and their community? How did those visions align with and contradict the 

plans of the numerous stakeholders involved in the redevelopment process?  This chapter 

will attempt to answer these questions.  

I. The Federal Government Vision 

The government had a major stake in the redevelopment of Navy Yard because of 

the connection with the Navy, the ownership of the GSA, the EPA’s involvement and the 

location in the District. Some of the government actors included: Congresswoman 

Norton, the Mayor’s Office, D.C. Office of Planning, the GSA, and the local 

neighborhood advisory council (ANC).  These actors brought about the SEFC Public/

Private Development Act in Congress in 2000; the BID was created by the D.C. 

government. One of the first government presentations about the vision for transforming 
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Navy Yard can be found in D.C. Department of Planning’s initial “Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats” (SWOT) presentation.  They frame the development of 

“Capitol Riverfront” as a transition from a heavy industrial center into a “major hub of 

mixed-use development” (D.C. Department of Planning, 2008). Government planning 

officials argued that renewed interest from developers in this area is a crucial factor of the 

revitalization of the Anacostia Waterfront area. They specifically identify key anchor 

institutions such as the new Nationals Ballpark, and the Department of Transportation to 

draw additional investment to the area.  The SWOT also calls attention to the Capitol 

Riverfront’s unique location south of Capitol Hill and adjacent to the 295 freeway, as 

well as its accessibility to the Metro’s green line. 

Figure 3.2: Vision of the Sub-nodes of Capitol Riverfront (D.C. Department of 

Planning, 2008)  
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The SWOT analysis helped to establish nine areas for the future redevelopment as 

shown in Figure 3.2 above (D.C. Department of Planning, 2008). The SWOT also 

outlined opportunities including the creation of a dynamic waterfront area, the 

development of M Street, the transformation of the market into a retail and entertainment 

hub, and the use of the baseball stadium as an anchor (D.C. Department of Planning, 

2008). In the SWOT analysis, they also identified two challenges. First, the challenge of 

having different developers with conflicting visions and no overall strategy for a cohesive 

retail environment. Second, they worried “cookie-cutter” development would lack a 

“distinctly D.C.” identity, which led them to advocate for the inclusion of local D.C. 

businesses (D.C. Department of Planning, 2008).  As a result of these planning 

challenges, the D.C. Department of Planning wanted a comprehensive, coordinated vision 

for the entire redevelopment area which would be built over several phases.  

Despite the amount of institutional bureaucracy embedded within the project, the 

GSA, D.C. Office of Planning, and the Navy all shared a common vision:  “a vital urban 

waterfront complex accommodating a diverse mixture of housing, office, retail, 

entertainment, hotel, recreational and cultural uses” (Lewis, 2001). They also agreed that 

the most important piece in creating a new destination was using the riverfront and public 

space as the focal point. An important part of this vision included rezoning the SEFC to 

allow for the development of a mixed-use waterfront neighborhood. A document from the 

D.C. Zoning Handbook listed the purposes of the SEFC zones as including: mixed-use 

development, a recognition of the objectives in the Anacostia Waterfront Initiative, 

encouraging high-density residential development and walkable development, providing 
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for a reduced height of buildings along the waterfront as to ensure views for surrounding 

areas, requiring suitable ground-floor level retail, and establishing zoning incentives to 

provide for the development of a publicly-accessible park along the Anacostia River 

(D.C. Office of Zoning, n.d.).  

It is clear that although the government vision included diverse stakeholders, they 

presented a plan that they were united in their vision. The GSA, Navy, and Mayor’s office 

were all included in this plan put forward by D.C.’s Department of Planning, which 

emphasized the need to create a vibrant waterfront and public space surrounded by 

mixed-use development featuring a diverse range of residential and retail units.  

II. The Community Vision 

It is important to note that before redevelopment, Navy Yard was largely 

industrial with very low rates of home-ownership or permanent residents. In 2002, at the 

time of the community planning initiatives, cluster 27 had approximately 4,643 residents, 

90% of which were Black (Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 

2002, p.11). Figure 3.3 shows the location of cluster 27, the only area with residents. The 

majority of businesses were nightclubs, fast-food establishments, and auto-oriented 

businesses. This area was said to be “largely unused with the exception of a handful of 

historic buildings” (Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 2002, 

p.9). They noted at the time that green space is limited, and a common complaint has 

been the lack of public spaces for children to play in (Government of the District of 

Columbia Office of Planning, 2002, p.10).  
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 In 2002 then Mayor Williams, a major proponent of redevelopment, created the 

Strategic Neighborhood Action Plan (SNAP). Through a citizen-driven process, D.C.’s 

Office of Planning held community meetings that included over 120 current residents of 

neighborhood cluster 27, soon to be Capitol Riverfront and other nearby residents 

(Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 2002). The list of 

communities that participated included Arthur Capper Senior public housing, 

Carrollsburg public housing, Near Southeast, and the Washington Navy Yard 

(Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 2002, p.8). They had 

approximately 120 community participants, including residents, business owners, and 

non-profit partners, who were recruited through flyers. The Neighborhood Action project 

held four citizen summits: November 199, January 2000, October 2001, and December 

2001. They also held two Youth Summits to hear from younger residents. In order to 

address the variety of issues that were brought up, they created the Neighborhood Service 

Initiative, the Neighborhood Outreach Program, and the Neighborhood Planning 

Initiative. Neighborhood Service Initiative was created to address issues with public 

service delivery that included multiple government agencies. The Neighborhood 

Outreach Program held public meetings, town halls, coffee with the Mayor, and other 

events to try to connect the government with community members. The Neighborhood 

Planning Initiative worked with citizens to identify top priority issues and to develop the 

Strategic Neighborhood Action Plan.  
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Figure 3.3: Boundaries of Cluster 27 (Government of the District of Columbia Office of 

Planning, 2002, p.8) 

The participants identified eight essential “ingredients for a livable community” 

which included: 

1.  stable and affordable housing, 

2. opportunities for local economic growth, 

3. nearby and quality schools, 

4. recreational opportunities with easy access for children and the elderly, 

5. respect for the “community voice,”  
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6. a healthy and safe environment, 

7. safe transport options for those without cars, 

8. and good retail options in the soon-to-be created commercial districts, 

(Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 2002, p.15).  

In addition to this list, the community chose five “high priority ingredients:”  

1. affordable housing;  

2. community building and human development;  

3. open space, recreation, and environment;  

4. neighborhood economic development; and  

5. public safety and security (Government of the District of Columbia Office 

of Planning, 2002, p.15). 

The perceived interconnectedness of the community and governmental goals allowed for 

a more rapid and intensified redevelopment process. It is possible that many of the 

assumptions of neoliberal urban development led to the inclusion of topics such as 

“neighborhood economic development,” with “a rising tide lifts all boats” mentality. In A 

Brief History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey argues that popular consent of the 

governed had to be generated to legitimize “the neoliberal turn.” (Harvey, 2007, p.40). 

The government hosted these workshops in an attempt to gain consent from the governed 

and find alignments wherever possible. It remains unclear to what extent these goals are 

fully representative of the ideas that original residents voiced, and to what extent they 

have been fully realized.  
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The community participation process also enlisted District agencies to review the 

community priorities and make commitments to realize these priorities. There was an 

emphasis on action plans for environmental cleanups and affordable housing, since these 

were responsibilities at the time specifically under the government’s purview. The GSA 

and Navy were legally responsible for the cleanup efforts of the Anacostia, and there was 

no other entity at the time that would be able to achieve the lofty affordable housing goals 

they had set. The Office of Planning took on the responsibility of completing the 

Anacostia Waterfront Plan, and the Metropolitan Police Department was to create a 

Narcotics Strike Force to address and reduce open-air drug markets, and D.C.’s Housing 

Authority (D.C.HA) committed to completing the redevelopment plan for Arthur Capper 

and Carrollsburg properties, including a relocation phasing plan (Government of the 

District of Columbia Office of Planning, 2002, p.17). The Office of Planning committed 

to looking into inclusionary zoning and provisions of affordable housing. They created 

the Housing Act of 2002 (including a relocation phasing plan) to act as a funding 

mechanism for the promised affordable housing units. Additionally, the DC Housing 

Authority committed to providing a one for one replacement of public housing units, 

which would total in 707 units (Government of the District of Columbia Office of 

Planning, 2002, p.18).  

Michael Stevens, Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District’s Founder 

and Executive Director noted that unfortunately,   

“the D.C. Housing Authority hasn't completed their mission with their private 
partners of rebuilding all that affordable housing. You know here we are, 
seventeen years into that project and they still owe probably two or three hundred 
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units of affordable housing and another five, six hundred units of mixed-income 
housing. Right now, we probably have Arthur Capper residents who have 
relocated to other parts of the city that are never coming back. Why would they? 
They are ensconced in new neighborhoods or they're happy somewhere else and I 
think that's sad especially if they wanted to come back” (Stevens,  January 21, 
2021).  

As someone who was not involved in the project at the time, Stevens highlighted how 

vital it is to build replacement public housing first, and cites it as one of the biggest 

missteps of the redevelopment process.  

The first steps that were taken by the government as a city-wide response to the 

community concerns included installing 600 trash cans around the city, hiring fire 

inspectors for each ward, hiring a “Clean City Administrator,” and hiring a Historic 

Preservation staff member (Government of the District of Columbia Office of Planning, 

2002, p.16). The prioritization of cleanliness and the provision of supplementary trash 

and recycling services is a reflection of declining downtowns across the United States, 

which in part inspired the creation of Business Improvement Districts, to oversee what 

the government could not. In fact, the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District 

(hereafter, CRBID) assumed responsibility for many of the goals that included public 

safety and security, neighborhood economic development, and open space, recreation, 

and environment. 

 Although the documented goals from the community meetings appear to be 

aligned with the goals of the federal government and private sector, many residents did 

not see the manifestation of these visions. Using information gathered through 22 semi-

formal interviews with residents of Southwest D.C., DiValli and Perkins (2020) criticized 
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two main issues with the redevelopment in their neighborhoods (pp.6-7). First, they have 

expressed concerns about the environmental conditions associated with the 

redevelopment process, such as ‘fugitive dust’ and other toxins. Second, they report being 

repeatedly told that the new homes they will have in the redeveloped areas will be better 

than the ones they are being forced to leave, but they were displaced or forgotten, 

something that has happened to other residents in many other D.C. redevelopment 

projects. One respondent echoed the concerns of many residents about the waterfront 

development projects,  

“When you build market-rate housing . . . the residents that move in those houses 
will have no idea what the rich history of Southwest is. They have no idea of 
how much hard work went into making this a strong community. So often times 
people who move along the river, they’re like, ‘OK. You know, I’ve paid $5,000, 
you know, I’m here, this is my river’. I feel like they’re gonna have that 
mentality, not, ‘Oh, we’ll want to make sure everyone is welcome and 
invited'' (DiValli & Perkins, 2020, p. 7).  

Resilient D.C. (2019), with a picture of Yards Park on the cover, aimed to create a 

framework for inclusive growth, climate action, and a safer and healthier D.C..  They list 

five elements that foster inclusive growth:  

● Growing average household net worth to eliminate disparities by race, 

● Shrinking income inequality, 

● Decreasing the cost of housing, 

● Equipping the youth of D.C. with the skills required for high-paying jobs, and 

● Improving the small business climate. (Government of the District of Columbia 

Muriel Bowser, Mayor, 2019).  
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Some may find it surprising that these goals for inclusive economic growth are 

represented by a picture from modern-day Capitol Riverfront. The picture depicts a 

diverse crowd playing in the wading pool in Yards Park. As much as the redevelopment 

process has achieved many of the goals listed by residents and government employees 

alike, the biggest failure of this process was the lack of building affordable housing. 

Furthermore, city governments seem to be increasingly learning that setting affordable 

housing goals is not enough. The five elements for inclusive growth shown above are an 

example of some of the issues that have to be addressed alongside affordable housing to 

truly foster inclusive growth and avoid displacement.  

III. The Private Sector Vision 

In a 2001 Washington Post article, Ellen Nakashma asked regarding Navy Yard, 

“why should this succeed where numerous past attempts have failed?” (Nakashima, 

2001). She answered her own question, “the key, officials say, is the government's novel 

approach of using private dollars to help develop the federal land.” The General Services 

Administration viewed the public private partnership as a cornerstone of their vision for 

Capitol Riverfront, “by leveraging the private sector’s creativity, experience, and 

resources, GSA will achieve its goal of transforming the SEFC site into an asset where 

office workers, residents and visitors can live and work. This includes promoting an 

exciting mixture of land uses including office space, residential uses, and other 

commercial uses together with a waterfront park, open space, and innovative 

design” (U.S. General Services Administration).  
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In choosing Forest City Washington as the lead private developer, the GSA 

transferred 44 acres for coordinated, phased redevelopment. The initial agreement 

between the GSA and Forest City included the development of 3.2 million square feet of 

residential property, and 2 million square feet to be used for commercial, retail and 

commercial space (U.S. General Services Administration). Most importantly, the 

centerpiece of Forest City’s bid and their agreement was the creation of a five-acre 

waterfront park and promenade along the Anacostia River, to be called Yards Park. 

 There is a fair amount of consensus among the BID leadership and private 

developers around why Forest City was chosen out of all the developers that applied for a 

chance to redevelop this piece of land. Deborah Ratner Salzberg, who was the president 

of Forest City at the time said, “large-scale, mixed-use projects are not for the faint of 

heart. At the time there were only a handful of developers in the country that could take 

on something this complex. I am sure that’s why we were able to win this 

project” (Kenney, 2016). Capitol Riverfront BID Executive Director and Founder 

Michael Stevens agreed,  

“My pure speculation- Forest City is a proven developer with a very good track 
record. They had quite an extensive portfolio of successful development that they 
were managing. They had the financial ability to do this and a stable organization 
that was going to be there for years and years which is it was going to take to to 
develop and they had done some other complicated mixed-use projects on a very 
large scale in other parts of the country. The Stapleton airport in Denver is another 
example, they bought the old airport that was in the city limits and have turned it 
into a vibrant mixed-use district. They've done numerous things in Brooklyn. Of 
course, they did the terminal project in Cleveland where they're headquartered so 
all of those things and they are a family-owned development company that had a 
really good track record and the ability to finance” (Stevens, January 21, 2021).  
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Jay Corbalis, a former employee of the Capitol Riverfront BID and current Vice President 

of Public Affairs of private developers JBG Smith, further confirmed the rationale for 

choosing Forest City, “basically, the terms of the deal required Forest City to frontload 

the community benefits. And it was astute on the part of the federal government and 

Forest City was able to do it because they have deep pockets, so they could afford to 

spend 10 years before they ever got a rent check in the door. And most developers can't 

do that” (Corbalis, February 3, 2021).  

 Part of Forest City’s vision at the time included elevating local and regional 

businesses over large franchises and chains. Ratner Salzberg explained, “we believe that 

in creating a neighborhood in Washington, D.C., you need a certain amount of 

authenticity. What makes a neighborhood are the locals, and what makes people want to 

come to these neighborhoods are the local retailers” (Kenney, 2016). Their plans also 

called for the preservation of historic buildings, including turning a boilermaker shop  

into a retail area, creating apartments from an old carpentry building, and the conversion 

of a gun mount factory into new condominiums (Hedgpeth, 2007). Salzberg explained, 

“it really will be a mixed environment that looks like it's been here forever. It won't look 

like Disneyland. It will be a little edgy and have the feel of the waterfront” (Hedpeth, 

2007). This approach to urban development is in contrast to the  “Disneyfication” of 

urban spaces that was prevalent in the early 1990s (Zukin, 1993). The work of Forest 

City in the was seen as an anchor for future redevelopment in the area. Another developer 

in the area told the Washington Post, “I'm glad they have [the projects] and not me. But I 

think they can chew it up and swallow it." (Hedgpeth, 2007).  

 63



Stevens explained in an interview that one of the best redevelopment decisions 

was the government’s insistence that Forest City build Canal Park and Yards Park before 

anything else. He noted: “those two parks branded our neighborhood as family friendly 

which- twenty-five years ago… people just had branded it as dangerous as you know, 

nobody lived here but poor people. It's liquor stores, it's just you didn't want to go there-- 

lock your doors, don't stop at stop signs-- and they had a really bad reputation and had 

pretty high crime, but that's all changed dramatically” (Stevens, January 21, 2021). 

Washington Post architecture critic Roger Lewis agreed, “many see investing, working or 

living in this sector of Southeast Washington as pioneering and risky. The industrial 

character of the surroundings generates aesthetic concerns, and low-income housing 

nearby generates security questions, in turn producing anxiety about market potential and 

property values” (Lewis, 2001). The chosen wording of “pioneering” and imagery of 

discovery runs parallel to postcolonial critiques of gentrification and redevelopment 

(Lees 2012; Atkinson & Bridge 2005). Framing the redevelopment efforts as something 

‘pioneering’ or discovering is in contrast to centuries of history and land-use that were 

not seen by the public as suitable.  

 One important factor in the public-private partnership with Forest City was the 

GSA’s offer to carry the land costs until Forest City had actually built a development. 

Michael Stevens recalled that the GSA’s offer to carry the land costs was critical because 

otherwise it was just too expensive. It was going to take too long to establish the initial 

beachhead of development and then see what we see roll out (Stevens, January 21, 2021). 

Stevens said this was a major reason for the success of the redevelopment.   
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IV. Yards Park: The Centerpiece of Redevelopment 

Of the vision for Navy Yard’s redevelopment, Yards Park is the centerpiece 

realized. Yards Park is the materialization of the visions of increased public space, 

environmental cleanup efforts, and economic development. This innovative park is 

unique in its ability to deliver all three goals wrapped up in one expensive quasi-public 

space. On the Capitol Riverfront website, they state that before redevelopment, this area 

was considered to be “surplus land” (State of Capitol Riverfront, 2019). Yards Park is 

now a 5.4-acre open space that operates with a yearly budget of over $1 million to 

provide for maintenance, programming, security, and renovation. Yards Park has been 

internationally recognized as a prime example of sustainable, mixed-use development 

and has many recreational areas right up against the waterfront, restaurant and retail, and 

is the site of many community events. “While portions of the park can be closed for 

events, an area is always kept open and accessible to the public” (State of Capitol 

Riverfront, 2019).  

In 2008 the first phase of Yards Park opened, paid for by $42 million in city bonds 

through payment-in-lieu-of-taxes (PILOT). D.C. generated the PILOT by selling a bond 

against the future taxes that will be generated by the development (Office of the Deputy 

Mayor for Planning and Economic Development, 2008). In total, Yards Park used  $2 

billion of private investment and $1 billion in public investment. The city owns Yards 

Park on land conveyed to it by GSA and is funding the park with no pledge of D.C.’s 

credit or spending. 
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Figure 3.4: Before Yards Park, 2008 (Dupree, 2008) 

Yards Park is funded through six revenue streams including funds from Forest 

City and a portion of new restaurant sales tax revenues (2013 ULI Urban Open Space 

Award, 2013, p.7). Revenues from events and sponsorships account for 25% of their 

operating budget. In 2013, Yards Park received the Urban Land Institute's Open Space 

Award.  The award noted:  

“The $1.6 billion Yards development is the first public/private venture of its kind 
in the United States. It depends on Yards Park to transform perceptions of the area 
and achieve underwriting assumed in the competitive price proposal submitted to 
the U.S. government. At buildout, The Yards is set to generate $83 million in new 
annual tax revenues for the District of Columbia, or a total public value creation 
of $2 billion at a public cost of capital of $1 billion” (2013 ULI Urban Open 
Space Award, 2013).  
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Figure 3.5: Yards Park, 2019 (Dupree, 2019) 

The redevelopment of Yards Park has been given several awards and is cited as an 

innovative example of sustainable development. The Capitol Riverfront BID uses Yards 

Park to host many of their social events throughout the year, which draw crowds of 

hundreds of residents and non-residents alike. Its transformation has been nothing short 

of amazing.  “This project will be more than a centerpiece for Forest City’s project, The 

Yards. It will connect Nationals Park to the Navy Yard and serve as a great waterfront 

destination for residents and visitors alike.” (Office of the Deputy Mayor for Planning 

and Economic Development, 2008). Mayor Adrian Fenty acclaimed Yards Park as a 

centerpiece of the redevelopment, and as a way to connect Nationals Park to Navy Yard 

and the greater D.C. area.  
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 During the 2021 Annual State of Capitol Riverfront held via zoom in January 

2021, stakeholders and board members praised the importance of this public space during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, noting access to open space has been critical for residents for 

social distancing and access to the outdoors.  

Figure 3.6: Parks as Open Space Relief During COVID-19. (Annual State of Capitol 

Riverfront, January 14, 2021) 

Figure 3.6 displays one of the slides shown to board members that boasts the utility of 

their parks during the COVID-19 pandemic. Stevens explained how popular the park has 

become, to the point that they had to intervene during the pandemic. He explained that 

the National Park Service park across the river in Anacostia closes at ten in the evening, 

but it was difficult to get residents and visitors alike to leave before two or three in the 

morning. “People were ... setting up bars, bringing in alcohol, which is not allowed, and 

even hookahs. Marijuana was everywhere and people weren't necessarily wearing masks 

and social distancing. On the weekends, we had to bring in off-duty police officers to 

help enforce the rules (Stevens, January 21, 2021).  Stevens noted that even though all 
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D.C. parks close at sundown, people hung around well into the evening; one solution to 

this “problem” was to turn on the sprinklers at 10 pm. 

 
Figure 3.7: BID Refocuses Priorities to Redefine Parks and Improve Quality of 

Open Space (Annual State of Capitol Riverfront, January 14, 2021) 

 Although the redevelopment process involved many stakeholders, some with 

louder voices and more capital than others, many of the visions for the future of Navy 

Yard were aligned. The government’s vision for the SEFC emphasized a mixed-use 

economic hub with a revitalized waterfront area. The residential community prioritized 

safe and accessible open space, with an emphasis on affordable housing and economic 

development. The private actors were chosen for their experience in mixed-use 

waterfront communities and were given the economic incentives to develop the parks 

first and foremost. Jay Corbalis explained this partnership as using private dollars to 
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execute public goals, something that would not be achievable without the capital of 

developers (Video interview, February 3, 2021). The rapid redevelopment of Capitol 

Riverfront is the outcome of the federal government taking on initial land costs, the 

GSA’s legal responsibility to clean up the waterfront, and the private sector’s willingness 

to match beyond what the government could provide. All of these stakeholders are 

brought together by the creation of the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District, 

which had to be created through the District government, is paid for by the taxes of 

business owners, and uses their vision to foster community and attract economic 

development.  

V. Visions Not Realized 

 It should also be acknowledged that some of the key elements of the vision for 

redevelopment have not been realized.  It is not clear that this area has preserved 

“affordability” in either housing or amenities. Navy Yard has the third highest average 

rent in Washington, D.C. at approximately $2,549 a month (RentCafe, 2021). 

Additionally, there is a lack of affordable food options. In 2018 the only McDonald’s in 

the was demolished to make way for a new luxury apartment building. During a site visit, 

Michael Stevens was asked if Sweetgreen was the most affordable food option (a 

boutique salad restaurant) and he was unable to come up with an existing affordable 

alternative for low-income residents. Along with economic development came rising 

rents. A lack of specificity or planning for their economic development goals led to the 

inability for goals related to affordable housing to be realized.  
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 Despite these shortcomings, the redevelopment of Navy Yard has been nothing 

short of remarkable. Much of the success of the parks and public space uses can be 

attributed to the role of the Capitol Riverfront BID.  The next chapter will discuss the 

formation and relevance of business improvement districts (BIDs), and how the CRBID 

has been able to implement the vision of the transformation particularly through their 

management of the parks and public space. 
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Chapter 4: The Role of BID Governance  

Of the stakeholders that shaped the Capitol Riverfront Redevelopment, the 

Capitol Riverfront BID (CRBID) has been one of the most instrumental, shaping 

economic development in the area, creating a vision for the neighborhood, and 

facilitating creative uses of the newly redeveloped public space. In order to analyze the 

transformation of this area, it is important to study the formation and impact of the BID 

on the redevelopment process. The visions of redevelopment from the federal 

government, community residents, and private sector all included a heightened role of 

public space, a cleaner neighborhood, economic development and improved safety. These 

main goals became the mission of the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District, 

and the metrics by which they define their success through the privatization of these 

services. Through interviews with members of the Capitol Riverfront BID, material from 

their websites, and a review of the existing literature, this chapter will look at the creation 

and formation of BIDs, how the implementation of private governance affects the role of 

municipal government, the privatization of public goods, and the consequential effects on 

equity.  

I. The Rise of Business Improvement Districts 

The rise of Business Improvement Districts in the late 1900s and their impact on 

urban redevelopment has received attention in the literature, particularly in the realms of 

economics and business (Molotch 1976; MacLeod 2011; Kirkpatrick & Smith 2011). 

BIDs rose to relevancy in a neoliberal era of planning as response to the effects of urban 
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renewal. City governments and business owners problematized the declining state of 

downtown areas in relation to their declining tax bases and perceived safety and 

cleanliness concerns that kept people from frequenting businesses in the center city. In a 

comprehensive definition of BIDs, Seehee Han explains, “BIDs are self-assessment 

districts that are enabled by state laws, authorized by local governments, and approved by 

property owners, with the purpose of delivering supplemental public services to the 

districts” (Han, 2017, p. 659). Through a combination of existing legislation, and 

legislation brought forth by BID proponents to local government entities, business 

owners were able to create frameworks with which to enable private governance.  

Within cities there can be numerous BIDs, broken down by neighborhood and 

downtown areas. Business economist Janet Pack argues that all BIDs share 3 

characteristics: first, their spending and development is limited to one section of a city; 

second, districts are run and paid for by property owners and merchants who tax 

themselves through state or local laws; and, third, revenues from these taxes are used to 

provide supplemental services and capital improvements that are not already provided by 

the municipal government (Pack, 1992, p.18).  

It is common for BIDs to deliver four main services: security, maintenance, 

marketing, and capital improvements (Schwartz, 2006, p.434). This is commonly referred 

to as the amelioration of ‘grime and crime.’ In James Wolf’s research investigating 264 

BIDs, he found that the primary focuses were supplemental public security forces, 

advocating business interests, and providing supplemental sanitation services (such as 

trash pickup) (Wolf, 2006, p.55). He also found that BIDs were most interested in 
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providing services that included capital improvements, consumer marketing, economic 

development, sidewalk maintenance, parking and transportation, public advocacy, and 

public space regulation. In Washington, D.C., the Golden Triangle BID is known to plant 

flower beds accented with signs displaying haikus written by residents of the BID about 

springtime, put out seats during lunchtime, host yoga in Farragut Square, and more. 

These kinds of beautification and community building efforts are common among BIDs.  

There have been precursors to BIDs. Before the rise of BIDs in the 1990s, 

downtown business councils assumed responsibility for increasing growth and capital in 

downtown areas. Business owners began to see that investing in downtown areas was 

attracting new customers, and was starting to pay off. San Francisco was one of the first 

downtown business councils in the world, after a devastating earthquake and fire in 

downtown in 1906 (Hoyt, 2007,  p.947). In the mid-1960s in Toronto, business owners 

wanted to avoid the free-rider problem, whereby some business owners benefited from 

the economic development of an area without giving money to the association, so they 

created a private entity that could collect taxes from all members in the district, thus 

starting the BID model in 1969. They found the implementation of this model to 

incentivize the revitalization of downtown areas, but beyond that, this model showed that 

incentivizing business owners to invest in the surrounding neighborhood would benefit 

both the residents and the businesses through revitalization.  

BIDs began to develop in larger numbers in the 1990s, as a reaction to larger 

economic changes affecting urban areas. This was caused first, by the decline of industry, 

as thousands of people lost jobs and the city was left with abandoned properties, which 
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hit city centers the worst (Steel, 2005, p.322). Second, along with the decline in industry 

and manufacturing, many service sector businesses in central business districts moved to 

edge cities, which led to growth of master planned and gated communities (Steel, 2005, 

p.323). These two processes of deindustrialization and suburbanization combined to 

radically transform cities, a process that started in the mid 1900s.  

Many cities were left with excess and often contaminated property and a declining 

tax base as both businesses and residents moved to the suburbs, and were unable to meet 

the needs of their citizens or invest in the large-scale redevelopment that was needed. In 

this political and economic vacuum, BIDs became the main drivers of small-scale 

revitalization (Symes, 2003, p.302). These broad changes led to the rise of a new 

political-ideological apparatus: neoliberalism, which emphasizes deregulation, 

privatization, and free-market operations. The shift to public private partnerships and 

private governance through BIDs is just one example of that in practice (Hoyt, 2007, p. 

947).  

II. The Role of BIDs 

BIDs emerged in the absence of fruitful and profitable municipal governance and 

authority. Proponents claim that downtown managers of BIDs are often the only ones 

with the portfolio to draw together the fragmented world of social services, advocates for 

the homeless, business leaders, and the police (Hoyt, 2007, p.953). This has led to the 

idea of “new governance” in cities-- getting things done without government involvement 

or investment (Wolf, 2006, p.54). In this way, BIDs attempt to govern at a sub-municipal 
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scale. In Washington, D.C. specifically, this manifests as less of a public/private 

partnership and more as an extension of governmental services that should have already 

been provided, such as security, trash, and beautification (Wolf, 2006, p.71). An 

advantage of BIDs in this way is their ability to adapt to “microfit” local conditions, and 

how they can be used on a smaller scale to re-brand deteriorating downtown areas into 

up-and-coming neighborhoods (Symes, 2003, p.303).  

 Other key advantages of BID governance that fill in the gaps of municipal 

government through an emphasis on innovation and entrepreneurialism, securing sources 

of funding that prevent free riding, giving business a direct voice at the local level, and 

the prioritization of safety and security (Lloyd, 2003, p.303). BIDs adhere to many of the 

planning principles of ‘new urbanism’ since they “restore a sense of place to the area by 

creating an edge and improving the center, making the area more suitable for pedestrians 

and giving priority to public spaces” (Lloyd, 2003, p.305). However, it has been found 

that some cities will cut back on municipal baseline services once a BID is formed 

(Briffault, 1999, p.462).  

An important consequence of having a BID with a private board take on some 

operations of a municipal, public government is a lack of accountability. As Wolf notes, 

“to a considerable extent, the District Government shows no intention of playing the 

active accountability role that the enabling legislation allows, and perhaps for that reason, 

both sides appear to minimize the various accountability mechanisms requiring periodic 

reporting and review of the BIDs” (Wolf, 2006, p.71).  In this sense, BIDs represent 

private business interests. They are not democratically elected public governments, and 
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thus do not have an inherent responsibility to the residents of a given neighborhood. 

Morçöl argues that BIDs must fulfill five components of accountability: 1) 

controllability- leaders are expected to control the actions of bureaucrats in implementing 

their policies, 2) liability- officials are held responsible for their actions, 3) responsibility- 

the behaviors of officials are constrained by rules, norms, and laws, 4) transparency - 

officials are required to explain their actions in regular public forums, hearings, and 

periodic reviews, and 5) responsiveness- the actions of officials are direct expressions of 

the needs of the residents (Morçöl, 2006, p.160). The role of a BID can be improved 

through increased accountability, as it should be held to the same standard as the 

organization that provides similar services. 

From their conception, BIDs are not democratic institutions. They are not voted 

into being, nor can the public remove a BID director, who is appointed by the business 

community. Generally, BIDs function with board members and business owners as voting 

members, without any outlet for residents to speak. Kennedy argues that the main 

problem with BIDs is how the board of directors is appointed. Specifically, he points out 

that there is weighted voting that favors property owners, and owners of property will 

always have the majority in New York BIDs by law (Kennedy, 1996, p.294). Steel’s 

analysis is similar to that of Kennedy; he argues that there is a morality issue with having 

a link between voting power on the board and the amount you pay in taxes (Steel, 2005, 

p.327). Hoyt echoes this sentiment; she argues that having a board that only represents 

the elite and disregards lower classes is inherently not democratic (Hoyt, 2007, p.951). 

Furthermore, she argues, this is not democratic because it excludes those deemed 
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“undesirable,” usually delineated by who is a part of capital accumulation (Hoyt, 2007, 

p.952). Despite her reservations, Hoyt concedes that BIDs actually do help decrease 

levels of homelessness in neighborhoods by creating entry level jobs through efforts such 

as “clean teams” and accompanying redevelopment. Meanwhile, Kennedy argues that 

BIDs are usually able to accomplish municipal services more efficiently and cheaper than 

the city (Kennedy, 1996, p.326). However, the creation of BIDs in the first place was to 

fulfil a role in the absence of effective local governance.  

III. Contextualizing Washington, D.C. 

In Washington, D.C., the first four BIDs established were: the Downtown BID, 

Golden Triangle BID, Georgetown BID, and the Capitol Hill BID, which were all 

founded by the year 2003 (Wolf, 2006, p.56).  Washington D.C. was not immune to the 

rise of BIDs, today there are eleven BIDs as shown in Figure 4.1. The Downtown BID 

(officially founded in 1997) was established following the deterioration of downtown 

D.C. began in the 1960s and continued into the 1980s (Schaller 2019, pp. 4-8). 

Development was mostly concentrated around K Street between 16th Street and 

Georgetown. Early construction plans for the Metro also helped with the revitalization of 

this area. Attempts to create a BID in the 1980s were foiled by powerful congressman 

John Wilson who vehemently opposed BIDs. After failed bill proposals in the early 90s, 

the Downtown Partnership continued to lobby city council in favor of the creation of a 

downtown BID. Opposition came mostly from large parking lot owners who were wary 

of the cost. In 1994, the interactive downtown task force was created and led by Herbert 
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Mills, a local businessman, which consisted of key business leaders in the area. They 

raised $50,000 from community leaders and had the support of the city government. In 

1997, thirteen key business leaders gave $250,000 of “risk money” which they would get 

back if they got BID approval,  which they did (Wolf, 2006, p.62-64). 

Figure 4.1: Map of BIDs in Washington, D.C.. (Cassius, 2020) 

The most challenging part of the process is establishing the enabling legislation 

for the first BID; after that an application cannot be rejected so long as the process has 

been followed (Wolf, 2006, p.60). In the 1990s, D.C. local government was put in 

receivership due to “financial and programmatic incompetence,” thus more BIDs were 

established in response to “weak city administration”(Schaller 2019, pp. 4-8). D.C. law 
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states that BIDs have to register as a non-profit. They have all chosen to register as 

501c(6) which is “more permissive” but offers less tax benefits than the designation of 

501c(3). D.C. law stipulates that BIDs can provide any services that include activity that 

will “improve economic viability of the area,” but it cannot create a negative impact in 

another area nor replace government services, only augment them (Wolf, 2006, p.60).  

The process to create a BID in Washington, D.C. is more efficient and expedited 

than many other local governments. The first step is a meeting with the council member 

that represents the ward that the proposed BID will be a part of and propose a bill 

(Department of Small and Local Business Development, 2019). If the bill is approved, 

the BID must form a non-profit BID corporation. Next, they must establish geographic 

boundaries of the district. Then they will develop a database of economic stakeholders; 

essentially a list of the business owners and developers that they would like to 

incorporate in their BID. Next, they will have to establish a mechanism for calculating 

supplemental taxes, usually called assessments. These will vary based on the BID, the 

type of business, and the scale. Then they have to develop a comprehensive business 

plan, which they will submit to the Mayor. After the Mayor reviews this, they set a date 

for a public hearing, and must alert the business owners and tenants within an established, 

reasonable timeframe. After the public hearing, the BID’s proposal can be passed 

(Department of Small and Local Business Development, 2019).  

Today, the eleven BIDs in D.C. comprise only 8% of the land area but are home to 

65% of the city’s jobs and generate 37% of the city’s gross local tax revenue (D.C. BID 

Council, 2020). The 2020 budgets for the city’s BIDs range from $270,000 (Anacostia) to 
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$12 million (Downtown D.C.), with the Capitol Riverfront at $2.4 million (D.C. BID 

Council, 2020). The taxes on business owners are different for each BID; some of them 

only tax commercial businesses, while some, like Capitol Riverfront, tax commercial, 

residential, hotel, vacant land, industrial land, and lots within the right of way for the 

proposed realignment of the Frederick Douglass Memorial Bridge. In some respects, the 

taxation could be seen as an attempt to reallocate wealth from wealthy business owners 

into programs and neighborhood improvements for residents. However, in many cases the 

tax is passed down to consumers and tenants through increased rents. 

IV. Capitol Riverfront BID 

 Michael Stevens, executive director and founder of the Capitol Riverfront BID 

(CRBID) first started a BID in his hometown of Jackson, Mississippi. He had experience 

working in a BID with economic development authority, meaning he was able to have 

“development powers” as well as the other levels of governance given to BIDs. He 

approached Forest City Washington during the redevelopment process and recalls saying, 

“you guys are getting a stadium. You're going to be a new growth area of some 

consequence. You've got zoning for over thirty seven million square feet, that's going to 

create its own series of issues and then opportunities will emerge out of that but you need 

a management organization to help guide you through this” (Stevens, Video Interview, 

January 21, 2021). He envisioned a BID that would help to guide the redevelopment 

process and bridge the gap between private developers, business owners, and residents. 

Stevens explained that private developers do not come equipped with the tools for clean 
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team services, business attraction, economic development, public investment, 

transportation planning, and events production. The early integration of the CRBID into 

the planning and development process allowed for intensified and rapid redevelopment 

efforts.  

 As part of the CRBID application they set up their board to include twenty one 

voting members. They have classes of seven members that are elected every year to allow 

for staggered representation so there is always a class serving for one, two and three 

years. All voting members are required to pay the BID tax, although they recently added 

three residential buildings onto the board because “we think the residents should be 

represented” (Stevens, Video Interview, January 21, 2021). Additionally, they have six at-

large non-voting members for organizations that do not pay the CRBID tax that they 

believe should have a seat at the table for the discussion, but not necessarily enough to 

have a vote. Some of those organizations include: the Navy Yard, the Washington 

Nationals Baseball Club, the Anacostia Watershed Society, the Anacostia Riverkeeper, 

Barracks Row Main Street, and D.C. Water. They meet quarterly and have an annual 

membership meeting. In addition to the 27-member board of directors, there is a five-

person executive committee that is composed of the officers of the corporations and 

Michael and they meet before every meeting, many times to review budgetary challenges.  

The core mission and values of the CRBID includes clean teams (a team of 

usually diverse and lower-income workers who are responsible for keeping the 

neighborhood, especially the private parks, clean), advocacy efforts, economic 

development and business attraction, transportation analysis and advocacy, marketing and 
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public relations initiatives, community-building events, park maintenance and public 

realm improvements, and real estate market research and analysis. Through the impact of 

the BID, Capitol Riverfront’s economic impact was exponentially higher than expected, 

in 2017, Capitol Riverfront’s net fiscal impact was $132 million (“Riverfront 

Recaptured”, 2017). This was captured in one of CRBID’s annual reports, in which they 

claimed responsibility for the net annual fiscal impact increase. The District broke even 

on their $1.1 billion investments with “only 14 million of the envisioned 37 million 

square feet built out” (“Riverfront Recaptured”, 2017). The CRBID has continually 

boasted that the private sector has more than matched D.C.’s contributions to the 

neighborhood; in 2017, every dollar of public investment leveraged $1.92 of private 

investment. They predict that the per dollar co-investment will more than double by 2021 

and exceed eight dollars by 2035. In 2019, the BID added 1,298 rental units and 137 

condo units to the area (“State of Capitol Riverfront,” 2019). They boast the lowest 

vacancy rate of any submarket in the region for their office capacity at 7.6%. Their events 

draw extremely large crowds; regular season Nationals baseball team games draw 2.3 

million guests, D.C. United games draw 284,000, and Smorgasburg, an outdoor food 

market, draws 27,000. Looking forward, the BID is prioritizing childcare services, in 

hopes to draw in families, and  transportation and mobility. 

 When surveyed, over a quarter of respondents said they moved to Capitol 

Riverfront for the amenities, and another quarter said they moved for better transportation 

access (“State of Capitol Riverfront,” 2019). Some of the amenities in Capitol Riverfront 

that the CRBID paid for include outdoor fitness events, baseball watch parties, the Friday 
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night concert series, outdoor movie series, green amenities, art installations, Truckaroo, 

and more. The CRBID hosted over 65 free outdoor fitness events in 2019 attracting over 

36,000 attendees at the BID’s programming events. In addition to entertainment and 

amenities, the CRBID has invested in pollution cleanup and restoration of the Anacostia 

River. They worked with partner organizations to reintroduce 9,000 freshwater mussels, 

each of which can filter between 10 and 20 gallons of water a day (“State of Capitol 

Riverfront,” 2020). Additionally, they worked with the D.C. Clean Rivers Project to 

reduce combined sewer overflow discharge to the Anacostia River by 98%.  

 Despite boasting attendance numbers and quantitative economic development, the 

concerns brought up in the existing literature on business improvement districts is 

extremely valid in the case of the CRBID. Most of the CRBID documents, website, and 

annual reports focus on the creation of professional sports stadiums, students in schools, 

and neighborhood meetup events. There is no mention of diversity, race, or class as being 

motivations or goals of community building efforts within the CRBID’s annual reports. 

When asked what he wants his legacy as founder and executive director to be, Stevens 

answered, “I want to get the CRBID positioned to when I leave it has shifted from being 

a largely an economic development, marketing and PR towards becoming a true 

management organization. We will have done all the strategic planning and heavy 

economic development and business attraction lift” (Stevens, Video Interview, January 

21, 2021).  

Stevens has narrowed down the scope of CRBID governance to four main 

responsibilities: 1) public realm management and the oversight of the parks and public 
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spaces; 2) marketing, place branding, and public relations to keep the neighborhood 

“positioned in the minds of the public.”; 3 ) working to get the mix of uses, specifically 

retail and civic, down to a science and ensure that investment goes toward medical 

offices, daycare facilities, and job training centers; 4) their responsibility to continue 

doing community events and programming to bring in people to the neighborhood, keep 

it “vibrant,” and continue building a sense of community. In a sentence, Stevens summed 

it up as their mission going forward is “furthering riverfront engagement” (Stevens, 

Video Interview, January 21, 2021). Thus, the BID’s most important function seems to be 

as a place and public realm manager.  

V. Conclusions 

Cities in the U.S. have experienced significant changes over the last several 

decades. Cities’ economies have restructured as a result of deindustrialization, 

suburbanization, white flight, gentrification, and globalization. Many cities had pressing 

needs for revitalization and redevelopment, but lacked the financial means or political 

will to implement large scale redevelopment. Public-private partnerships and other forms 

of private governance and place management have emerged as an alternative to the 

ineffectiveness of cities to manage change. Some see the power of place-making best 

suited for the private sector developers and business owners as having the scope and 

methods to invest in place-making on a larger scale. BIDs, like CRBID,  have become a 

private alternative for urban redevelopment, and often fill the gaps left by underfunded 

municipal governments whose tax bases have eroded. They operate at various scales of 
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investment: sometimes organizing the capital for entire blocks of redevelopment; in other 

ways, investing in small projects such as sidewalk improvements, and weekend concerts. 

At either scale, the guiding idea is to improve the area and make it more attractive for 

future investment. BIDs many strengths include: filling in the gaps of municipal 

governance, attracting diverse and profitable businesses, ameliorating crime, and creating 

coalitions. However, their weaknesses include: a lack of equitable development, 

displacement of original residents or businesses, spillover effects that relocate a problem 

without solving it, concern about the privatization of public spaces, and over-policing.  

The benefits of BIDs compel many cities to trade off less government control for 

increased profits, and cleaner, safer downtowns. However, with negative effects ranging 

from gentrification, to rising rents and displacement, many cities are reconsidering the 

privatization of services such as street cleanup, public events, and access to public space. 

With the prominence of BIDs as a tool for neighborhood development, it is important to 

consider how management of public space and changes in the process to urban-place 

making affect low-income and minority residents. How does the implementation of BIDs 

diminish the agency of longtime residents? Is it always necessarily a bad thing to 

decrease the presence of the state in place-governance? Who should have the most 

agency in place-making, and how can that be allocated and protected? The next chapter 

will investigate these questions further. 
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Chapter 5: Privatization of Public Space: Visions vs. Realities  

The previous chapters have examined the visions of the involved stakeholders and 

explained the role of the BID in the redevelopment of Capitol Riverfront. This chapter 

examines the current state of Capitol Riverfront and critiques some of the unanticipated 

problems that have emerged despite what many say has been a successful transformation. 

In particular, public space, the centerpiece of redevelopment, will be examined further. 

The parks, community events, and waterfront area that brand Capitol Riverfront are under 

private governance, and function differently than genuine public space. This chapter will 

first investigate how the privatization of public space has resulted in concerns about 

public space restrictions and equity. Then this chapter will discuss the increased 

securitization and policing, issues of homelessness, and the lack of affordable housing. 

Finally, this chapter will explore issues raised more broadly about BIDs and their lack of 

transparent governance.   

I. Privatization of Public Space 

Public space is an inherently important part of urban space. Public space is not 

just plazas, parks and sidewalks; it also includes indoor spaces such as libraries, schools, 

recreation centers and other publicly owned space. Geographer Judit Bodnar argues, 

“public space is peculiar to cities; it is the clearest expression of the urban predicament, 

the tension between the physical proximity and moral remoteness of city 

dwellers” (Bodnar, 2019). She argues that commercialization and privatization have 

facilitated the transformation of public space. Urban renewal became a business strategy, 
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and the public became the consumers. She argues that groups defined as dangerous or 

non-consumers were excluded from the public sphere, thereby affecting the accessibility 

of ‘public space’ (Bodnar, 2095). In cases of redevelopment which bring about new 

layers of governance, it is essential to interrogate who is using public space and how.  

 In many cities, there are private spaces that seem to be public—and are often 

assumed to be ‘public space.” Not all parks or green spaces or waterfront promenades are 

public space, although they may appear to be so.  Many BIDs around the country have 

redeveloped areas that look and function as public space, but in fact, are more tightly 

controlled and restricted than public space. In Washington, D.C. this is evident in the 

many areas which are privately-owned “quasi public space,” like City Center, and many 

areas governed within BIDs. In the case of Capitol Riverfront, quasi-public space was 

created in the absence of clean, safe, and healthy green space. In an interview, Michael 

Stevens praised the public spaces in Capitol Riverfront as being a site for “commingling” 

for all socioeconomic and racial backgrounds (Stevens, January 21, 2021). Additionally, 

when speaking about the draw of their community events in public parks, such as the 

Friday Night Concert Series he added, “It's a very diverse crowd. All age groups, kids 

love it, the elderly love it, families love it, the millennials love it, Blacks love it, Whites 

love it, Hispanics love it, and it caters to everybody and I think that became even more 

evident this summer during COVID-19 that people saw this as an escape valve. Now did 

they behave properly all the time? No” (Stevens, January 21, 2021). Stevens’ inclusion of 

a consideration of proper behavior is indicative of Yards Park as quasi-public space.  
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In theory, public space has no restrictions, but in practice it usually does. For 

example, it is not legal to drive your car on a sidewalk. Public space scholars, however, 

have documented that quasi-public space (space that is owned by a private entity, but 

appears to most people as public space) restrictions often exceed those of genuine public 

space. For example, the open areas within shopping malls have many restrictions that 

would not be found in public space, such as no smoking, or restrictions on the number of 

young people that can gather in that space. Yards Park, as a quasi-public space, does have 

restrictions. These include:  

YARDS PARK RULES PROHIBIT: 

● Drug & alcohol use 

● Grilling, barbecuing, and/or any use of open flames 

● Smoking 

● Skateboarding or roller-blading 

● Bike riding; please dismount from your bike 

● Camping or sleeping overnight 

● Entering plantings or picking flowers 

● Using more than one seat on a bench designed for sharing 

● Letting your dog off-leash except in the dog run; clean-up is required in all areas 

● Organized sports without a Yards Park rental permit 

● Entering, swimming in, or fishing in the river 

● Sitting or standing on the railings 

● Laying plastic tarp on the lawn 

● Feeding pigeons and other animals 

● Rummaging in trash receptacles 
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● Amplified music of any kind 

● Obstructing park entrances & walkways 

● Tents, tables, hammocks, or other additional furniture without a Yards Park rental 

permit; blankets and low-back folding lawn chairs are allowed 

● Performances, fitness classes, or any commercial activity without a Yards Park 

rental permit; visit our website for more information on park events 

● Unattended items; due to security regarding nearby government facilities, items 

may be removed 

● Chalk use on park surfaces, including the boardwalk 

Table 5.1: List of prohibited activities in Yards Park (Capitol Riverfront, 2021).  

This set of rules is extremely limiting in not only how people use the space, but 

who is able to use the park. This set of rules essentially outlaws homelessness, certain 

types of public gatherings, and regulates the ability of people to commercialize their use 

of the space. Many of these restrictions seem to especially target Black users of the park. 

The restrictive functions of public space in Capitol Riverfront are consistent with J.T. 

Roane’s (2019) conception of the plot in two major ways. His research focused on the 

Anacostia River as a site of Black engagement with space and plotting as the actions of 

Black communities in pushing back on capitalist infrastructure that perpetuates social 

control by White elites. He explains that the plot can represent the site of a burial, “local 

Black communities ritualized enactments of social life refiguring death and the outdoors 

as sites for recalling ancestry and for unsettling white supremacist capitalist exploitation 

of the land and Black people alike (Roane 2019, p. 243). Second, he argues that plotting 
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focuses on maintaining use value in order to make “biological and social existence 

possible” (Roane 2019, p. 243). The exchange value of Yards Park would revolve around 

sanitizing the space using regulations so that real estate values of neighboring properties 

increase, and ensuring that behaviors in the park lead to increased support of nearby 

businesses. The use value, which is more consistent with early uses of the Anacostia 

River Waterfront area, such as fishing and swimming, revolve around what consumers 

can gain from the landscape. By regulating how the users can engage within a space, they 

are unable to utilize the park for its use value in favor of increasing its exchange value.  

Despite the fact that Yards Park is well-used and well-regarded, it is critical to 

take into account the limitations that these ‘public’ spaces have when they are under 

private control. Kevin Gotham (2001) recounts the long history of money given by the 

federal government to local governments. This money has historically been used for 

services in affluent areas instead of reinvestment in poor areas. “Use of tax subsidies and 

other redevelopment tools to attract capital had weakened democratic processes and 

safeguards, strengthened the power of private capital in private and public life, and 

“depoliticized” local decision making and policy implementation” (Gotham, 2001, 15). 

Using this framework, private investment into public spaces has strengthened the power 

of capital and the voices of those who facilitate the influx of capital. In the case of 

CRBID, business owners and developers seem to have the loudest voices. 

Yasminah Beebeejaun takes this a step further, and defines the “right to everyday 

life” as “the site of authentic experience, of self, of the body and of engagement with 

others” (Beebeejaun, 2017, 326). She advocates for the importance of looking at 
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everyday life to inform planning decisions. As a feminist geographer, she is concerned 

with the active inhabitation of space, and how women’s rights become restricted in public 

and private space. “Women challenging the norms of public space are powerful reminders 

of how the choreography of the city can restrict freedom of movement within 

cities'' (Beebeejaun, 2017, 330). Table 5.1 shows many ‘freedoms’ that are restricted in 

Yards Park through the privatization of public space. Public private partnerships transfer 

responsibility from the government to business institutions and prioritize economic 

interests over welfare. One of the most effective ways that private institutions 

redeveloped cities by diminishing citizens’ agency was through place-making and 

branding, which is often facilitated by the creation of BIDs.  

 Katherine Hankins studied private development and found the public was “well-

behaved” in these highly regulated spaces because they lack a collective identity or any 

type of conflict (Hankins, 2009, p. 846). Residents reported that the best part of Capital 

Riverfront was walkability, but in reality, the walkable areas are all private, and protest, 

loitering, or assembly of any political nature was illegal (Hankins, 2009, pp. 854-855). 

Hankins argues that livability has become a luxury, specifically, a luxury of consumption. 

Similarly, in the parks and public spaces in Capitol Riverfront there are numerous 

regulations about what users can and cannot do in that space, which inherently changes 

how people use the space. During COVID-19, the CRBID has enforced their rules about 

closing times, as well as what is allowed within Yards Park. During community events 

such as Friday Night Jazz concerts, residents saw restrictions in the past couple of years 

which banned bringing food and outside drinks into the park. Consumption becomes the 
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main basis for regulating behavior and the determining factor for inclusion and exclusion 

in the redeveloped city (Gotham, 2001, 18). Quasi-public space could become a way to 

increase social control (Gotham, 2001, 22). The privatization and shifting focus on capital 

as the driving force behind a city has framed the use of space through consumption, 

which favors the wealthy and dictates the use of the city around affluent, privileged users.  

BIDs are attempting to attract the affluent by emphasizing amenities, which 

reinvents a neighborhood into a “sanitized economic space,” which Schaller & Modan 

(2005) call an “urban mall” (p.396). Briffault argues that the suburban shopping mall 

model has influenced BIDs in three major ways (Briffault, 1999, p.426). First, BIDs 

focus on services rather than on the creation of new infrastructure. Second, BIDs emulate 

malls in their institutional structure of managing business areas by providing mechanisms 

for hiring new staff, and the creation of new services. Lastly, they emulate malls and 

theme park managers through strategic planning for their properties, through choosing 

tenants who fit into a theme or goal (Briffault, 426). Steel tries to assert that malls are 

more private than public space, “[t]he owners of a mall have a legal right to refuse 

admission. Malls also have clear opening and closing times. Neither of these applies to 

public streets” (Steel, 328). In the context of BIDs, they do have the legal right to refuse 

admission, and can do so using their own private police force.  

II. Public Space and Equity 

Developers tend to use popular conceptions of ethnicity to reinvent 

neighborhoods (Mele 2013). In many case studies presented in the literature, developers 
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use diversity as a selling point. In the case of Capitol Riverfront, Black politicians 

including many D.C. Mayors and Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton were at the 

forefront of advocating for redevelopment. The redevelopment was intended to help 

Black residents, and give them a safer, cleaner, and healthier neighborhood to live in. 

Although they represent far fewer of the total residents than before, the CRBID 

commonly claims Capitol Riverfront as a successful case of diversity. However, the 

reality is that this type of diversity “reflects an innocuous, sanitized version of ethnic and 

racial differences, scrubbed clean of their potential anti-development, political, or social 

content” (Mele, 2013, 599). He argues that diversity is presented in this way because of 

color-blind ideology that strips race of its relationship to social conditions of domination 

and subordination (Mele, 2013, 602). Many neighborhoods in Washington, D.C. boast the 

historical connections to the “chocolate city,” and use Black history as a way to promote 

businesses that are not only benefitting a mostly white, affluent private sector, but also 

actively displacing Black and low-income residents. This phenomenon is in contrast to 

non-performative antiracism, which seeks to look beyond performative documents and 

organizational branding (Ahmed 2006).  

In addition to restrictions to public space that affect all residents, another issue is 

the “erasure” of the community that once occupied this area.  Although it was once 

almost entirely inhabited by Black residents, there are very few traces of their presence 

left, as the majority of the neighborhood was completely bulldozed and rebuilt. 

“Honoring and recognizing the different groups that constitute urban space are important 

in retelling the city through multiple narratives and reaffirming rights” (Beebeejaun, 
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2017, 330). There are no surviving local businesses nor traces of symbols or culture that 

would reaffirm the history of the area. Through neoliberal policy and the process of 

privatization, the use of space is prioritized to attract capital and investment. Such 

redevelopment results in what Fainstein  calls “thick injustice," which is “physical 

development aimed at improving the quality of a place without assisting the people who 

originally occupied it ” (Fainstein, 2011, 170). Fainstein is highlighting a need to change 

the discourse around redevelopment so justice becomes a salient milestone.  

The redevelopment of predominantly Black neighborhoods was not exclusive to 

Navy Yard. Laura Pulido’s work on Flint divided residents into “The Underground,” 

“Outcast Surplus,” and “Threat” (Pulido, 2016, p.11). In the case of CRBID, the original 

residents pre-redevelopment would be considered “outcast surplus,'' as they were 

overlooked based on their disconnect from capital accumulation. Throughout interviews 

with current and past members of the CRBID, they echoed the same sentiment which was 

that there were far fewer residents living in Navy Yard before the redevelopment process, 

thus claims of gentrification were not accurate. Michael Stevens added, “you can make 

statistics say everything. Before this was a light industrial, light manufacturing 

neighborhood that happened to have a public housing complex called Arthur Capper 

Carrollsburg. There were virtually no other residents in the neighborhood. So, you know, 

the neighborhood was probably ninety-nine percent African Americans, so you'll hear 

people bemoan, well this neighborhood has been so gentrified. No, it actually hasn't and 

well, yes, the percentage of African-Americans has gone down but it's still like 30% of 

our neighborhood” (Stevens, January 21, 2021).  
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III. Crime, Security, and Policing  

The CRBID conducted surveys in 2018 to better understand perceptions of the 

residents. When asking about safety, over 75% of residents responded that they view the 

neighborhood as “safe” or “very safe” (2018 Perceptions Survey, 2018, p. 13). 

Furthermore, 84% of residents perceived Yards Park as safe. Mallett explains how 

improved safety is due to hiring less expensive private security. Despite having less 

training, the benefits of private security include not being called away in an emergency 

situation, and that their responsibilities can be extended to include informational help to 

tourists (Mallett, 1994, p.279). However, private police forces have different priorities 

than public police. The officers hired to work in BIDs are there to make office workers 

and customers feel safer while they spend time in the BID. Mallett poses some important 

questions-- who is responsible for private police, especially when they are policing public 

areas? Can they make arrests, and who is held accountable for improper uses of force? 

(Mallett, 1994, p.279). In order to understand experiences in public space, it is important 

to ask questions about policing and surveillance in those same areas.  

Another controversial aspect of security is that the private security firms hired by 

BIDs can engage in over-policing and infringe on individual rights. In her analysis of four 

BIDs’ private security, D’Souza (2020) found that they often defined “disorder” with 

consumers and visitors in mind; “individuals who did not fit “clean and safe” categories 

were deemed “out of place,” detracting from the area’s appeal” (p. 77). This often 

disproportionately affects low-income residents and residents of color (Weitzer 2000).  

Because private neighborhoods and developments are run by private security, they get to 
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decide who can be in a space and how that space can be used (Hankins, 2009, p. 861). As 

spaces have become privatized, the role of the state has shifted from the provider of 

social support for low-income populations to supplier of “business services” and 

amenities for more affluent urban residents (Wacquant, 2008 p. 202).  

According to Mallett, “with private security guards deployed on public streets, the 

aim is not to protect the city nor the public as a whole, but to make office workers and 

consumers feel safe to work and spend in the district” (Mallett, 1994, p.279). Thus, the 

rationale of increasing securitization of a BID is not only to improve perceptions of 

safety, but to improve perceptions of safety in order to allow for the smoother functioning 

of the local economy: safer work and safer consumption.  This is another example of how 

the framework of BIDs puts exchange value and capital above all, in this case, as the 

leading rationale of increased policing. This type of policing is encompassed by “fixing 

broken windows,” which takes the approach of having the police focus on minor 

problems, which are believed to lead to more serious crimes if left unattended (D’Souza 

2020, p.71). In Capitol Riverfront, this is executed through both CRBID governance and 

the requests of many residents.  

In the case of the CRBID, this has resulted in the sanitization of the space for the 

purpose of maintaining aesthetics. Director of Public Realm, Susan Hampton, explained, 

“I'm trying to deal with the homeless problem and graffiti and all the other things that pop 

up” (Hampton, February 4, 2021). She complained further about aesthetic issues, such as 

stickers on light posts, and overflowing trash bins. D’Souza spoke with private CRBID 

police from the four neighborhoods she studied and found that their main priorities 

 97



focused on “physical blemishes'' such as cracks in the sidewalk, graffiti, and vandalism 

(D’Souza 2020, p.78). These issues do not fall under the purview of the police but have a 

large impact on perceptions of safety, thus leading to a more sanitized and securitized 

environment. 

Through the COVID-19 pandemic, residents of Capitol Riverfront have used the 

“Capitol Quarter Residents” listserv to stay in touch about neighborhood issues. Many of 

the emails back and forth include discussions about missed trash collection, delayed 

Christmas tree collection, and many problems surrounding the aesthetics and perceived 

safety of the neighborhood. Many residents have also used this forum to voice their 

concerns about the homeless population in Capitol Riverfront and perceived aesthetic and 

safety issues related to that. One especially inflammatory email chain began with a call to 

action for a local ANC member:  

“Can you do anything about the trash/former homeless den under the 6th St 
overpass? The garbage there has been sitting for over 3 months and is both 
unsightly and unsanitary. It makes me feel like we live in a trash dump when I 
drive by every day. I reported it to 311 a few weeks ago but they have not taken 
action. Can you please use your power as our local elected person to make a 
difference here” (Anonymous, Capitol Quarter Residents Listserv, September 30, 
2020). 

This connection between aesthetics, crime, and sanitization all seems to connect at 

Capitol Riverfront’s mishandling of affordable housing and the confusion surrounding 

who is responsible for handling their homeless population.  
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IV. Homelessness and Affordable Housing  

 When reflecting on the successes and failures of the redevelopment of Navy Yard, 

Michael Stevens sees affordable housing as a major failure of the stakeholders involved. 

“What's sad is that the D.C. Housing Authority hasn't completed their mission with their 

private partners of rebuilding all that affordable housing. Here we are, seventeen years 

into that project and they still owe, probably two or three hundred units of affordable 

housing and another six hundred units of mixed-income housing. So I find that very 

disappointing and I've railed against them numerous times and I just hope they can figure 

out how to develop these sites. (Stevens, January 21, 2021). The CRBID does not 

necessarily see homelessness nor affordable housing as their problems, because this is not 

part of their charter. It is a responsibility of the city. The CRBID was created to focus on 

economic development and public space maintenance, which mostly focuses on the use 

of their clean team and their schedule of community events. This reveals a major problem 

with the establishment of BIDs, which is confusion about accountability. The BIDs are 

chartered through the local government, and with that process, the local government 

seems to take a step back and give up some control to the BIDs. There are not clear 

boundaries about who is responsible for what, which has left the homeless and low-

income communities to fall through the cracks. 

With economic prosperity as the main goal of a BID, low-income and minority 

residents will continually be seen as a threat. There is a perception that having more 

affordable and public housing will lower property values. There is also a perception that 

the BID needs to regulate the type of residents for the sake of the businesses they report 
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to, which they accomplish through sanitization and securitization (Raco 2003). 

Furthermore, research has shown that property owners will try to pass increased 

assessments onto their tenants, those tenants might have to accept lower profits, which 

might cause firms to leave the city, which will increase vacancy rates and could lower 

property values (Pack, 1992, p.20). This is worsened by the notion that property owners 

have the right to vote in the founding of a BID but tenants normally do not think they are 

the most affected by price increases in rent (Symes, 2003, p.306).  

 Public Realm Director Susan Hampton oversees the “Clean Team” and helps 

manage the homeless population. She explained the challenging position the CRBID is 

in, “it's not really our job, but I'm out there, doing the best I can to interface with health 

and human services just trying to make sure they're actually out there and they tell me 

that they are but they [the homeless population] just don't want the help” (Hampton, 

February 4, 2021). She also explained that the bureaucratic nature of D.C.’s government 

did not help the situation since many of the people experiencing homelessness that she 

talked to had waited for years for housing vouchers. Some of the issues with 

homelessness could be attributed to the way in which affordable housing was destroyed 

and rebuilt.  

 Another BID in D.C., the NoMa BID, has arguably struggled with homelessness 

and tents in their overpasses more than any other D.C. BID. Robin-Eve Jasper, the NoMa 

BID President, wrote an open letter regarding underpass encampments in 2019. She 

argues that conditions were worsening and that the D.C. government’s affordable housing 

efforts were not enough. 
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“People are worried about their ability to safely traverse these public spaces. 
Many report that they have been harassed as they walk by the tent encampments, 
where people frequently engage in aggressive panhandling and occasionally 
menace passersby. Used and bloody hypodermic needles and other drug 
paraphernalia, rotting food, trash, broken glass, public nudity, prostitution, sales 
of illegal drugs, and human urine and feces are encountered by those whose routes 
take them by the encampments and pervade the space in which encamped 
individuals are living.” (Jasper 2019). 

Jasper explains that the BID had attempted to implement solutions that revolve around 

affordable housing, and that they had especially struggled in the fight to protect the rights 

of homeless individuals to keep their property in public spaces. She believes that the 

focus needs to turn to drug rehabilitation and mental-health programs, as well as better 

enforcement of drug use and sale laws. She ends on the need to represent not only the 

homeless population, but the people who need to “safely pass through public spaces.” 

This specific open letter was mentioned in every interview with former and current 

CRBID members. They empathize with the situation that the NoMa BID is in, and feel as 

though they are not given the resources or power to fix homelessness in Capitol 

Riverfront. Both Michael Stevens and Robin-Eve are on a D.C. homelessness task force, 

where they are considering solutions that include the purchasing of aesthetically-pleasing 

and weather protected housing pods that cost anywhere from $20,000 to 100,000 per pod 

(Stevens, January 21, 2021).  

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, the Arthur Capper Carrollsburg public 

housing was demolished before they had the new low income housing units rebuilt, so 

many residents were left displaced, without a home. “Right now, we've got Arthur Capper 

residents who have relocated to other parts of the city that are never coming back. Why 
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would they- I mean they're off ensconced to new neighborhoods or they bought or they're 

happy somewhere else and I think that's sad especially if they wanted to come 

back” (Stevens, January 21, 2021).  

 Although the BID staff expresses some empathy and regret for the circumstances 

in which low-income and affordable housing residents became homeless, not all residents 

share the same point of view. This issue has become increasingly inflammatory during 

the COVID-19 pandemic in which public space has become increasingly utilized. One 

concerned resident emailed the listserv the following:  

“The concerning issue is that this has been brought up several times since it 
started about 1 ½ years ago, and little has happened since then. 
  
1. No enforcement on removing the homeless (remember that we have 
heard that they were offered a place to stay but they denied the option). Not 
only that, they keep adding furniture and other things like they own the place. 
2. No enforcement on cleaning (we were told that trash cans and other 
items were provided to keep their space clean, yet trash is all over the place) 
3. Leadership is non-respondent (we have sent many emails and calls, and 
yet no response or follow-up was given) 

As a way to illustrate, I am attaching a picture of what we see almost every week 
(yes, it is a woman defecating on the street). Sorry to be blunt, and I understand 
that there are many other high priority issues with this pandemic, but this has been 
going on for too long, and little to nothing has been done.” (Anonymous, Capitol 
Quarter Residents Listserv, October 2, 2020) 

This spurred a vigorous debate on who was accountable for such issues, as well as 

whether or not “people choose to be homeless.” Furthermore, the residents continued to 

call out their ANC for not acting as “the voice of the residents” and resolving the issue. 

This sentiment, that the ANC is a voice for residents- but only residents with property is 

problematic and emblematic of the kind of thinking that seems to plague BIDs and 

gentrifying neighborhoods. Another resident argued, 
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“Folks with mental health or drug issues, or come from violent circumstances 
need help, and there is help out there—get it for them. If they are resistant, tough
—they don’t have a right to occupy public space indefinitely and create 
unsanitary conditions, or bring possible threats associated with drugs and violence 
to the community. That you continue to dismiss these things as hyperbole or 
imagined is a problem, and I view it as an abject failure to recognize the reality of 
what your constituents who live close to the encampments are dealing with". 
(Anonymous, Capitol Quarter Residents Listserv, Oct 3 2020). 

A statement from the ANC Commissioner, Edward Daniels, followed. He 

defended himself saying, “when you reach out to me and cite the effect that our 

vulnerable neighbors have on your property value or cite false criminal activity that you 

allegedly witnessed or cite any unfounded information regarding this population, you can 

expect that I am going to take a moment to investigate and gather my thoughts before 

responding” (Anonymous, Capitol Quarter Residents Listserv, October 2, 2020). It is 

clear that there are divisions in the neighborhood that can not be fixed by superficial 

“diversity” discourses. Although the CRBID has brought diverse communities together, 

having a single-family multi-million dollar house next-door to a multi-family affordable 

housing unit does not necessarily create ‘community’. An important question that has yet 

to be answered, is whose responsibility is to mend these strained relationships, and how? 

V. Problematizing BID Governance  

Issues around the privatization of public space, issues of equity, security and 

policing are not the only criticisms leveled at BIDs, even those that are considered 

successful.  Some scholars see issues with how they are governed, and the degree to 

which they are accountable to the public.  The problem of exclusion from the planning 
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and redevelopment process plagues modern-day Capitol Riverfront. Struggles over space 

can reveal power dynamics within the ordering of space, as well as exclusions from the 

process of place-making.  

In an attempt to make BIDs more equitable, Lloyd offers several main 

recommendations (Lloyd, 2003, p.317). First, he suggests BIDs conduct more research 

before into the local market and consumption of the proposed area. Next, he suggests 

planning should involve the local community far more in order to communicate 

effectively on both ends. Lloyd advocates for a clear and comprehensive benchmarking 

procedure so that the results can be monitored and provide a method of accountability. 

Next, he suggests finding leadership from the local community to ensure that there is 

effective leadership that has a stake in community development. Lastly, he asks for clear 

and consistent financial reporting and tracking (Lloyd, 2003, p.317).  The CRBID does 

include some non-voting members from the community such as D.C. Water, however 

there is not currently a role for any local community members who are not business 

owners that pay into the BID.  

 BIDs have been criticized for lack of transparency in governance. In Philadelphia, 

BID oversight is undertaken by the city council and Mayor, who must approve the initial 

plan, budgets and services for the city’s BIDs. Additionally, political leaders also have the 

power to disapprove of board members, although there has been no instance of this 

occurring in Philadelphia (Stokes, 2006, p.182). In D.C., the city council and Mayor are 

very involved in the primary formation of BIDs, but are historically distanced from them 

once they are up and running, meaning there is little oversight. There should be increased 
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checkpoints where BIDs are forced to present ideas in public forums and to government 

officials to increase transparency and accountability. Since ANC meetings and other 

government gatherings are public to view and have space for public hearings, a quasi-

government authority like the CRBID should be held to the same standards.  

Symes suggests that to make BIDs more democratic, some BIDs run on an annual 

basis and must be renewed by a majority vote that is not weighted by monetary 

contribution level, which equalizes and elevates the interests of small businesses (Symes, 

2003, p.308). In a legal review of BIDs, Garodnick argues,  

“ a governmental scheme that weighed the votes of property owners more heavily 
than residents violated the constitutional guarantee of "one person, one vote. As 
problematic as such a voting structure could be, the success of BIDs and other 
special purpose districts arises from their efficiency in providing services-
efficiency that exists only at the price of subjugating traditional notions of 
equality” (Garodnick, 2000, p.1734) 

 Another controversial aspect of BIDs is their successes in the realm of safety and 

security. On the one hand, they have transformed city centers and revitalized previously 

abandoned or deteriorating areas. However, some charge that this has happened with 

excessive policing and privatization that disproportionately affects low-income residents 

and residents of color. BIDs should work on minimizing the role of private security 

officers, especially at public gatherings in “public parks,” to avoid taking agency away 

from residents. In Capitol Riverfront, securitization has only increased due to their events 

drawing increasingly larger crowds.  
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VI. Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the challenges that come from the privatization of 

space and services, and how BID governance can exacerbate these issues. Public space 

has become the centerpiece of redevelopment in Capitol Riverfront. But this has also 

generated heightened security and sanitization. Privatized public space can challenge a 

sense of belonging and restrict how spaces are utilized.  This has generated tension in a 

neighborhood that caters to such a diverse population-- socio-economically and racially. 

Privatized services and public spaces may become exclusive, instead of inclusive. 

Homelessness is a pervasive issue despite concerted efforts to bring back original 

residents into affordable housing. Additionally, many current residents do not see their 

homeless neighbors as entitled to the same public spaces because of their lack of 

property. BID governance and the privatization that it brings may encourage business 

owners and residents to discriminate against residents based on their appearance and 

perceptions of crime or safety. While many planners consider Navy Yard and Capitol 

Riverfront to be a highly successful redevelopment, this transformation is not without 

some negative impacts, and these are important to understand and discuss if we aim to 

create urban redevelopment that is not only economically successful but socially just. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

I. Summary of Findings 

 This research focused on the redevelopment of Navy Yard in its journey to 

become modern-day Capitol Riverfront. It is an important case study because it is the 

first public-private partnership on federal land in a U.S. city, and it is the largest 

redeveloped area in D.C. In addition, part of the area has one of the largest mixed-income 

developments in the city. For these reasons, understanding the process of redevelopment 

and its outcomes is vital.  Four specific research questions were examined: 

Redevelopment Process 

● Who was involved in the redevelopment of Capitol Riverfront, and how were 

their visions the same, and where did they conflict? 

● Why was this public-private partnership successful in redevelopment efforts in 

such a short period of time? 

Consequences of Redevelopment 

● What is the role of the BID, and what are the costs and benefits of BID 

governance? 

● How does the privatization of public space affect the residents of a neighborhood 

with changing demographics? 

Redevelopment Process 

 To begin answering the first question, the second chapter delved into a history of 

what was once known as “Washington’s Navy Yard.” Some key themes were identified, 
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including the federal government’s ownership of the land and involvement in the 

redevelopment process and an increased exchange value of the “surplus” land through 

environmental cleanup efforts and the attraction of anchor institutions. The passage of the 

Public-Private Partnership Bill through Congress in 2000, the EPA’s declaration of the 

Anacostia River as a Superfund site, and the opening of Nationals Stadium all served 

important purposes in the speeding up and intensification of the redevelopment process.  

 Chapter 3 discussed the first two questions further; focusing on the visions of the 

various stakeholders involved in the redevelopment process. This chapter identifies the 

three main stakeholders as: the federal government, the original community (residents), 

and the private developers. The fourth actor, the Capitol Riverfront BID, is discussed 

further in Chapter 4. This section identifies the similarities between the federal 

government’s vision and the private sector’s vision; they both focused on having a 

mixed-use waterfront development that would attract further economic development. 

They also shared many common goals identified by the community members, including 

having a safer, cleaner, and more accessible neighborhood.  

 The community residents ranked five “high priority ingredients” in the 

redevelopment process. They ranked them as: 

1) affordable housing;  

2) community building and human development;  

3) open space, recreation, and environment;  

4) neighborhood economic development; and  
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5) public safety and security (Government of the District of Columbia Office of 

Planning, 2002, p.15). 

The top priority was affordable housing, which was arguably the biggest failure of the 

redevelopment process. There were initial goals to bring back affordable housing 

residents after buildings were torn down and rebuilt, but there is more to maintaining an 

affordable neighborhood than building new housing. The CRBID Executive Director, 

Michael Stevens, agreed that this was the biggest failure of the redevelopment process 

and many members of the BID echoed his sentiment in blaming the federal government 

for this mishandling.  

The second goal, community building and human development has mixed 

reviews. The BID puts on many community events that are acclaimed throughout the 

District, but because of the nature of privatization many residents do not necessarily feel 

welcome. They have been successful in creating more open space and recreation, as well 

as the beginning phases of the environmental cleanup efforts. They claim that the 

Anacostia River will be swimmable within the next five years, which will allow for even 

more open space to be utilized. The fourth goal of neighborhood economic development 

is vague, thus hard to define it as a metric for success. The neighborhood has absolutely 

experienced intense economic development, but there is not clarity as to whether this goal 

pertained to the neighborhood itself or the residents living within. Lastly, the fifth priority 

refers to public safety and security, which is also difficult to measure. Perceptions of 

safety are extremely high based on surveys that the CRBID has conducted, and due to 

heightened securitization and policing, that goal has most likely been realized. Lastly, this 
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chapter culminates with a look into Yards Park as the centerpiece of redevelopment, and 

the culmination of all four visions realized.  

Consequences of Redevelopment 

 Chapter 4 examined the role of BIDs, as well as specifically the role of the 

Capitol Riverfront BID and the history of how it was created. Business Improvement 

Districts rose to prominence as a result of white flight and declining downtowns within 

the framework of neoliberalism. City governments saw declining tax bases, increased 

crime, and business owners were losing customers. BIDs acted as a way to reinvest 

money into urban settings, and used that money toward aesthetic fixes and policing that 

helped with perceptions of safety and place-branding. The CRBID was created in an 

attempt to fill a gap of governance in “place management,” and its main role revolves 

around place-branding, marketing, economic development, and public realm 

maintenance. Having an organization that focused redevelopment efforts on investments 

into public relations, attracting capital, and fostering community intensified and 

quickened redevelopment efforts.  

 While Chapters 2, 3, and 4 focused on the process of redevelopment, Chapter 5 

examined some of the consequences.  This chapter focused on the challenges that are 

brought about by privatization and BID governance, including equity concerns, increased 

policing, and homelessness and affordable housing. Additionally, having so many layers 

of governance blurs the lines of who is responsible for the residents, and important 

functions such as affordable housing fall through the cracks. Increased police presence 
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has impacts on senses of belonging of Black residents, and securitization in public spaces 

makes them no longer functionally “public.” Thus, one of the most widely cited goals for 

future Capitol Riverfront was the existence of public, open space, which has not yet been 

met in practice.   

 This research builds upon the existing accounts of the early history and 

redevelopment process by delving into the stakeholders involved, identifying Yards Park 

as the centerpiece of redevelopment, and using a Marxist framework that critiques 

neoliberal urban development. This framework allowed issues of equity and privatization 

of public space to be further examined, and shows how the stakeholder visions came 

together on certain issues but lacked on issues of policing, securitization, affordable 

housing, and homelessness.  

II. The Future of Capitol Riverfront 

 Impacted by the severity of the COVID-19 Pandemic, Capitol Riverfront Board 

Members see access to open space as one of the most vital parts of the neighborhood. The 

CRBID has worked as a liaison throughout the pandemic to disseminate information on 

COVID testing, business assistance, vaccinations, and more. They were able to maintain 

stable occupancy through the height of the pandemic, around 90%, which may be 

attributed to the levels of affluence in the neighborhood which have been able to support 

many of the businesses and restaurants.  The D.C. The Department of Transportation is 

moving their new headquarters to Capitol Riverfront, bringing more workers to the area. 

Looking forward, the CRBID and Forest City plan include building more hotels, creating 
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virtual community events including a virtual meetup series, car-free bus lanes, and an 

emphasis on the development of Buzzard Point. They have plans to create “beachfront 

areas'' once the Anacostia River is officially swimmable, and they are in a second 

development phase for “the Yards'' and are nearly finished developing the half street area 

near National Stadium. During their 2021 Virtual Annual State of Capitol Riverfront, they 

concluded that the focal point of 2021 will be fostering community.  

III. Limitations of the Study 

 As with all academic research there were limitations to this study: 

1. Ideally, I would have been able to conduct surveys at Capitol Riverfront 

community events during the summer of 2020. This analysis was able to include 

voices from both the CRBID and the private sector, and the availability of 

government documents made it fairly easy to capture their visions as well. 

However, the voices of residents, barring their email exchanges on the listserv, 

were noticeably missing from this analysis. If not for the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the inclusion of surveys of current and past residents would have elevated the 

community voice in this research.  

2. There was a lack of representation from the Black and low-income current and 

past residents of Capitol Riverfront. Due to the nature of COVID-19, in-person 

interviews were not possible, nor was the option of connecting with residents on 

site. Additionally, because of the mishandling of the affordable housing 

component, there are not sufficient records of original residents of the area, nor 
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ways in which they can be contacted. This analysis draws upon the literature and 

tries to emphasize the voices of non-white scholars, but future research should 

elevate those voices further.  

IV. Potential Future Research  

 The redevelopment process is still going, as neoliberal urban planning schemes 

call for the need to continue capital accumulation and economic growth. There are still 

projects in the works, so long-term studies can examine how these turn out. Furthermore, 

when it is physically possible, studies that examine the interactions between and senses of 

belonging of the single-family home and multi-family affordable housing residents would 

be helpful in understanding how this kind of experimental development works in 

practice. Can community events bridge the gap between diverse populations? What kinds 

of community events would be most welcome and helpful? 

 Another area that will become increasingly salient is the importance of public 

space following the COVID-19 pandemic. Members of the BID and residents alike have 

mentioned that the open space and waterfront amenities provided by the Capitol 

Riverfront redevelopment have proven to be invaluable during the pandemic. However, 

the CRBID has had to impose further restrictions and bring in a heightened security 

presence in order to regulate the ways in which their “public” spaces have been used. 

How has this manifested itself elsewhere? Will public space become increasingly 

important in future redevelopment efforts and opportunities for investment? How can 
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cities, private developers, and BIDs make public space more equitable and accessible 

without losing perceptions of safety and cleanliness? 
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