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The government
of Washington,
DC appears
unable to make a
significant
investment of
time, effort, and
money in the U

Street area.
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CDC’s two primary initiatives are cre-
ating a job placement agency run by
and for the community and stimulat-
ing economic development through
tourisn, 0

Manna has joined other organiza-
tions in Washington, DC to entice vis-
itors away from traditional tourist
sites and onto U Street. One of the
most prominent organizations is the
Coalition of Off the Mall Heritage
Groups, a 57-member organization
which promotes the link between
tourism and economic development
to help communities benefit from
tourist interest in history and culture,
The coalition is helping U Street cap-
italize on its rich history as a center of
African-American community, cul-
ture, and music by promoting tourism
as a profit-making enterprise that will
increase the area’s investment poten-
tial.

The coalition believes that large
groups of visitors will be drawn to the
area if the neighborhood's history is
captured and marketed effectively,
Efforts are underway to develop his-
tory exhibits, construct historic mark-
ers designating points of interest, and
develop bus and walking tours of the
area. An installation of photos and
historical information surrounds a lot
at the corner of 13th and U Streets
and the first bus tour of the area is
slated to be given in July 1998
Perhaps most importantly, the
National Park Service is constructing
the first African American Civil War
Memorial in the country at U,
Vermont, and 10th Streets and is due

to unveil the monument in the sum-
mer of 1998.41

Many of the potential historic
sites, such as the home and office of
Carter G. Woodson, the father of
black history, stand defunct and
abandoned. The coalition believes
that such historical landmarks will be-
come attractive to investors and reno-
vated if U Street tourism is promoted.
Coalition members are optimistic
about the ripple effect that develop-
ment will have if tourism takes root. 12

Funds for the Community’s Future
(FCF) is a non-profit organization that
works to “involve, improve, and in-
vest” in the community by providing
post-secondary scholarships to stu-
dents who volunteer in neighbor-
hood projects. FCF forms a
collaboration between high schools
and the community by identifying
needs and organizing students to
make neighborhood improvements.
Money raised from the community
through student sponsorship or
fundraising efforts supports the schol-
arship fund.

FCF’s contribution to the commu-
nity is measured by the experience
that residents gain in understanding
community issues. Under FCF's guid-
ance, people participate in communi-
ty activities such as street clean-ups,
tree planting, and painting murals. At
the same time, students learn the im-
portance of shared public spaces and
community life. Thus, FCF provides
opportunities and  organizational
structures that enable people to focus
on common issues and build a com-
munity.
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Thoughts for the Future

Depopulation of the cities and
the transformation of the urban eco-
nomic base have created a crisis situ-
ation that threatens the future of
urban areas in the United States. A
complex array of socioeconomic
problems face policymakers and resi-
dents; though the problems are inter-
related, no magic solution exists to
bring about change.

Ideally, local government will
lead and implement a comprehensive
plan to revitalize urban neighbor-
hoods. Regrettably, the government
of Washington, DC appears unable to
make a significant investment of time,
effort, and money in the U Street area.
The DC government has ~ at least
theoretically — the greatest influence
in neighborhood revitalization, the
greatest means to bring about such
revitalization, and the greatest ability
to stitch together the various interests
of U Street’s constituencies into a co-
herent group. Accordingly, the
District's absence from the process is
a serious impediment to U Street’s fu-
ture.

When local government is both
the principle actor and the principle
obstacle, community residents are
forced to find other ways to achieve
their goals. In this situation, the eco-
nomic vitality of a neighborhood --
including U Street - depends primari-
ly on stimulating the growth of pri-
vate investment in the neighborhood.
Establishing partnerships between
government, non-profit groups, small
business, and private investors be-
comes a4 workable way to blend gov-

ernment resources with the knowl-
edge and financial capital of others.
Public/private partnerships can help
distressed communities create realis-
tic goals, develop a vision and plan,
attract investment, and create jobs.

Since the District government is
currently not taking the initiative to
guide revitalization on U Street, de-
velopment will continue in a piece-
meal fashion. Fortunately, community
stakeholders believe that U Street can
regain its place as a center of com-
merce and culture in Washington.
Their dedication and efforts at renew-
al indicate a successful future for U
Street.

The story of U Street’s redevelop-
ment is one of stops and starts, rising
hopes and dashed expectations, in-
vestment and bankruptcy, govern-
ment inertia and community vigor.
Although some believe that the area’s
full potential will never be realized,
the neighborhood has so many assets
— including a rich history, aesthetic
potential, prime location, active citi-
zenry, and suitable infrastructure —
that development seems almost in-
evitable. Still, much needs to be ac-
complished.
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Notes
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Society of Washington, DC for allowing us to
use their photographs of U Street. We also
wish to thank our article editor, Lisa
Downing, and associate editor, Judy
Greenbaum, for their help and advice in
proclucing this article. Finally, we would like
to thank Rachel Stein and Jill Kasle for their
undying dedication and sense of humor
throughout this process.
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