






 

The American public has transformed the Mall’s symbolic quality 
from a static landscape to a kinetic scene of citizens action. But the 
Mall has not adapted to this new role. Citizens who come by the 
thousands to Washington every year to exercise First Amendment 
rights are daunted by the Mall’s vast size and lack of amenities such 
as transportation, restrooms, and support services for large 
gatherings. Imposing grey federal buildings seem to project an 
unwelcome image of a federal government disconnected from 
citizens – the opposite of the openness and transparency citizens 
seek. Security barriers and police cars do not help.  
The 3rd Century Mall would energize the relationship between 
citizens and our government to support public activity and make 
government more open, accessible, and transparent. 
Exercising First Amendment Rights   Historically, the landscape was 
conceived as a public promenade and setting for government, not 
the great civic stage it has become. Support services for public 
activities never anticipated in the previous planning need to be 
developed.  
By creating staging areas at several locations throughout the Mall, 
equipped with electricity, video, wireless communication, restroom 
facilities, food, and easy access via low-cost transportation on clear 
routes, the Mall could be made a more welcoming and useful 
platform overall for First Amendment events. Union Square at the 
foot of Capitol Hill and the Lincoln Memorial are already popular 
locations for large gatherings, and are logical places for 
improvement.  More can be done to open up new opportunities 
throughout the Mall, including Mall expansion areas. Deciding 
where and how such staging areas can be developed should be part 
of a larger, comprehensive, public use program to enhance the Mall’s 
overall role as a civic stage.  
Learning What Government Does   Other visitors who come to 
Washington with the hope of learning first-hand about government 
encounter a complex federal bureaucracy. Most people understand 
what goes on in the White House and Capitol. But they have little 
opportunity to learn about what goes on inside the federal buildings  

Top to bottom: People use the Mall for all 
kinds of free expression – the 1932 Bonus 
March, protests, farmer’s rights; the red-
roofed federal buildings form a wall 
between the Mall’s green space and the 
surrounding City; on the ground these 
buildings loom as an unwelcoming barrier; 
USDA officials plan a welcoming, 
sustainable landscape.  

Connecting Citizens and Government
lining the Mall where much of the day-to-day work of government 
actually takes place – the Departments of Labor, Commerce, Justice, 
and other Executive Branch offices. 
These barriers between government and citizens could be overcome 
in part by making these buildings “ambassadors” of federal policy. 
For example, each agency could develop a welcome center with 
educational materials to tell about its role in American government 
and put a more human face on government activity and policy. 
Currently, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) provides one 
model on the Mall, with plans to upgrade its welcome center inside 
its Mall entrance and implement a fully sustainable landscape 
outdoors and work environment inside. 
Creating another feature, a central Executive Branch Visitor Center, 
could educate visitors about that branch of American Government 
in much the same way the new Capitol Visitor Center does for the 
Legislative Branch. From here, visitors could be directed to the 
network of agency welcome centers on the Mall and throughout the 
city and region. A Judicial Branch Center would complete this civics 
goal. 
Connecting to the City   To make these federal mega-blocks more 
open to the Mall and the surrounding City, these buildings could be 
adapted over time to serve more municipal purposes. For example, 
the McMillan Commission intended the buildings south of 
Pennsylvania Avenue to house a market, armory, and municipal 
police and fire headquarters.  Today only the Wilson Building serves 
District needs. 
What needs changing?   The 3rd Century Mall goal to connect 
citizens and government requires a comprehensive public outreach 
program for all federal facilities, which would entail changes to 
public use and security policies. And it calls for new policies 
governing public use of the open space and upgrades of the entire 
19th century landscape to support intensive public use. Public input 
will be critical.
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Clockwise from top left: Relaxing under the trees during Friday night jazz at the National Gallery’s Sculpture Garden; 
getting around by pedicab; the old Watergate concert barge in 1942; bicyclists and boaters at the Tidal Basin in the 
‘40s; ice skating on the Reflecting Pool in the ‘30s; carousel on the National Mall. 

For the many people who come to the Mall to walk, play, and enjoy the majestic 
landscape, this simple pleasure is often enough.  Just being on the Mall is a memorable 
experience. But for those looking for more to do, there is little in the way of regularly 
scheduled programming and no central source of information for what offerings exist. 
The Mall seems to go dead at night after the museums close, leaving local residents with 
little reason to go there and sending 
out-of-town visitors back to their 
hotels.  
The 3rd Century Mall would activate 
public use of the open space with 
new visitor services, activities, and 
programs for people of all ages. 
With improved accessibility, an 
imaginative public use program 
could transform the visitors’ 
experience in ways that cannot even 
be imagined yet. 
Providing generation-sensitive 
attractions and facilities   Another 
problem is the lack of attractions on 
the open space for children or 
families, and for older Americans. 
In the 1960s, Dillon Ripley, then-
Secretary of the Smithsonian, 
observed that the Mall was dead 
space in the heart of the nation. He 
instituted the Folklife Festival and 
installed new features including the 
carousel, which remains the only 
children’s attraction. A new Mall-wide public use program is needed to add child-friendly 
attractions, comfortable seating areas for older visitors, and features such as fountains 
and sculpture displays for enjoyment by people of all ages.  
Cultural and recreational enrichment   This public use program should include a host of 
new programmed activities in the open space to make the Mall more interesting, fun, 
and educational. Today there are only a few annual open-air events – including the July 
4th fireworks, Folklife Festival, Cherry Blossom Festival, and Book Festival – sponsored 
by a variety of public or private entities.  

Examples for enriching the National Mall might include pageants, festivals, self-guided 
tours, podcasts, appropriate sporting events, concerts, performing arts, and political 
oratory.  
A new, nonprofit Mall programming entity could take on this task of broadening the 
programming of the open space. Public representation in this entity would be crucial. 

A Mall Welcome Center   A long-
standing need is a one-stop source of 
information about the Mall and public 
programs. Currently, visitors have to 
search numerous individual museums 
and websites to learn about the events, 
exhibits, lectures, and media events 
scheduled at the various Smithsonian 
museums, National Gallery of Art, 
Library of Congress, and other public 
buildings. Visitors to the 3rd Century 
Mall would have even more offerings – 
and a greater need for centralized 
information. A new Mall Welcome 
Center could consolidate information 
and make it available digitally as well as 
in a central location – potentially at the 
Arts & Industries Building or on the 
Washington Monument grounds. 
What needs changing?   The 3rd Century 
Mall goal to activate public enjoyment 
and learning on the open space requires 
a new circulation system and creation of 
a new Mall Programming entity. This 

programming entity can be housed in a new National Mall Welcome Center.  It should 
have strong public representation and be funded through public-private partnerships. It 
could have permitting authority for the open space, a job now confusingly divided 
between the National Park Service and the District’s Parks & Recreation Department.   

Programming the Open Space 

10



 

America’s Struggle for Freedom 
The quintessential story of 
American democracy is the 
struggle for freedom, which can 
be explored through the 
Declaration of Independence at 
the Jefferson Memorial (and an 
optional stop at the nearby 
George Mason Memorial for the 
Bill of Rights), and the Four 
Freedoms at the FDR Memorial. 
From here, visitors can continue 
to the nearby location of the 
future Martin Luther King Jr. 
Memorial and the Lincoln 
Memorial. 

The Story of Our Presidents 
There is an ever-growing push to 
add monuments to Presidents — 
mostly recently, proposed new 
memorials for President 
Eisenhower and President John 
Adams — but no coherent 
system for locating them.  We 
can create a new narrative to 
honor each of our presidents 
along a circular trail around the 
open space of the Ellipse or 
along Pennsylvania Avenue.   
 
 

The Story of Our Government   
We have suggested that Federal 
agencies can transform the 
public buildings surrounding the 
Mall to make them more 
accessible to the visiting public. 
By visiting buildings on a circuit 
that includes the White House, 
Capitol, and Supreme Court, 
citizens can gain a fuller 
understanding of the structure 
and workings of our 
government.   
 
 
 

In the Service to Country      
The Lincoln Memorial is 
centrally located in a thematic 
cluster of war memorials – 
Vietnam, Korea, World War I 
(District of Columbia), World 
War II – that can be linked with 
the Women’s Memorial and 
Arlington National Cemetery 
across the Potomac.   
Developing this thematic script 
can be an opportunity to think 
about how and where we can 
more fully tell the story of 
Americans’ service to country.   

A Nation of Immigrants           
As social and ethnic diversity in 
America continues to evolve, we 
can tell the rich story of our 
nation as a nation of immigrants 
who have contributed to all 
aspects of American history, arts, 
science, and culture. We can 
incorporate existing memorials 
and museum collections into an 
immigrant narrative, including 
the popular Albert Einstein statue 
on Constitution Avenue at 22nd 
Street.  
 

The Founding of Our Nation 
The Washington Monument was 
intended to honor George 
Washington as well as other 
leaders of the American 
Revolution; but, as with the 
incomplete landscape, that 
narrative was never realized. 
The Monument grounds can 
become the centerpiece of a 
founding narrative, as well as the 
fountainhead of the Civics 
Circuit. 

 

 

 

One Example: Civics Education for All  
 
Already the National Coalition to Save Our Mall and our new programming entity, 
National Mall Conservancy, have been developing and testing new guided and self-
guided tours to help visitors use the Mall better as an open-air history and civics 
classroom. Typically, visitors move from monument to monument and museum to 
museum without any sense of how the parts fit within a broader picture of 
American history and heritage. The goal of these tours is to link unrelated 
monuments and public buildings into thematic narratives.  
 

Our first self-guided tour, “America’s Struggle for Freedom,” uses visits to several 
unrelated memorials – Jefferson, FDR, and Lincoln Memorials – to explore a single 
theme:  the struggle to establish and defend freedoms guaranteed in the U.S. 
Constitution. This guide, downloadable free from our website savethemall.org, can 
be printed on letter-sized paper and folded twice to create a pocket-sized booklet, 
as shown below. 
 

Building on this initial offering, we propose a network of tours, walkable in a one-
hour or two-hour time frame, that go a step further in developing the 3rd Century 
Mall themes – a more complete American story, connecting citizens and 
government, and so on. These thematic mini-circuits not only link existing 
destinations, they also propose new attractions and points of interest on the open 
space to help visitors understand what it means to be an American. 
 

These ideas are envisioned as early steps in developing, in consultation with a 
team of respected historians and teachers, a 3

rd 
Century Mall national civics 

curriculum. Another step would be to coordinate these narrative scripts with public 
performances and activities at the museums and government buildings, as well as 
relevant destinations through the City.  
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While L’Enfant’s monument to George Washington
was intended to be an equestrian statue honoring 
the “Commander in Chief … during the war which
vindicated and secured their liberty, sovereignty,
and independence,” Robert Mills’ 1836 design, at
left, was more expansive. He proposed an obelisk
with at its base a circular, colonnaded “National 
Pantheon” with statues of the 56 Signers of the
Declaration of Independence, other leaders of the
American Revolution, and paintings of battles and
other scenes of that period. 

The McMillan Commission envisioned the Monument grounds with lush 
vegetation and water features. The Commission called the grounds “the gem of
the Mall system”: “No portion of the task set before the Commission has
required more study and extended consideration than has the solution of the
problem of devising an appropriate setting for the Monument; and the treatment
here proposed is the one which seems best adapted to enhance the value of the
Monument itself.” 

The Jefferson Pier (circled in red) marks the actual nexus of the Mall’s great
cross-axis. This intended symbolic center of the Mall and the capital needs to
be given new prominence. An all-inclusive Washington Monument grounds 
plan should precede any final design for the 17th Street levee (blue box), the
Museum of African American History and Culture (orange arrow), or the 
Sylvan Theatre site (yellow triangle). 

Renewing the Existing Mall Landscape 
While the Mall grew and changed dramatically in the 20th century, it never achieved its intended quality as 
a unified landscape and pedestrian experience. Now is the time to both renew the historic Mall and 
upgrade it to serve modern intensive public use.  Exciting opportunities include implementing 
continuous shaded walkways, water elements, visitor amenities, new attractions, and programming the 
open space. Additionally, it is worth looking at significant portions of the Mall that presently are 
underutilized and have never developed into their full potential, including Constitution Gardens, Ash 
Woods south of the Reflecting Pool, the Tidal Basin, the Ellipse, East and West Potomac Park, and the 
Washington Monument grounds. 
Sustainable planning    All new development, as well as much-needed repair of the aging infrastructure 
and landscape, will need to be grounded in modern sustainable planning and practices. It will not work 
to simply refurbish the dead grass, dying trees, leaking Reflecting Pool, and crumbling seawalls. 
Rethinking is needed for each element to apply the best scientific insights for supporting the Mall’s 
functions today. A first step must compile a full inventory of the cultural and horticultural resources. 
Then, establish criteria for both planning and technical issues across the Mall’s varied ecosystem and 
develop comprehensive, science-based protocols for upgrading the Mall for current day use. Over half 
the Mall is unprotected from a 100-year flood event, yet amazingly there is no comprehensive flood plan. 
This should be a priority. Poor soils and compacted tree roots need independent scientific evaluation 
before any new restrictions are put on public use. 
Centerpiece of the 3rd Century Mall    The most surprising unfinished feature is at the Mall’s center – the 
Washington Monument grounds. Historically intended to be the physical and symbolic centerpiece of 
the National Mall, the Monument grounds instead are now a void at the center of the Mall’s cross axis – 
a virtual desert in summer and wind-swept tundra in winter. The Monument itself stands mute without 
the intended accompanying narrative of the nation’s genesis. Creating a plan to renew the Washington 
Monument grounds as the centerpiece of the Mall is a logical first step towards implementing the 3rd 
Century Vision.  
There is urgency to this task. Three federal agencies are currently designing separate, unrelated projects 
that will dramatically alter the grounds and restrict possibilities for future planning. Each project raises 
potentially serious problems for this central portion of the Mall: the Army Corp of Engineer’s 17th Street 
flood levee will protect only areas in the city north of the Mall, not the Mall itself; the Smithsonian’s 
Museum of African American History and Culture is located over Tiber Creek in an area prone to 
serious flooding; and the National Park Service proposal to rebuild the Sylvan Theater area requires a 
Mall-wide public use and circulation plan that does not yet exist. Now is the time to boldly step forward 
to deliver a coherent, unified plan for the Monument grounds.  
What needs changing? Creating a new plan for the Monument grounds would unlock the 3rd Century 
Vision. The great obelisk itself would be given due prominence as a symbol of America’s founding 
father, nexus of the Mall’s symbolic cross-axis, and fountainhead of the American story told on the Mall. 
The overall design would marry the landscape settings in all directions – Ellipse, museums and Capitol, 
Tidal Basin and Jefferson Memorial, Lincoln Memorial – into a coherent, continuous public promenade 
and welcoming public open space connected with the rest of the Mall and the surrounding City.
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 Renewing the Mall through Expansion
Ultimately, expanding the Mall beyond its current boundaries would allow the 3rd Century Mall to sustain the 
continuing evolution of public use in important ways. It would open up new sites to allow future generations to 
tell their story. It would enable the Mall to connect to surrounding neighborhoods, the larger City, and the 
region. It would allow visitors to reconnect the Mall physically and symbolically to the natural ecology of the 
Potomac River and the surrounding topographic bowl that inspired George Washington’s choice of this site for 
the seat of government, and it would pay respect to L’Enfant’s visionary design. Three ways of thinking about 
how and where to expand the Mall follow. 
Physical expansion    The 3rd Century Mall can extend the Mall’s footprint and symbolism to contiguous, 
federally owned land, as the McMillan Commission did with the Lincoln Memorial. Logical areas for expansion 
include East Potomac Park, South Capitol Street, and land on both sides of the Potomac River. The National 
Coalition to Save Our Mall presented design concepts for Mall expansion to East Potomac Park in an exhibit 
and lecture at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in 2005; some of those ideas also appear in the recent NCPC/CFA 
National Capital Framework Plan.  One destination ripe for development is the Banneker Memorial Overlook 
(red star, at right). 
Another means of physical expansion would be to develop the never realized McMillan city-wide park system 
to link the Mall through a network of federal parcels, including the Civil War Fort Circle Parks, to public spaces 
and neighborhood parks throughout the City. The McMillan concept of a parkway for carriages could give way 
in favor of a pedestrian and bicycle circuit path.  
Expansion using transportation systems   Metro and Metro bus connections can be developed to make existing 
and future outlying destinations readily accessible to Mall visitors. This is something successfully realized in 
Paris, at its suburban science park La Villette. Improving Metro links to existing destinations could be a first 
step:  to the Smithsonian’s Air & Space Museum at Dulles Airport in suburban Virginia, the National Institutes 
of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, and the USDA’s Agricultural Research Center and Library in Beltsville, 
Maryland. Future sites could be identified along the network of Metro corridors to expand the Mall’s reach and 
connections across the region. 
The Potomac River provides additional opportunities. With a new canal connecting Washington Harbor to the 
Potomac River, new ferry docks can be treated as contiguous territory. This would provide a conduit down 
river to historic sites in the Tidewater area and other venues that are logical extensions of the American story 
told on the Mall.  
Expansion through information technology   The creation of a single National Mall website “home” can 
provide one-stop access to the vast array of local sites as well as other thematically related websites, thus 
creating a Virtual National Mall Welcome Center. A variety of interactive educational programs could be added, 
that would expand the reach of the website to “visitors” of all ages not only across the country, but also the 
world.  
What needs changing?   Creating a comprehensive master plan for Mall expansion that extends the iconic Mall 
landscape is a task for the independent 3rd Century Mall Commission working closely with designers, historians, 
educators, communications specialists, and environmental scientists. Unlike the historical plans which were 
motivated by the need for government buildings, the 3rd Century expansion’s theme should be about facilitating 
public use and preparing for even more intensive public activity in the next 100 years. 

Additional means of expansion could include new destinations along Metro 
routes and beyond. Ferry service on the Potomac could connect the Mall to a 
range of historic sites, recreational opportunities, and natural settings in 
Tidewater Maryland and Virginia.  
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In 2004 the Coalition first identified the need for a 3rd Century Mall 
expansion onto contiguous federal land. The Banneker Memorial Overlook 
(red star) is a prime location to initiate the expansion. 

Locating a major museum and circulation hub at the Banneker Overlook on 
the 10th Street corridor could open up new connections between the Castle 
and the Southwest neighborhood and further, by pedestrian bridge, to the 
Washington Channel and East Potomac Park. 
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Coordinated 
CONGRESSIONAL OVERSIGHT 
A new Joint Committee on the National Mall 
would provide unified oversight in Congress 
over the 14 committees, each of which today 
oversees separate aspects of Mall policy and 
management. This new committee would 
recommend adoption of the 3rd Century Mall 
Vision to the full Congress. The Mall 
Governance Board would report directly to 
this Joint Committee. 

 
Efficient 
MALL MANAGING AGENCIES 
The Mall managing agencies would share 
information about their needs with the 3rd 
Century Mall Commission. The District of 
Columbia would be given a seat at the table.  

 

Once the 3rd Century Vision was completed, 
the Mall Governance Board would become the 
“Protector” of that vision. The Board would 
work with all agencies to direct the day-to-day 
operations of the Mall, including concessions 
and general Mall-wide services such as transit, 
and create Mall-wide operating policies and 
update them as necessary. The Board would be 
charged to implement the 3rd Century Mall 
plan and so should have bonding authority.  
 

New 3rd C Mall Standards  
PLANNING AND REVIEW AGENCIES 
The Mall Governance Board, acting as the 
protector of the 3rd Century Vision, would 
advise the planning and review agencies, and 
have the final say in determining any projects’ 
conformance with that Vision. 

Meaningful 
PUBLIC ROLE 
Public representation on the Mall Commission 
and Mall Governance Board would ensure 
meaningful public participation in the 
decision-making process. 

 

3rd Century  
National Mall 
Commission 

Without an end to fragmented governance for the Mall, the long-overdue vision described in these pages – 
or any other comprehensive and forward-looking alternative vision – will not be possible. Fragmented 
management and planning is now, and historically has been, the key barrier to coherent, intelligent 
development of  the National Mall. 
A unified system of  governance is required to move forward. Unified Mall governance would provide:  
coordinated leadership and oversight in Congress; efficient collaboration among Mall managing agencies; 
new, comprehensive standards and principles to guide Mall-wide planning and plan review befitting a park 
at the core of  a major urban setting; and a meaningful role in decision making for the District of  Columbia 
and the American public. None of  these conditions now exist.  
A new means of  Mall governance would fill two critical, missing functions. It would provide a much-
needed mechanism for coordinating the various stakeholders. And it would act as the “protector” of  the 
3rd Century Mall Vision, and have authority, and dedicated sources of  funding, to implement the new Plan. 
A governance board would provide benefits at every level of  oversight, and give the public a meaningful 
voice in shaping the Mall’s future. As the protector of  the 3rd Century Mall Vision, the Board would hold 
all entities and projects to a new, higher standard: to the benefit of  the American public and our National 
Mall. 
What needs changing? Congress should create a new, unified system of  Mall governance. The 3rd Century 
Mall Commission, as part of  its mandate to prepare a comprehensive Mall visionary plan, could make 
recommendations to Congress about the structure and make-up of  a new governance system. Creation of  
a new Congressional Joint Committee on the National Mall would strengthen Congress’s oversight role. 
 

Renewing the Mall through Governance 

14



We’re not waiting 

 
With this report, the National Coalition to Save Our Mall seeks to raise the consciousness of the 
American people to the exciting possibilities for the 3rd Century Mall. 
We appreciate that creating a 3rd Century Vision that supports the needs of all constituencies and the 
American public will require a national effort. So we continue to call on the President and 
Congressional leaders to form an independent, temporary 3rd Century Mall Commission to create the 
new, visionary plan. This is the opportunity to make a gift to the nation and future generations, as the 
McMillan Commission plan did before. 
In recent months, as new stimulus funding has started to flow, and Mall restoration projects are 
underway, it is increasingly clear that without the necessary long-term visionary planning to help 
shape the work, many opportunities to support increased public use will be lost, and the status quo 
will be preserved for the next 50 years. Because of this urgency, we are not waiting for the President 
and Congress to act. We continue to work on projects that will be useful to a 3rd Century Mall 
Commission.  
In coming months, the Coalition will:  

1. Prepare and conduct a national competition for the Washington Monument grounds as the 
central pedestrian feature of the Mall and the capital, in addition to being the urban design 
and narrative centerpiece it was intended to be. Through the public competition process, we 
aim to enlist the brightest and most thoughtful individuals in the nation to study the future 
of the National Mall. 

2. Work with tree specialists, soil experts, environmental scientists, and landscape designers to 
create a Mall-wide landscape restoration plan that follows the historic plans and precedents 
as guidelines. And we will explore the possibilities for establishing a continuous network of 
shaded pedestrian routes and sheltered rest areas throughout the Mall, enlivened with small-
scale activities and attractions. 

3. Consult with civics teachers, tour guides, arts groups, and others to develop a public use 
program that includes cultural and educational aids, and regularly scheduled public events 
and activities to interpret the nation’s rich history on the Mall and engage citizens in the task 
of nurturing citizenship. 

4. Continue collaborating with nonprofit groups and historians in developing a working 
definition of the National Mall that recognizes the historic L’Enfant and McMillan legacies 
as well as the Mall’s ever-evolving symbolism and role in American public life. 

5. Work with transit experts to develop a comprehensive circulation plan for the Mall 
connected to the surrounding city, as well as new parking. 

Join us in making this happen – www.savethemall.org. 
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The National Coalition to Save Our Mall is a nonprofit 
citizens organization founded in 2000 seeking a broad, 
forward-looking vision for the National Mall that 
recognizes its value to all Americans as a symbol of 
American founding ideals, the People’s Place, and a stage 
for our evolving democracy. The Coalition is the only 
organized voice for the public on Mall matters. 
 

To comment or join our efforts, contact: 
 

Judy Scott Feldman, PhD W. Kent Cooper, FAIA 
301-340-3938 202-338-3442 
jfeldman@savethemall.org w.kent.cooper@verizon.net 
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