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The Southwest-Waterfront neighborhood of Washington, DC is experiencing a pace of 
redevelopment not seen since 90% of Southwest was demolished then rebuilt during its nadir 
in the 1950s. That period, known as urban renewal or “Negro removal”, has become 
synonymous with community erasure and poor urban planning. Supported by political 
decisions that created conditions for inequity and land exploitation, current redevelopment 
has raised the specter of urban renewal. In the last decade, acute gentrification has displaced 
tens of thousands of residents in DC. The selling of public land cheaply such as the Wharf, 4th 
and M St, and Randall School has largely fueled gentrification in the Southwest-Waterfront 
neighborhood. The result is expensive, single-person housing that is not helpful to the middle 
class, families, African Americans, seniors, or couples looking to start a family. Of the housing 
in the pipeline or recently online in Southwest, only about 16% of units is affordable. Simply 
put, the political and economic systems have failed to protect and promote community values 
and livability. 

Beyond the lack of fair housing, the so-called “New Southwest” is an attempt to erase 
our community’s rich heritage as if it were a “tabula rasa”. In fact, multiple heritage trail signs 
have been permanently removed from the Wharf. We reject the notion that culture, history, 
and community have no place in our economic life. Ensuring that residents and visitors have 
multiple ways to connect to our community furthers education, tolerance, and patriotism.   

Southwest faces existential threats to our way of life and longstanding racial and 
economic diversity. Our history of inclusiveness is rich - families escaping slavery, White 
ethnic immigrants, religious minorities, abolitionists, freedmen, public housing residents, 
government workers, young professionals, houseboat residents, even several Supreme Court 
justices. Our story is as old as the capital itself – Wheat Row, Young plantation, Pearl 
Incident, Underground Railroad, Civil War hospitals, education, sanitary housing, jazz and 
blues, Fort McNair, waterfront recreation, shipyard industries, fishery, urban renewal, and 
much more. 

From the Wharf to Randall School redevelopment, residential and commercial properties 
have missed major opportunities to define “an exemplary model of equity and inclusion,” as 
dictated by the 2015 Southwest Neighborhood Plan. Further, the outsized influence of 
commercial interest groups limits our community’s capacity to fight gentrification threats. 
Changing neighborhood dynamics are catalyzing psychosocial, cultural, political, and 
economic gentrification, especially among the Black community. The resident coalition that 
produced this report includes educators, lawyers, students, environmentalists, retirees, 
persons with disabilities, and parents. We began efforts before the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the DC Re-Open Survey. The inequity exposed over the last several months reminds us of the 
important work ahead for our city and nation. We lay out our vision to maximize the benefits 
of development for our community and are guided by common sense values.  

Promoting Social and Economic  
Equity in Southwest- Waterfront 
Recommendations on Fostering an Inclusive Southwest Community
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Our Values: Fair and Equitable Housing | Environment and Climate Resiliency  
Holistic and Small Business Community Development | Preserving and Promoting 

History and Culture | Ensure Diversity and Equity in All Policies 

The Southwest-Waterfront Neighborhood 

Situated just blocks from the National Mall, the Southwest-

Waterfront neighborhood has a rich historical and cultural history. 

Its roots in the early years of the nation, role in the Civil War, 
architecture, sanitary housing and public housing, educational 

institutions, place of refuge for immigrants and freedmen, and 
musical legacy are notable (Figure 1). Southwest has the oldest 

rowhouses in the city. Although SW lost many of its historic 

buildings with urban renewal, it has many properties that are 
national landmarks.  

Headed in the Wrong Direction 

At the time of publication in May 2020, D.C. held the unique 
distinction of being the most “intensely” gentrified city in America, 

while simultaneously having the highest level of income inequality 
in America. We believe a new approach is needed, one that is 

rooted in antiracism. 

Southwest has been hit especially hard, which is sadly ironic since 
the area was the first scene of urban renewal (which James 

Baldwin referred to as “negro removal”). In 2015, SW residents 
expressed their desire for the area to be an “exemplary model of 

equity and inclusion” in the Neighborhood Plan, but unfortunately, 
those desires went unheeded by unscrupulous elected officials 

and policy-makers. From 2000 – 2017, the median income level 
increased 117%, the Black population decreased nearly 40%, 

while the White population more than doubled. The median rent 

rose to over $2k/month, an amount beyond the reach of the 
average Black household. 

▪ "Most of the new residential buildings have primarily

consisted of market-rate one-bedroom units attracting more
young professionals." - Office of Planning

▪ "Southwest has gotten less affordable across the board; for example, between the second quarter of

2010 and the second quarter of 2019, the median price of homes sold in Southwest’s 20024 zip
code had shot up from $230,000 to $417,750, a 55% increase including inflation. Citywide, sold

prices went up by 33% over the same time. [Source: Greater Greater Washington (GGW)]

▪ . . . in the census tract containing the parts of Greenleaf Gardens…, the population doubled from

2000 to 2016, but the share of low-income households dropped from nearly 39% to 20%...Black
households were the only racial group in that area to see their population decline." [Source: GGW]

The primary focus of housing development has been to build market-rate buildings that have minimal 

amounts of affordable housing. Mathematically, this approach will never be able to address the depth of 
the housing crisis. Instead of selling public land for $1 and getting a pittance in return, like the city did 

with the Wharf, we believe public land should serve public problems and not personal profit. 

Figure 1: History & Characteristics 

• Racial and economic diversity
• Religious institutions
• Wheat Row
• Urban renewal
• Sanitary housing
• Berman v. Parker
• Brutalist architecture and 

notable architects
• Balcony and pool facilities

• Public housing communities
• Fort McNair and military training
• Early US capital history
• Underground Railroad
• Pearl Incident
• Jazz and blues
• Lincoln assassination events
• Nightlife
• Recreation and waterfront life
• Educational institutions
• Civic life and engagement
• Slavery and freedom
• Tree canopy and natural assets
• Marina and shipyards
Famous Residents

• Marvin Gaye

• Hubert Humphrey

• Anthony Bowen

• Dorothy Height

• Justice Thurgood Marshall

• Justice David Souter

• Al Jolson* (controversial legacy)

• James Dent
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History and Culture 

 
Historical Legacy 
• Showcase SW’s rich history and national 

importance (musical, religious, and civil 
rights, racial/ethnic and community). 
 

▪ Public History Project: Interviews, 
community curation 
 

▪ Establish space for display, perhaps 
begin with the new SW library with 
vision to expand to a museum 
 

• Immediately restore the Southwest 
Heritage trial signs that the Wharf 
removed during development. 
 

• Develop virtual and in-person walking 
tours of SW 
 

• Construct memorials to: 

▪ Urban renewal  

▪ The Pearl Incident and the history 
of slavery and enslaved persons 
here in Southwest 
 

• Give historic designation to Greenleaf 
Gardens, James Creek, Old Southwest, 
and Syphax to recognize their 
architectural and urban planning 
importance.  
 

• Public Art Murals: select spaces in SW 
and paint/draw murals recognizing SW 
historical figures/events  

Distinctive Culture 
• Elevate musical events and partner with 

churches for “Gospel in the Park” series 
 

• Establish an annual SW Community 
Weekend to promote community 
togetherness and shared identity 
 

• Provide funding to maintain SW’s diverse 
culture through annual appropriations to 
support the “Gospel in the Park” series, a 
summer outdoor film series, and other 
annual events. 
 

• Neighborhood block parties: events four 
times a year in SW, to give neighbors a 
chance to gather and get to know one 
another. 
 

Community Development and 
Sustainability  
• Restore architectural and community lost in 

urban renewal by establishing public murals, 
annual events, and a SW museum dedicated 
to reclaiming and being guided by this 
history. 
 

Architecture 
• Establish an architectural review board for 

SW to make the architecture cohesive and 
in keeping with the neighborhood. 
 

• Establish Randall School historic, 
educational, and cultural preservation in 
the new development. 

 
 
 
 

Community Development Values  
for Southwest-Waterfront 
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Community Development  
Community development means creating an equitable, vibrant, diverse, economically 
healthy community with services that meet the needs of the people who live here.  

 

• Vision - Our vision for SW is a 
community in which all residents have 
access to all basic services and there is 
a thriving local business community. 
There would be many multi-use open 
and vibrant spaces that are inviting to 
all residents.  

• Businesses should meet the 
community needs and focus on 
locally owned and small 
businesses. The community needs 
open spaces for socializing, recreation, 
small businesses (e.g. farmer’s 
markets), and entertainment.  

• There must be recreational 
opportunities for all ages with 
inclusive accessibility options for all 
residents.  

• To be an equitable community, SW 
youth need employment 
opportunities and trainings, 
particularly those living in public 
housing.  

• SW youth should be engaged in 
training and employment 
opportunities and able to pursue their 
passions, whatever they may be.  

• The SWBID board should include 
representatives from all parts of 
the community and be racially and 
socially diverse.   

• SW should have more community 
gardens, edible landscaping, and 
community-maintained flower/green 
beds. 

 
• Health - The District should prioritize the 

safety and testing of vulnerable 
populations. All current and future plans 
should require a community health impact 
and psychosocial and physical 
displacement assessment and ongoing 
monitoring of vulnerable populations. 
 

• Equity - DC should be focused on helping 
the most vulnerable first. This includes 
focusing on youth engagement and 
employment opportunities in SW. Any new 
developments in SW should include 
investments in open spaces, including 
parks, recreational fields, and communal 
spaces. Community WiFi should be made 
available and free to low-income district 
residents. Families also need accessible 
and affordable childcare and early 
childhood education. 
 

• Opportunity - The District should 
consider creating worker co-ops, which 
have been shown to weather economic 
fallout better than non-worker co-
ops.  We recommend that DC hosts a 
participatory forum that represents all 
parts of SW (public housing residents, 
renters, etc.) to allow residents to share 
their own ideas for helping SW through 
this pandemic. SW DC needs improved 
access to local foods, which could include 
creating more community gardens. Finally, 
businesses should have to engage in 
social justice training in order to 
understand the community context and 
history of where one has his/her 
businesses.  
 

• Prosperity - The District should provide 
youth training programs, family support 
services, and resources (such as rent 
control) to ensure that small, locally 
owned businesses are able to reopen and 
thrive. 
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Housing 
"We now have a once-in-a-generation opportunity to thoughtfully build toward a more 
equitable, resilient, and vibrant city, but we will need to be measured, data-driven, and 
deliberate to ensure a safe and sustainable return." - Mayor Muriel Bowser 

• Use public land to create a neighborhood 
community land trust (CLT), that will be the 
site for social housing and Housing First models. 
All of which will feature 3+ bedroom units. To 
reverse decades of discrimination; minorities, 
minority-owned co-ops, and low-income 
individuals, and families, will receive first priority. 

• CLTs allows democratic stewardship of land 
through a non-profit organization that is made up 
of industry professionals, residents, and 
community members. CLTs offer home ownership 
opportunities and create affordable homes and 
commercial spaces. CLTs do this by owning land 
and leasing access to the land to individuals, 
families, and businesses at non-market-rate 
prices. This shields the properties from market-
forces, which are known to treat housing as a 
commodity rather than the human right we 
believe it is. 
 
o When property owners fail to pay taxes, cities 

can stop selling liens to speculators and 
instead transfer tax-deficient properties into a 
CLT. Previous struggling property owner will 
receive first opportunity to remain in home in 
the new CLT.   
 

o Adopt “right to sell” bills, giving households at 
risk of foreclosure the opportunity to sell their 
home to the city, which would operate it as a 
public housing. 
 

o Institute a “right of first refusal” on home 
sales. Under this system, the city has a first 
pass at any property for sale, and can pay the 
seller market value for their home and convert 
it into social housing. 
 

• Social housing creates socioeconomic diversity 
through a tiered income-based requirement for 
units, made of up one-third market-rate, one-
third workforce (60%-90% MFI), and one-third 
deeply affordable (0%-50% MFI). Market-rate 
and workforce subsidize the affordable units. 

 
Housing First is a model to house 
individuals who are chronically 
homeless  with multiple vulnerabilities and 
clinical conditions. Due to the lack of 
affordable housing in D.C., it is difficult to 
find housing solutions for people who do 
not fit the eligibility criteria for permanent 
supportive housing. Without an adequate 
supply of affordable housing, the 
Continuum of Care to address 
homelessness cannot actually function as 
it was intended to. 
 

• Implement a progressive tax for city 
to control speculative, real estate 
capital. A progressive tax can be levied 
by the city to thwart harmful 
development: 

o Vacant apartments, buildings and land 
can be taxed to discourage 
warehousing and money laundering. 
 

o Banks can be taxed heavily every time 
they foreclose on a home, dramatically 
changing the economic calculus of 
dispossession. 
 

o A luxury fee can be charged to buyers 
of properties worth far more than the 
median rate, making such apartments 
less valuable for purchasers and 
therefore less likely to be produced. 
 

o A similar tax can be placed on non-
primary residences. 
 

o Tax any increased revenue that 
landlords service from public initiatives. 
In this scenario the portion of profits a 
property owner generates from land 
itself -- the value that comes from 
land’s location, preparation, proximity 
to transit and public infrastructure 
connectivity -- would be understood as  
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socially produced and therefore no one’s to 
own. A steep tax could expropriate that 
value and thus prevent landowners from 
profiting off the collective work of city 
making. 

• Health - Housing is health. Health is

housing. Without housing, health outcomes

diminish tremendously. Thus, housing

should not be treated as a commodity, and

should be made accessible and affordable

for everyone, especially discriminated

populations. Community land trusts, social

housing, and Housing First allow people of

all incomes and backgrounds to access

housing, and therefore, improve health

outcomes.

• Opportunity - Accessible and affordable

housing creates better opportunities for

jobs, access to public transportation, and

access to healthy food options and

lifestyles. Overall, access to housing

improves quality of life and is an

opportunity to address longstanding

socioeconomic discrimination.

• Prosperity - Individuals who live in mixed-

income communities create more resilient,

inclusive neighborhoods where residents

have a better opportunity to improve their

quality of life. Residential areas with

reduced housing costs allow individuals to

use their money for other endeavors and

expenses, such as supporting worker

cooperatives and small businesses. Housing

should be priced according to the average

income of the population, which will ensure

residents are not housing cost burdened.

• Equity - A large cause of discrimination

between socioeconomic classes occurs due

to  economic obstacles. Community land

trusts, social housing, and the

Housing First model reduces these barriers, 

providing an opportunity for discriminated 

populations to obtain equity in housing, 

positively affecting other facets of their 

livelihoods (i.e. population health, personal 

income, mental health). Equitable housing 

not only calls for the availability, but also the 

realistic affordability of these spaces. Many 

residents do not necessarily have the same 

means to access housing. Accounting for 

these inherent differences helps to ensure 

housing is equitable.  

• Fund public housing and address the 
urgent repairs needed - In DC, public 
housing has a substantial backlog of 
needed repairs, and the district’s approach 
too often is demolition and displacement, 
rather than making the repairs necessary. 
DC’s housing authority has estimated they 
need $2.5 billion in the next two decades 
to properly repair our public housing 
infrastructure. 2,600 units of the city’s 
6,000 units are in “urgent” condition due to 
conditions such as mold, mildew, asbestos, 
and lead. This is particularly true for SW’s 
Greenleaf Gardens public housing complex. 
DC’s public housing authority has said it 
would turn to public-private partnerships to 
solve this, but that approach tends to lead 
to reductions in units and further 
displacement. The Fair Budget Coalition 
has estimated DC needs at least $60 
million a year to address the backlogged 
repairs. We call on the Council to fund 
these repairs.

• Displacement Risk Area Designation
Southwest should be immediately 
designated as a displacement risk zone. 
Similar to the Displacement Prevention 
Amendment Act of 2017 (B22-0033), 
homeowners and renters should receive 
housing cost relief.

Using these approaches will not only create 
better accessibility to housing, it will also meet 
the H.O.P.E. values set out by the Mayor. 
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Sustainability & Climate Resiliency
Preserve and expand SW’s natural land and prepare for climate impacts. 

• All future development should
undergo a mandatory traffic and
environmental impact assessment
given SW’s vulnerability to climate change.
o Focus on flood resilience for buildings
o Make sure that the regulations are

being followed during construction.

• Preserve and expand access to green
space
o SW Duck Pond
o SW Playground
o Waterfront along Wharf

• Preserve and expand the tree canopy
in Southwest

• Strategically design and steward
parcels in SW.
o Pursue land banking as a way to

achieve this.

• Education around climate,
sustainability, and resiliency

• Preserve riparian spaces and
habitat for wildlife because we are
surrounded by water

• Build a localized, resilient food
system in SW and connected to a
broader regional local food system
o Expand access to community

gardens
o Expand composting and other

sustainable waste systems
o Preserve access to the SW

Farmer’s Market

• Access to energy efficient and
sustainable utilities

• Vision Zero: fewer pedestrian
deaths and safety for pedestrians
and cyclists
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WORKING GROUPS 

This report was produced by four work groups formed from the 
Southwest Action resident coalition. 

Community Development 
Pamela McKinney, Chair 
Miranda Chien-Hale, Co-chair 
Adom Cooper, Co-chair 
Coy McKinney, Co-chair 
Karen McManus, Co-chair 
Natasha Riveron, Co-chair 

History and Culture 
Adom Copper, Chair 
Natasha Riveron, Co-chair 

Christopher Williams, Editor 
and Co-Facilitator 

Environment and Climate 
Resiliency 
Leysha Caraballo, Chair 
Miranda Chien-Hale, Co-chair 
Kelley Gallagher, Co-chair 
Clare Salerno, Co-chair 

Housing 
Coy McKinney, Chair 
Jen Pearson, Co-chair 
Cameron Etessami, Co-chair 

ABOUT SOUTHWEST ACTION 
We are a group of SW DC residents who are organizing and advocating for 

anti-racist development and an equitable and environmentally sustainable 

neighborhood. www.swdcaction.com

Racial and social justice - We seek justice in the distribution of wealth, 

opportunity, and access for the people of Southwest DC. This includes 

acknowledging and working to reverse the legacy of racist policies in 

Southwest: Affordable housing | accessible community spaces 

Democracy - We seek representative decision-making in SW that puts 

the needs and wishes of its citizens first: Inclusivity | People over profit 

Community - We seek a thriving, interconnected community of neighbors who care 
about one another: Open spaces | local-serving business retail 

ABOUT SOUTHWEST ♥ VOICE 
Southwest Voice is a community paper for the Southwest-Waterfront 

community. It seeks to cover the people, history, and culture of the 

vibrant and racially and socioeconomically diverse Southwest community. 

www.southwestvoicedc.com | info@southwestvoicedc.com 

www.southwestvoicedc.com



