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Washington DC Redevelopment: 
Anacostia Waterfront.

Comparisons and Lessons for East London 

The Anacostia River runs directly through Washington DC, the capital city of the United States. Its geographical location has not however given it a prominent positioning. Its banks have instead been largely excluded from urban development, creating an area of poverty, social exclusion, crime and pollution.
	The Anacostia Waterfront Initiative began its planning phase in 1999 and has become the linchpin of Washington’s efforts to transform the riverside Near Southeast into a world class waterfront that can represent a major centre for the city (see www.theanacostiawaterfront.com). This project is significant not only by representing a turning point for the area, but above all due to the socially sustainable focus adopted: the development is focused on creating a complete neighbourhood, a ‘cohesive, attractive mixture of commercial, residential, recreational and open space’.
The similarities between Near Southeast Washington and East London’s Stratford are striking.  Much of the Lower Lee Valley constitutes a forgotten island in the metropolis, physically cut off from the city by surrounding canals and rivers and a (until recently) a lack of public transport, and marked by social deprivation and anti social behaviour and fear of crime.

 Near Southeast Washington DC is a ‘forgotten neighborhood’, physically severed from US Capitol and the city by a railroad and an elevated freeway, and socially separated by over-saturated public housing, high unemployment and violent crime. The Anacostia Waterfront Initiative can therefore represent a case to be studied and compared by agencies dedicated to the regeneration of  London’s East End.   However,  comparisons should not be too closely drawn as East London neighbours are not as deprived as some US city neighbourhoods where there is virtually no public transport and levels of gun crime are much higher 

With this in mind, we will summarise certain aspects of the Washington experience that are will be relevant for successful regeneration of London before and after the 2012 Olympic Games.

The Anacostia Waterfront Initiative is based on developing the area for a mixed-use future. This has occurred in two steps: 

Firstly, the arrival of 5,000 Navy personnel to the area populated the area, attracted subcontractors and provided employment for the population.
Second, urban regeneration would make Washington a city of vibrant waterfront neighbourhoods, each with its own services, institutions, and communities. Central to the project has been the ability to tie the local community into the development, addressing decades of social exclusion. As described by Tony Costa, assistant regional administrator of the USA General Services Administration’s National Capital Region,

“We wanted to engage the neighbours, to introduce a bit of openness that we haven’t had in the past.”

One of the major questions was how revitalization could proceed without creating a sense of winners and losers. The answer was a proposed ‘social contract’ of implementation processes that would provide access to decision-making and share the benefits of development by safeguarding public housing and linking local residents to new job opportunities. In this way civic engagement has been a primary tool of the project. This has been based on three key points:

1. Constituency development involving residents and users, businesspeople, developers, and government regulators to become informed, interested and ready to act. This through a citywide fair and neighbourhood forums.

2. Communications to tell the ‘compelling story’ of the initiative, informing audiences, stakeholders and media.

3. Consensus building through a team of professional facilitators and mediators who can help residents and users, developers and government regulators find common ground, uniting interest groups on shared expectations and action.
(taken from www.theanacostiawaterfront.com)

At this point arise questions relevant to London’s Olympic Legacy regeneration programme:

1. Who is best positioned for constituency development, bringing together business interests and developers with community interests?

2. Who is best placed to communicate a positive popular interpretation of the development to, on the one hand, a wider audience and on the other hand the local residents experiencing short-term discomforts during the project and an understandable scepticism about promises made by Government agencies?

3. Who can ensure that  a consensus is reached that benefits the community and  residents affected by social deprivation without limiting the ability of investors and government to reach their goals?  



It must be recognised that there will be intense political and commercial pressure post 2012 to achieve maximum  return on public investment which has been paid for by a precept on all residents and from  general taxation

Here it is clear that thirds sector organisations, institutions and associations in direct contact with the Olympic Park area can play an active role through their local knowledge, informal and formal ties with residents and investors and their involvement within a larger framework of city-wide institutions.

1. Community Organisations that represent the residents and their culture, social norms and values, needs, hopes, expectations and fears are perfectly placed to inform residents of the benefits and setbacks from the project and develop community support and interest. In this way confidence and trust will rise.

2. Third sector organisations involved within a framework of other similar associations across the city can disseminate information among informal trusted community networks. Whereas mass media reporting is sometimes sensationalistic, presents skewed arguments and perspectives or is not trusted by readers, face-to-face community diffusion of information through cultural events, fetes and civic engagement led by trusted institutions can be an effective way of getting a positive message across and raising popular support of the project.  However, this will also place a responsibility on agencies such as the Olympic park legacy Company to be open and honest n its marketing and communications.  If the  predicted benefits are  “over-hyped” and  potential problems ignored local residents and the wider third sector will not believe them.  

3. The local knowledge and trust held by Community organisations makes them an ideal voice for the interests of residents, on one hand, and a spokesperson for organisers, developers and investors looking for credibility and confidence from the population. 

However, all of this must be based on developers and Government partners delivering against  promises for community benefit as  third sector organisations would be risking their reputations on success.  

Plans and contracts must also be robust enough to survive changes in Government at a borough, regional and national level and an uncertain economic climate.  The long term planning horizon for the Olympic Park Delivery Authority is 30 years. The United Kingdom has experienced three recessions and been led by four (possibly 5 after May 2010) Prime Ministers in the preceeding 30 years.    
  
Finally, the Anacostia Waterfront Initiative is illustrative of the long-term view that must be taken to urban regeneration projects such as the London 2012 Legacy project. Planning and consultation in Washington DC began in 1999. In December 2003, the civic organisation DC Agenda published a whitepaper on ‘Planning a City for Social Equity’ in which they criticise continuing economic inequalities. In 2006 the Fiscal Policy Institute found that impoverished areas of the District of Columbia were the sites of the highest rates of violent crime in the city, and in 2007 the Earth Conservation Corps noted that the Anacostia River was one of the most polluted in the country. 

These reports give an indication of the important role played by independent institutions in large development projects. First, they research and spread information about the reality of the area being developed. Secondly, by interpreting the Anacostia Waterfront as an area characterised by social, economic, security and environmental problems, they demonstrate the diversity of the problems, causes and possible steps to take in redeveloping an area, and the way that different actors can be present in one setting. Thirdly, they show how top-down government-led regeneration does not provide all of the answers and that continued research, lobbying, engagement of community expertise and experience and communication is necessary to achieve long-term results. 

Initially we see that projects do not give instantaneous equity, safety and sustainability: 8 years after the beginning of the Anacostia Waterfront Initiative social and environmental problems were still present and in need of attention.

The London 2012 Legacy development has only just begun. In order to obtain a socially and environmentally sustainable area, a safe community and economically fair treatment for the residents in the long-term the features noted here are important:

1. There is continued need for up to date and accurate information on the area for redevelopment, coming from reliable, independent sources free of “spin”..
2. The diverse range of issues and interests present in one area require coordination between institutions and organisations.
3. Promotion of the interests of residents and communities is needed not just in the period of redevelopment but further into the future. The community formed by future generations must be the end result, not the product created by developers.

In addition the Anacostia development has been widely praised for its design quality and its use of “not for profit” organisations in contracting particularly in the construction of the boardwalks.  Andrew Altman (now CEO of the OPLC) led on this development.  He deserves to be applauded for this innovative and inclusive approach.   

On the negative side (and this was possibly outside the scope of Andrew Altman’s role) some US observers have criticised the lack of food retail outlets and social meeting places such as cafes for local residents.  This is the kind of  infrastructure  identified as key factors in the success of neighbourhoods by Jane Jacobs in her classic “The Life and Death of Great American Cities”.   These kind of businesses not only provide services and a sense of community but also the important “eyes on the street” which deters crime and lessens the perception of a lack of community safety.   Policy makers cannot expect residents in new developers to buy all their groceries at Westfield, particularly as this is expected to close at 9.00 p.m. and earlier on Sunday. . 
 .  
We believe that the third sector in  London, united under the framework of The Big Opportunity  and the work already being undertaken on the Single Regeneration framework can play a significant role in ensuring the successful redevelopment of the East End due to its ability to provide a way of dealing with the features mentioned here.


Paul Bower  - Programme Manager, The Big Opportunity
Simon MacMahon  -  Independent Community  Development Researcher  
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