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A NATION'S CAPITAL is its symbolic heart. It is 
the repository of its cultural treasures, home to its political 
institutions and administrative machinery. 

Capitals are places where the 
ideals of a nation - its hopes and 
dreams - are reflected in its 

architecture, urban design and 
quality of life. They are places 
where citizens can meet, share 
experiences, learn about their 
nation. Capitals, then, are cities 
and something much more: they 
are symbols of pride in a nation's 
past, its present, and its poten
tial. 

This is certainly the case in 
Washington D.C., which is a 
truly monumental capital. The 
city has benefited from over two 
hundred years of planned devel
opment, starting with the mag
nificent design planned by Pierre 
L'Enfant for George Washington . 
L'Enfant's vision called for sweep

ing boulevards, circles and 
squares, public spaces with mon
uments to the nation's grand 
vision, links to the adjacent 
waterfront, and well-designed 
residential neighbourhoods. 

Since then, capital planning 
activity has centred on the 
Monumental Core, the massive 
focal point of America's political, 
administrative and cultural insti
tutions. The Monumental Core 
comprises national museums and 
galleries such as the Smithsonian; 
memorials to political figures and 
wars, such as the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial ; and high

profile landmarks such as the 
White House and Capitol Hill. 
The scale of the buildings, monu
ments and open spaces is truly 
monumental. They are designed 
to communicate the power of 
the American culture and political 

system. The Monumental Core is 
impressive - in fact, it is awe
inspiring. 

Since 1791, successive American 
governments have worked to 
bring L'Enfant's scheme to life. 
While the current order of the 
Monumental Core's landscape 

suggests a long history of coher
ent planning and design, the 
opposite is true. The Core experi
enced its share of neglect during 
the nineteenth century. The Mall 
was criss-crossed by railway 
tracks; livestock grazed in pas
tures. This distressing trend was 
reversed in 1901 with the influ

ential planning by the McMillan 
Commission, which built upon 
and extended L' Enfant's plan. 
Most of today's major land uses 
and building locations reflect the 
vision of the McMillan Plan . 

However, planning and engineer
ing decisions of the last few 
decades have adversely affected 
the Monumental Core. Problems 
now include the construction of 
large freeways, lack of public 
waterfront access, and run-down 
residential and commercial areas. 

This brings us to the current 
exercise. The National Capital 
Planning Commission (NCPC) is 
the government agency responsi
ble for the planning and design 
of federal lands in the District of 
Columbia. The NCPC felt that it 
was necessary to take a different 

approach to the challenges of the 
twenty-first century. Instead of 
devising a master plan or a 

detailed policy document, the 
NCPC chose to concentrate 

on establishing a guid-

ing vision of the Monumental 
Core's future, with a time horizon 

of fifty to one hundred years. 
This vision is the result of several 
years of consultations with 

regional and national publics, 
government agencies, and many 
others with a stake in the capi
tal's future. 

The vision is well-crafted. Its 
wording is eloquent and gener
ates enthusiasm. If the vision is 
achieved, the Monumental Core 
will be extended to the adjacent 
Anacostia River. New public 
spaces will be created, specifically 
along the river edges. New and 
redeveloped commercial and res
idential neighbourhoods will 
evolve. Complicated and 
unsightly stretches of freeway 
and railway will be removed. The 
federal and international pres

ence will require projects that 
revitalize the urban core of 

Washington. Surplus federal 
lands are to be set aside for 

urban, mixed-use purposes. 

The text portrays an exciting 
future for the Core . The 

accompanying sketches 
are creative and whimsi
cal; they bring the 
words to life. The 
result is a truly grand 
vision, and one hates 

to quibble over it. Yet the plan 
lacks detail. The reader has little 
sense of the rationale behind the 
grand schemes. Very few pieces 
of data are presented to support 
the vision . And there is no feel 

for the grim reality of life in 
much of Washington's urban 
core. In fact, compared with 
nearby urban decay, the 
grandeur of the Monumental 
Core seems other-worldly. 

The plan stresses that the vision 
and its implementation involve 
partnerships with the municipal 
government and others. 
However, details about coopera
tion, roles and responsibilities are 
missing. While large-scale pro
jects are described, their cost, 
staging and feasibility are not 
explained in much detail. In times 

that demand efficiency, 
effectiveness and equity 
in planning, unsup
ported visions are 
cause for concern, 
even with a one

hundred-year 
horizon . 

The reader wants to be carried 
away by this marvellous vision. It 
is a compelling, grand, and 
romantic view of a possible 
future for Washington's 
Monumental Core. As the docu

ment notes, America has the 
resources and the imagination to 
create a more efficient and beauti
ful capital, and to strengthen its 
position as a great international city. 

However, one is left with nag
ging doubts about the realism 
and practicality of some of the 
document's concepts. Somehow, 
a vision exercise guided by 
Daniel Burnham's admonition to 
"make no little plans" needs to 
be grounded in more details 
about plan implementation. 
(Burnham, incidentally, was a 
member of the 1901 McMillan 
Commission). Maybe that's a 

typically Canadian reaction. It 
would be interesting to revisit 
this vision in ten or twenty years 
to see how its principles, goals 
and project ideas have fared. 

A complete version of 
"Extending the Legacy" can be 
found at: 

www.ncpc.gov/lgcyrder. html 
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