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WHERE THE STREETS HAVE MANY NAMES:                       
ZONING, COMMUNITY POWER, AND THE FUTURE OF         

SHAW, WASHINGTON D.C. 
 

By Parag Khandhar* 

 
“Prepare to participate!   

Prepare to participate and your young men (and  
women) will get the jobs rebuilding this community.   

Prepare to participate and the businesses of the  
community will not only serve you but sustain you.   

Prepare to participate and health, welfare  
and municipal services will go up.   

Prepare to participate!”  
 

-Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in a speech delivered in the Shaw 
district of Washington, D.C. on March 12, 1967 

 
“It’s a shame that I survived the war zone era here  

but now I’m being forced out.   
Changes in this neighborhood are for the better  

in terms of quality of life, but I feel I should be able to be in-
cluded in that change.”  

 
-Curtis Mozie, a lifelong Shaw resident who had been  

displaced from his home.1  
 

O nce plagued with violent crime, poor reputations, and 
decay from neglect and mismanagement, many major 
cities in the United States have experienced a signifi-

cant face-lift over the past 30 years, with the majority of change 
coming over the past ten to fifteen years.2  Residents and outsid-
ers alike have embraced some of these changes, including more 
comprehensive efforts to rebuild and maintain city infrastructure, 
open public spaces, rehabilitate historic buildings, and transform 
the use of residential and commercial districts.  However, long-
time residents in cities experiencing rapid development have also 
been concerned about the impact of such development upon their 
neighborhoods.  They worry about the future of the neighbor-
hoods they struggled to preserve and improve and are now fight-
ing to stay in due to skyrocketing rents and other cost of living 
expenses associated with increased demand by more affluent 
newcomers.  Longtime residents are also concerned about the 
ease with which the real estate market can erase a neighbor-
hood’s history and transform a once vibrant place into a generic, 
virtual replica of other “renewed” neighborhoods.   

The balance between the old and the new, and the respect 
that city planners and developers observe for the historical and 
emotional character of neighborhoods targeted for renewal initia-
tives are at the core of most conflicts concerning urban develop-
ment.  Municipal governments, private developers, commercial 

interests, and community stakeholders such as residents, locally-
owned businesses, and advocates are all involved in the process 
of deciding what happens to a neighborhood in question, each 
using different tools to push the development towards her own 
vision.   

City zoning and other designations that focus on and stimu-
late economic development are critical tools in this process.  Of-
ten, they are considered to be at odds with community stake-
holders who engage in inclusive, participatory planning proc-
esses that emphasize community development and increasingly 
“equitable development.”  The theory of equitable development 
expands upon traditional community development definitions, 
adding principles of economic justice and job development for 
community members, to the development of physical structures, 
businesses, and buildings. 

What is the ultimate impact of the new wave of development 
that is sweeping through many of the old neighborhoods in cities 
throughout the United States?  Can private and public stake-
holders develop and revitalize old neighborhoods without erasing 
their histories, or upsetting the balance of local residents and 
businesses with too great an influx of gentrification3 agents, like 
wealthy new residents and chain stores, that threaten the very 
character of the place itself?  Will the fast-paced real estate mar-
ket have the patience or interest in development that prevents the 
uprooting of communities that embraced their streets long before 
they became marketable?  

This article will explore some of these questions as they 
relate to Shaw, an historic African-American neighborhood in 
the District of Columbia that is undergoing a rapid metamorpho-
sis fueled by real estate speculation and historical preservation 
initiatives.  This article will examine how different interests use 
zoning, land use regulation, and public perception to affect (or 
deflect) attempts to redevelop urban neighborhoods that are often 
occupied by low-income communities of color.  Using the Shaw 
neighborhood in Washington, D.C. as an example, it will explore 
the ability of community groups to stave unchecked development 
driven by commercial interests, and to imagine and advocate 
their own vision for their communities. 

            SHAW, WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Washington, D.C. occupies a particular constitutional and 
jurisdictional limbo in which its local government cannot act 
without the approval of the United States Congress, in which it 
has no true representation.4   While it is a popular tourist destina-
tion for visitors from around the world, its own history and resi-
dents are not widely known.  With a sizzling real estate market in 
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recent years,5 D.C. is filled with old and embattled neighbor-
hoods that have changed dramatically as the city has evolved.  

The D.C. region of Shaw is a crossroads.  The Shaw area 
stretches between Florida Avenue and M Street on the North and 
South, and North Capitol Street and 7th Street to the East and 
West6  respectively.  What is now recognized as Shaw, encom-
passes a number of historic neighborhoods, including the Greater 
U Street area, Logan Circle, and Bates Street.7   A metropolitan 
“city within a city,” Shaw’s transition over the decades have 
been unpredictable.8  Shaw’s legacy as an historic African-
American neighborhood stems from the creation of a majority 
African-American district through the dual impact of “White 
flight” from Shaw at the turn of the 20th century and restrictive 
housing covenants9 that disallowed African-American homeown-
ers and renters from occupying property in much of D.C.  During 
the heyday of the Black Renaissance, from the 1920s through the 
1940s, when Duke Ellington, Langston Hughes, and countless 
others lived and found their inspiration in the neighborhood, 
Shaw was a self-sustained center for African-American life and 
culture, featuring buildings designed by African-American archi-
tects and more than 300 locally-owned businesses.10    

However, after housing restrictions were lifted and segrega-
tion policies abolished in D.C., Shaw underwent a gradual eco-
nomic and cultural decline.  The downturn precipitated from the 
movement of middle-class African-American families into the 
newly accessible suburbs, and the closing of African-American 
owned businesses that could not compete once integration de-
creased their customer base.11   Riots that decimated U Street and 
destroyed many of the neighborhood’s businesses immediately 
after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in April 
1968 punctuated this period, and delayed further development in 
the area for nearly two decades. 

In recent years, Shaw has enjoyed another “renaissance,” 
with unique independent and immigrant-owned small businesses 
gradually opening along the U Street corridor, new art spaces 
and galleries, and community groups and government agencies 
working to rehabilitate and make affordable housing units avail-
able.  With the opening of a large convention center to the south, 
and the recent addition of a Shaw/U Street station on the local 
subway system, Shaw has suddenly become one of the most 
sought after neighborhoods for developers in D.C.  A number of 
premium condominium buildings have already been built in the 
area, and more are planned. 

Dubbed the “U-Street Corridor,” the main strip of new activ-
ity remains around the intersection of 14th and U Streets, just 
minutes away from a number of African-American Heritage 
Trail stops.  The Heritage Trail makes note of the history of 
“Black Broadway”12  and such landmarks as the Lincoln Theater 
and the African-American Civil War Memorial and Museum.  
The rejuvenated area includes an assortment of new sit-down 
restaurants and a number of eclectic and independent businesses 
selling everything from modern furniture to stationary and other 
goods.13  Additionally, the area is quickly becoming a visual arts 
destination point for non-Shaw residents, featuring many small 

galleries that are almost hidden amidst the mixed storefronts and 
residences.  As a result of many of these changes, the street life 
around the main U Street Corridor has steadily increased, both in 
volume and diversity.14  However, while the initial developments 
suggested positive change and rebirth for the neighborhood, 
longtime local residents and advocates have been wary. They 
fear that the new establishments, renewed attention in local me-
dia, and even the demographic composition of the businesses’ 
new patrons -  the majority of who are White and more affluent 
than the majority African-American residents – herald a new era 
of displacement for longtime residents. 

While development and diversity have been welcomed as 
indicators that the neighborhood is once again becoming eco-
nomically viable, questions still remain about the long-term im-
plications of the growth.  While appreciating many of the quality 
of life changes that accompany urban development, longtime 
community residents and activists are worried that the character 
of the neighborhood will be lost, and that the face of Shaw may 
be changing forever.15 Shaw has been losing its African-
American residents, while gaining residents with much higher 
incomes and who are predominantly White American.16  One 
resident wonders poignantly what he would see if he drove 
through Shaw in five to ten years:  “Would only Whites come 
out of those front doors?”17  

This quote underscores the sentiment of many African-
American residents who worry private developers and other in-
terests would rather memorialize the historic African-American 
community than work to develop the neighborhood responsibly 
to preserve the current community that lives there.  Unresponsive 
development can cause irreparable harm by displacing residents 
with deep roots in the neighborhood.  While the recent changes 
in Shaw, bringing life and new commerce back to D.C.’s  streets, 
seem positive at first, these changes are also raising property 
values and rents.  As a result, longtime residents in low-income 
jobs or with fixed incomes are fearful that they will be unable to 
stay in the neighborhood.  As they move out, property owners 
anxious to reap the benefits of the development are renting their 
apartments out at much higher rates, or converting and selling 
them at market price, both of which slowly change the composi-
tion of the neighborhood.  If this process continues unchecked, 
the vital core of Shaw – its people – will no longer remain in the 
neighborhood. 

ZONING, LAND USE, AND LOW-INCOME                        
COMMUNITIES  OF COLOR 

Shaw’s experience with urban redevelopment is not a unique 
phenomenon in major American cities.  Traditionally, municipal 
governments, as well as private developers, used laws regarding 
zoning, eminent domain, and public land use to control and man-
age the composition of designated areas, at times dramatically 
changing the character of neighborhoods forever.18   Municipali-
ties also use various designations to revitalize or preserve 
neighborhoods.  The United States Supreme Court declared zon-
ing to be a constitutional practice for local governments in 
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1916.19   Since that time, city zoning has often been used to 
make wholesale changes to large swathes of city land.  While 
the American and European “urban renewal” movement of the 
1940s through 1970s sought to elevate cities from their run-
down conditions, many of its architects had little regard for the 
existing neighborhoods, no matter how vibrant.  As a result, 
“urban renewal” was sometimes called “urban removal” because 
of the ultimate displacement of low-income and minority resi-
dents from the communities undergoing “renewal.”  While this 
period was responsible for a number of beautiful buildings and 
many new roadways, it was also the era that wiped out many 
good neighborhoods in cities across the United States.  

“Urban renewal” today is often referred to as “community 
development.”  Unlike the earlier movement, community devel-
opment tries to integrate renovation and renewal of existing 
neighborhoods with the new development.  Planners and com-
munity developers solicit community perspectives and input, 
and strive to simultaneously preserve the historical character of 
older neighborhoods while promoting new development.  How-
ever, even good intentions can be subverted by other circum-
stances, including an open-market economy that tilts the power 
to control land use decidedly in the developers’ favor.  In some 
people’s eyes, while the new wave of urban development is not 
brazenly plowing through communities, it is pushing out disad-
vantaged renters as wealthier residents and businesses begin to 
move in through the process of gentrification.20  

Gentrification carries different connotations for different 
people.  Generally, the conditions necessary for gentrification 
include when run-down or neglected neighborhoods become 
attractive to middle-class and affluent outsiders because of the 
solid housing stock, proximity to the center of the city, and rela-
tively inexpensive rents and purchase prices.20   In addition, real 
estate agents and local media have a role in promoting the po-
tential of these neighborhoods as reasonable alternatives to over-
priced and overexposed popular areas in the city.  As the new 
residents gradually move into the neighborhood, the impact 
upon current residents is not always immediate.  However, even-
tually, while city services (like police presence and garbage 
pick-up) improve, rents also begin to escalate and longtime resi-
dents are often forced to move.  Many factors converge to keep 
individuals from working together to resist unresponsive devel-
opment and preserve their communities, including political dis-
enfranchisement, estrangement or unfamiliarity with legal rights 
and processes, the challenges of survival with limited income, 
complicated immigration and familial status, and language barri-
ers.  As a result of these barriers, disadvantaged communities 
with limited access to power, including those comprised of ra-
cial and ethnic minorities and working class residents, may have 
the most at stake in planning initiatives and renewal programs 
that affect their neighborhoods, yet the hardest time making 
their voices heard. 

 
 

UNCHECKED DEVELOPMENT: D.C. CHINATOWN 

There are many examples of low-income neighborhoods 
that have been lost or destroyed in the process of urban renewal 
and unresponsive community development.  One of the most 
poignant local examples of a neighborhood effectively lost to 
gentrification is the case of D.C.’s Chinatown.  In the recent 
past, D.C.’s Chinatown was a lively, boisterous hub for the re-
gion’s growing Chinese American population.  Now, Chinatown 
is home to less than 700 Chinese residents (100 less than it had 
in 1930) and the population continues to dwindle.22   While the 
buildings maintain some of the Asian flourishes added by com-
mercial tenants and owners over the years, the residents have 
largely moved away, and businesses held within families for 
generations are closing down one by one.23   The neighborhood 
is now overrun by national retail chain stores like Starbucks, 
TGIF, Anne Taylor, and Hooters.24   While the physical preser-
vation of select characteristics of the D.C.’s Chinatown, such as 
the 90-foot tall “Friendship Arch” and the translation of signs, 
regardless of function or audience, into written Chinese, is pro-
vided for in the city code, buildings alone do not make up a 
neighborhood.25   

While a thorough analysis of what has happened to D.C.’s 
Chinatown has not yet been completed, it is not difficult to 
imagine the impact of the new development in the immediate 
area, from the convention center in the 1970s to the MCI (now 
Verizon) Sports Center and shopping and retail areas near the 
Metro Station.  The development likely renewed strong interest 
in the area by outsiders seeking a neighborhood with amenities 
and proximity to the principal corridors in the City, including 
downtown and Capitol Hill.  While the D.C. area Chinese-
American population has grown significantly in the past ten 
years, much of the growth has occurred outside of D.C. – where 
the small resident population of Chinese Americans in China-
town is still getting smaller.  With the general decline of com-
munity businesses and venues for cultural commerce like restau-
rants and grocers, Chinese Americans in the area have fewer 
reasons to go into Chinatown.26   The prospect of living in Chi-
natown after the development was best summed up by the chair-
man of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association when 
asked last year: "A one-bedroom costs $450,000, and not too 
many young Chinese can afford it."27  

D.C.’s zoning regulations recognize the historic character 
and importance of Chinatown, with the language emphasizing 
an interest in protecting and preserving “Chinatown as Down-
town's only ethnic cultural area,” and preserving the “area's eco-
nomic viability by encouraging mixed use development, includ-
ing substantial housing, cultural and community facilities, of-
fices, retail and wholesale businesses, and hotels.”28   However, 
the focus of subsequent development projects has been on in-
creasing the economic viability of the district, with less empha-
sis on the importance of managing growth so that it does not 
result in the displacement of the resident community.  The pri-
mary discourse around development revolved around maintain-
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ing the diversity of buildings and the aesthetic “charm” of China-
town (with Asian-inspired architectural design and translated 
signs) without much emphasis on the people of Chinatown.29   In 
some ways, developers’ statements highlighting the historic na-
ture of D.C. Chinatown – that “preserving historic structures and 
neighborhoods is a physical reminder of our cultural history,” – 
can be deceptive.30   The historic nature of a neighborhood can 
detract attention from the current struggles to establish commu-
nity stakeholder control of development programs by suggesting 
that the community’s interest in an area is only historical in na-
ture.  Especially in D.C., the urge to “monumentalize” and rele-
gate events and traditions to the past, including community pres-
ence in a neighborhood, can lead to the dilution of present and 
future community control of the rapid changes in their neighbor-
hoods.   

Though there are many examples of neighborhoods that 
have been destroyed by unresponsive urban renewal programs, 
through a combination of public education, community organiz-
ing, and innovative legal strategies, diverse communities have 
found ways to work together to fight the tide of commercial gen-
trification, empowering themselves while advancing the cause of 
equitable development in their neighborhoods.  In rare occasions, 
the residents have also been able to use zoning and other regula-
tory designations to preserve the character of neighborhoods and 
enhance the prospect for community and equitable development.   

The Shaw area in D.C. provides a timely example of how 
development plans advanced by the District of Columbia could 
affect African-American residents and immigrant commercial 
populations, and how the responses of local communities may 
yet impact the future of the area.  

THE SHAW PLAN 

In D.C., various governmental agencies handle issues related 
to zoning, land use, and neighborhood development.31   Some of 
the zoning regulations and ordinances enacted and implemented 
by these agencies have been challenged for their discriminatory 
impact over the years.  For example, in 2003, a federal judge 
found that a D.C. ordinance classifying a permanent home for 
five homeless men as a social services facility that required ex-
tensive certifications discriminated against people with disabili-
ties.32   The settlement in this case included a stipulation that the 
officials of the Office of Zoning take a training course on fair 
housing.  In 2004, the United States Department of Justice set-
tled a lawsuit against the District of Columbia for discrimination 
on the basis of disability by imposing unlawful conditions on a 
building permit application submitted by Girls and Boys Town 
which sought to build housing for neglected and abused children 
near Capitol Hill.33  

Clearly, in D.C. and in municipalities around the country, 
residents and advocates must vigilantly monitor the impact of 
zoning ordinances and other land use regulations on all commu-
nities.  With low-income communities of color and immigrants, 
this need is even more urgent.  As local governments are given 
greater latitude in their definition of revitalization projects,34  it is 

important to take a closer look at cultural and historic preserva-
tion designations to assess their positive and negative effects on 
residents. 

Specifically, with respect to the Shaw area, D.C. has taken 
an ambitious stance on its revitalization.  The municipal govern-
ment has framed the revitalization as an effort to preserve the 
area as a “cultural destination district”35  to highlight its historic 
significance as a vital, central, and independent African-
American cultural community. 

In its draft planning document, “DUKE: Draft Development 
Framework for a Cultural Destination District within Washing-
ton, D.C.’s Greater Shaw/U Street,” the government presents 
information collected through a community planning process 
involving 500 community, business and institutional stake-
holders.36   The plan sets forth the range of development initia-
tives and uses to be undertaken in the Shaw area. 

The plan also emphasizes the importance of the neighbor-
hood as a symbol of the entrepreneurial, cultural, and economic 
independence of African Americans in the nation’s capital, and 
evokes the spirit of a community that struggled against racially 
restrictive covenants and segregation in public and private ser-
vices.  The plan focuses on the redevelopment of landmark 
buildings and underutilized public land, such as Howard Theater 
and Grimke School on Vermont Avenue.  Finally, the plan rec-
ognizes the work of community groups to garner recognition of 
the area as a National Register Historic District and push for fur-
ther development and rejuvenation of the district.37  

Once finalized, the plan will be submitted to the D.C. City 
Council, and upon approval by council members, the document 
will guide future decisions concerning the ongoing development 
in the district.  The process is expected to take between five to 
seven years from inception to conclusion.38  

The municipal plan’s emphasis on the district as a “cultural 
destination district” may have positive and also potentially nega-
tive results.  On one hand, a comprehensive approach that gives 
credence to local community interests in preserving the commer-
cial and residential character of the neighborhood could benefit 
many of the residents who have been in the area for a long time.  
For example, it could be beneficial to longtime residents if the 
city commits to preserving housing stock at affordable levels 
through mechanisms like inclusionary zoning, while integrating 
limited new development that increases the economic heteroge-
neity of the area.   

On the other hand, the plan suffers from a tendency to em-
phasize features like the African-American Heritage Trail over 
substantial development decisions that affect affordable housing 
and small businesses.  Widespread displacement may result if the 
city focuses on the “cultural destination” and economic revitali-
zation of the district without taking steps to address the eco-
nomic inequity between disadvantaged longtime residents and 
the more affluent residents who are moving into Shaw.  If long-
time residents are forced out of the area because the redevelop-
ment of Shaw courts wealthy tenants, owners, and businesses, 
the process could destroy the very character of the area that the 
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plan seems to promote.  If managed poorly, the area’s growth 
could replicate the result in D.C. Chinatown, where community-
based tourism and urban renewal have pushed the development 
of certain features of neighborhoods to make the districts more 
appealing to outsiders at the expense and distress of longtime 
residents.  Although the draft plan mentions affordable housing 
and emphasizes the preservation of the “community’s people as 
well as its housing and structures,” the extent to which the mu-
nicipal government and private developers can keep the best 
interests of the longtime residents at the forefront of the devel-
opment agenda is unknown.39    

Meanwhile, the demand for market value, high-density 
housing (such as condominiums) in Shaw continues to grow.  
The development of a number of large condominium projects in 
the neighborhood may indicate that the transformation of the 
Shaw area from a historically African-American neighborhood 
to a new destination for the young and affluent is already well 
under way. 

PEOPLE-BASED, EQUITABLE DEVELOPMENT 

While the D.C. comprehensive plan for the Shaw area fo-
cuses primarily on commercial redevelopment and the renova-
tion of the physical streetscape through the lens of historical and 
cultural preservation, some of the community-based efforts tak-
ing place have focused on the residents and other stakeholders.  
Arguing that development should not emphasize place over peo-
ple, some community organizations have challenged the tradi-
tional community development model that better buildings and 
businesses will result in better opportunities for the longtime 
residents of a targeted district.40    

One such organization, Organizing Neighborhood Equity 
D.C. (“ONE DC”)41 , located in Shaw, has distinguished itself 
from traditional community development groups.  ONE DC 
focuses on equitable development and instead of identifying as a 
community development corporation, considers itself a non-
profit community organizing corporation.  ONE DC states that it 
is not interested solely in place-based development.  The organi-
zation emphasizes that simply creating new small businesses, 
new housing, and new jobs will not change things for the people 
who live in the community.42   While ONE DC is not opposed to 
all development, its mission to preserve and protect economic 
and racial equity may not easily comport with developers’ ten-
dency to rely on the market economy to resolve conflicting in-
terests resulting from the wealth disparity between longtime and 
new residents in the area.   

ONE DC’s Shaw Housing Initiative works, “to preserve and 
build housing that Shaw people can actually afford given the 
neighborhood’s lower average income, and that will remain af-
fordable for future generations…  [A]ll of this work requires 
building resident capacity to control and own a significant share 
of future development in Shaw.”43   By working with and ena-
bling community residents to identify and advocate their goals 
for the redevelopment, ONE DC is creating alternative develop-
ment options that value community control and preservation of 

the local community.  ONE DC’s Executive Director, Dominic 
Moulden, noted in a recent interview, “[T]he only way that 
things change for the people who live here is if the longtime 
residents shape the jobs policy, the economic policy, and the 
housing policy.  We’re concerned with community-controlled 
development, and community organizing is the tool that gets us 
there.”44    

To achieve its mission of economic and racial equity in 
Shaw, ONE DC employs a number of community organizing 
strategies to mobilize longtime Shaw residents.  First, ONE DC 
organizers conduct tenant-based organizing, during which they 
speak with residents in the Shaw neighborhood to get a sense of 
what the residents are seeing, and to incorporate the residents 
themselves into a broader community development context.  
Additionally, by reaching out to the disadvantaged renter com-
munity in Shaw, ONE DC organizers find tenants facing the 
conversion of their apartment building into condominiums.  In 
those instances, the organizers ensure that the tenants know 
about the “first right of purchase” law in D.C., which allows 
them the opportunity to pool their resources and buy the build-
ing before the landlord sells it to a third party.45    

The second strategy engages residents and members in 
popular education and direct training to familiarize them with 
the issues and empower them to take action through existing 
initiatives.  Popular education is used because it enables com-
munity residents to believe that they can collectively overcome 
the challenges ahead of them. 

Institutionally, ONE DC is working in collaboration with 
agencies like the National Capital Revitalization Corporation 
(“NCRC”), the District of Columbia’s Department of Housing 
and Community Development (“DHCD”), and other local stake-
holders to identify equitable development solutions.  One exam-
ple of such a partnership is a recent collaboration with 35 com-
munity stakeholders, including individuals, renters, home-
owners, churches, and non-profits to establish the Broadcast 
Center One development on Seventh and S Streets.46   The Cen-
ter represented a mixed-use project containing commercial, re-
tail, and residential space, with more than 200 new residential 
units, and underground parking.  The development was reported 
to be the first deal in the city in which the development process 
was resident-led and community-controlled.47   Together, they 
created a community-benefits agreement that will provide for 
jobs, housing, and retail opportunities for local residents in the 
development.  Three residents, an ANC Commissioner, and the 
government agency that controls the land signed the document. 

ONE DC is also working with the NCRC on two develop-
ments that will bring affordable housing and neighborhood-
based retail to the community.  One of these sites could be the 
first time in 40 years that truly affordable rental housing would 
be built on Seventh Street.48   The building may include up to 96 
units, and if the organizers are successful in bringing in a grant 
from DHCD, they plan to make the units extremely affordable, 
targeting the price for a one bedroom at $500 or less.49   Addi-
tionally, the organizers are hoping to support “super-local” 50 
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retail businesses on the ground level with rent subsidies for the 
first five years.  Though the principle of community control 
guides these and other projects, they are initiated and imple-
mented with the express goals of, “creating real jobs, creating 
real housing opportunities, and creating real business opportuni-
ties.”51   The future of Shaw depends on the ability of groups 
like ONE DC, working with community stakeholders and city 
agencies, to create innovative, responsive development projects 
that integrate community-control and identify opportunities to 
retain longtime residents  

THE ONGOING STRUGGLE OF                                      
DEVELOPMENT IN SHAW 

As community-organizing efforts continue, and the govern-
ment’s redevelopment plan is implemented, several factors are 
emerging which warrant special consideration when pondering 
the future of the Shaw/U Street Corridor.  Firstly, because the 
threat of displacement includes small local businesses in Shaw, 
the increasing numbers of African immigrants who are populat-
ing the Eastern U Street Shaw area with restaurants and small 
businesses must be consulted as stakeholders with an interest in 
the area’s future.52  In recent decades, the largest Ethiopian 
community outside of Ethiopia has settled in the D.C. area, and 
the Shaw district has become a cultural crossroads for that com-
munity.  Ethiopian immigrants have opened nearly two dozen 
restaurants, grocery stores, and other service-oriented busi-
nesses.53  While the size of the resident Ethiopian immigrant 
population in Washington is nominal compared to the local 
African-American population, the commercial nexus is impor-
tant enough to warrant a campaign for city recognition of the 
local “Little Ethiopia” designation for the strip of 9th Street 
between U and T Streets.54   There is still an opportunity for 
dialogue around common issues between the resident African-
American community and the Ethiopian business owners in the 
area. 

Secondly, even in Shaw, where community organizing has 
been strong since the neighborhood’s inception, longtime resi-
dents face the challenges of determined developers with deep 
pockets and an upcoming city mayoral election that could im-
pact the future of the area tremendously.  The current mayor 
will leave a legacy of economic development (including the 
D.C. Chinatown “renewal” and some of the first steps in Shaw) 

that is viewed in some circles as a vast improvement and a step 
in the right direction for D.C.  While this development has had 
a positive impact on some aspects of city life, it has also re-
sulted in the rocketing real estate market and escalating rent for 
longtime residents.  Before a new mayor is lured by the appeal 
of this growth, longtime residents must establish the importance 
of equitable development to preserve the character of these 
neighborhoods. 

The residents in the community must be given the opportu-
nity to stay in the area, so that they can preserve the historical 
and cultural aspects of Shaw.  If the redevelopment efforts, in-
cluding zoning and land use decisions, fail to provide a mean-
ingful opportunity for Shaw residents to stay in the community, 
it is likely that the historical and cultural character of the Shaw/
U Street corridor will change completely. 

Community-based initiatives continue to organize tenants 
whose landlords have announced their intention to sell their 
properties and cash in while the market is still active.  The goal 
of this organizing is to preserve the community by keeping 
longtime residents in the area.  Organizers can use a variety of 
tools – from legal responses to issue campaigns – to achieve 
these goals.  Moreover, local stakeholders must remember the 
lessons of Chinatown and other ethnic neighborhoods that lost 
their fundamental character due to urban renewal and develop-
ment projects. 

Meaningful partnerships with local organizations such as 
Shaw Main Streets, ONE DC, tenants associations and other 
groups will be important to ensure that the comprehensive plan 
for the development of Shaw is not removed from the local 
communities.  Additionally, increased opportunities for local 
longtime residents to actively inform and influence the ongoing 
planning and implementation could tip the scale in the favor of 
the resident community’s interests in the area. 

While a new heterogeneous generation of Washingtonians 
is now learning about and visiting the neighborhood regularly, 
it still remains to be seen whether this phase of mixed enjoy-
ment and use is only an intermediary and fleeting stage; a stage 
between the neighborhood’s historic past as a self-determined, 
independent hub of African-American culture and experience, 
and a possible future as a gentrified, affluent, and detached dis-
trict that is only a hollow monument to what it once was. 
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