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How Commemoration 
Supports Community 
Planning Goals
by Julia Koster and Lucy Kempf

(continued on page 4)

Our society expresses grief, celebrates our values and honors 
ours heroes in a number of ways, but perhaps one of the most 
compelling and complex of these is through commemoration. 

A commemorative work may be a small plaque stationed at the site of a 
historic speech; a figurative statue honoring a beloved poet; a wall hon-
oring the sacrifices of soldiers in war, or a multi-acre designed landscape 
dedicated to the accomplishments and ideals of a national leader. Com-
memorations can be ephemeral, such as a display of flowers at the site of 
an accident or the World Trade Center Tower lights. Some commemora-
tions are the centerpiece of a small town square, while others — a select 
few — rise to become the dominant symbols of our nation such as the 
Washington Monument or the Statue of Liberty.
 This article does not explore the somewhat immeasurable contribu-
tions related to what sociologist Robert Bellah has called America’s “civil 
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The Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall offers visitors and mourners a place for 
contemplation and remembrance.
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religion” — that commemoration conveys what national 
values are worth fighting for, gives voice to human ex-
perience, and provides a place of remembrance. Rather, 
the article considers how commemorations can support 
other community goals. While not a primary objective, 
commemorations can support place-making, enhance 
public parks and open space, spur economic develop-
ment and increase visitation to an area. Understanding 
these positive impacts can help communities consider 
how planning for commemoration can meet society’s 
loftier needs, as well as the more ordinary.

Commemoration and Place-Making
 Consider how a somber statue sets a quiet tone for 
a small park or how a fountain in a plaza invites celebra-
tion. Commemorations provide a unique opportunity to 
develop neighborhood identity, provide a focal point for 
the community, fuel improvements to existing parks and 
other spaces, and enhance the quality of urban design.
 Washington’s Navy Memorial, a plaza with foun-
tains and sculpture, is framed by mixed use develop-
ment with ground level retail and restaurants, which 
benefit from the plaza’s activity. This memorial is a 
popular gathering spot for workers, residents and visi-
tors, and seamlessly accommodates formal ceremonies, 
concerts and relaxed lunches. One of the early projects 
in the revitalized Penn Quarter neighborhood, this well-
defined, human scaled space instantly brought vitality 
to an area dominated by the expanse of Pennsylvania 
Avenue and numerous monumental federal buildings. 
 Currently in design, the memorial to Dwight D. 
Eisenhower is another example of how a commemora-
tive site can energize and knit together city fabric. The 
site is located close to the U.S. Capitol and the National 
Air and Space Museum and near a Metro station; how-
ever, it is on the edge of a federal enclave distinguished 
by hardscape, imposing mid-century offices and lim-
ited pedestrian activity. The memorial proponents are 
working with the Department of Education to include 
changes to their adjacent plaza to create a unified design 
that may include a ground floor café at the Department’s 
site that can also serve memorial visitors. With a focus 
on a pedestrian-friendly and green environment, the 
memorial will welcome visitors and area workers alike 
and the memorial will link to other nearby destinations.
 A small number of commemorations are placemak-
ers on a much larger scale. The Gateway Arch of Saint 
Louis, designed by Eero Saarinin, symbolizes the great 
gateway to the west and celebrates Thomas Jefferson’s 
role in expansion. It has also become the iconic symbol 
of Saint Louis and distinguishes the city’s skyline from 
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all others. The Washington Monument similarly defines 
Washington, DC’s skyline and serves as a reference 
point to which proximate memorial and museum proj-
ects must respond. These iconic commemorations not 
only embody powerful symbols of our national heritage, 
but they also offer a unique physical identity for their 
cities and the country. 
 It is critical to respect both the subject matter of 
the commemorative work and neighborhood character 
in siting and designing commemorative works. Many 
celebratory commemorations may add to the experience 
of a lively urban environment. However, some com-
memorative works are intended as sites for contempla-
tion which may make certain locations inappropriate. 
 Some commemorative works are linked to an event 
or have a symbolic value making them very place–spe-
cific. Others, however, can be located in a variety of 
settings. Plans developed in the 1990’s in Washington 
focused more on identifying appropriate new sites, 
particularly in emerging neighborhoods, and anticipated 
that commemorative works could serve as an early 
anchor to support community and economic redevelop-
ment throughout the city. Commemoration sponsors, 
for fund-raising, visitation and symbolic reasons, are 
often attracted to known locations adjacent to well-used 
travel routes, and are less likely to be pioneers. Current 

Managing Commemoration: The 
Washington, DC Experience

As the capital city, Washington, DC 
has become the foremost place for 

commemorations of national significance. 
National memorials are typically proposed 
by and funded through private non-profit 
sponsors. The Commemorative Works Act 
(CWA), U.S. Code Title 40 §8901-8909, 
passed by Congress in 1986, provides the 
legal framework for establishing memorials 
on National Park Service or General Ser-
vices Administration land in Washington. 
The CWA includes a series of conditions 
for the project; for example, its purpose 
must have a significant and lasting place in 
American history. The CWA also includes 
a process for memorial approval, siting and 
design. 
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planning is now focused on ensuring that potential sites 
are integrated into surrounding development, can be 
reached clearly and easily, and are linked to other desti-
nations to create a multi-trip experience. 
 Other memorial projects serve as catalysts for revi-
talization and park improvements. A $455,000 memo-
rial construction and restoration of Schoellkopf Park in 
Niagara Falls, New York, for example, is intended to re-
vitalize what was once considered the city’s largest and 
most beautiful park. The three-year project will serve as 
the centerpiece of a larger project designed to bring new 
life to the entire neighborhood, including demolition 
of dilapidated buildings, extensive construction of new 
housing, enhanced green space, commercial develop-
ment and expanded parking capacity. The project will 
include installation of a fountain, plantings, lighting, 
security and irrigation systems. Commemorations have 
served as a focal point for similar revitalization proj-
ects elsewhere. In Washington, many of the city’s small 
L’Enfant parks have benefited from the addition of a 
commemorative work, which often result in improved 
landscaping and amenities.
 While many commemorative works are modest 
in scale and cost, major national commemorative sites 
represent significant capital projects whose construction 
can contribute to the local and national economy. The 
project costs for three memorials currently under devel-
opment in Washington — the Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Memorial, the Eisenhower National Memorial and the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial Center - are respectively 
estimated at or near $100 million. 

Commemoration and Tourism
 For visitors, commemorations offer an opportunity 
to learn, celebrate, honor and be moved. For some his-
tory buffs, trips to Civil War battlefields are a passion. 
The Gettysburg battlefield, which hosts a number of 
commemorations, is the major driver of local tourism, 
with 1.7 million visitors to the battlefield out of an esti-
mated total of 2.9 million total visitors to Gettysburg in 
2007. These millions of annual visitors are a significant 
economic engine for the Gettysburg Borough, with a 
population of 8,103 and tourism is the largest industry 
in Adams Country, population 101,105. The Gettysburg 
Convention and Tourism Bureau estimates that in 2006 
visitor spending totaled $332 million and the tourism 
industry generated $86 million in tax revenues, em-
ployed 7,500 people and paid more than $227 million 
in direct/indirect tourism wages. 
 Most commemorations, particularly those in larger 
urban areas, are one element of many that drive visitors 
to a place in any given year. The National Park Service 
recorded the following visits to some of the nation’s 
most iconic commemorations in 2007: 2,385,387 to the 
Saint Louis Arch, 3,380,296 to the Statue of Liberty, 
and 591,081 to the Washington Monument. Countless 
other individuals – locals and tourists alike — appreciate 
these sites from the grounds or at a distance. People visit 

General Trends in Commemoration in 
Washington

From 1900 to 2000, an average of one new 
memorial was dedicated in Washington 
each year. Commemorative works proposals 
increasingly must compete for space in an 
urban environment, necessitating planning 
to ensure long-term availability of space, 
and careful review of size, design, program 
and relationship to other adjoining uses. It 
is becoming important to develop planning 
and policy guidance that links memorial 
purpose to location. Commemorative works 
are proposed with amenities and programs 
that may enhance visitor experience and 
comfort, but must be carefully designed to 
be in keeping with the commemorative work 
and its surroundings. 

The U.S. Navy Memorial, located at Pennsylvania Avenue and 
8th Street Northwest in Washington DC, provides opportunities 
for formal ceremony, relaxation and social engagement. (Image 
from Worthy of The Nation, courtesy of the National Capital 
Planning Commission. Photograph by Peter R. Penczer.)
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these sites because they are awe-inspiring and original.
 But what do these visitation numbers mean for city-
wide tourism? A 2007 branding analysis conducted by 
Destination DC provides a glimpse of the relationship 
between commemoration and tourism in Washington, 
which, according to the organization, is a $2.7 billion 
industry that supports 71,000 full time jobs. Destination 
DC used the study’s findings to develop a new market-
ing campaign intended to drive tourism and to reshape 
how visitors see the city. Based on interviews with focus 
groups and surveys of American and international tour-
ists, the study identified four pillars that support Wash-
ington, DC’s tourism industry. These pillars represent 
the primary characteristics that draw visitors to the city. 
Visitors identified Washington as “powerful,” “celebra-
tory,” “inspiring” and “beautiful.” These qualities not 
only draw visitors to Washington, but they distinguish 
Washington from other destinations.
 The “celebratory” pillar includes Washington’s com-
memorative landscape. An entire subset of Washington’s 
visitors, those the study coined “knowledge seekers,” visit 
the city for the commemorations as well as the other 
institutional centers of learning, such as the Smithson-
ian museums or the Supreme Court. Researchers found 
that Washington has a sharp competitive advantage over 
other destinations in this category. 
 The spin-off effect of all visits to Washington is 
significant: Destination DC estimates that the city’s 
hospitality industry generated an estimated $5.57 billion 
in visitor spending on hotels, dining, shopping, transpor-
tation and entertainment in 2006, a 7% increase over 
2005. Based on the branding analysis, at least a portion 
of these dollars may be attributed to travelers seeking to 
enjoy the city’s commemorations. 
 Commemorative sites often serve as focal points for 
events attracting visitors. Washington’s Law Enforce-
ment Memorial is the site of an annual ceremony that 
brings together law enforcement officers and their fami-
lies and friends from around the country. Viewing these 
sites less as monuments to be visited once and more as 
a place of moments, where people gather and share ex-
periences, may be a useful perspective in understanding 
how commemorative sites can be an ongoing destination 
for visitors and locals alike.
 Memorial sponsors seek visitation, balancing the 
number of visitors with the intended experience at the 
site, which may focus on personal reflection, celebration 
or interpretation and information-sharing. While some 
individual commemorative works may be a primary visi-
tor attraction, in cities visitors incorporate trips to major 
commemorative sites with other nearby destinations. 
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Linking commemorative sites with other destinations 
physically and programmatically can increase visitation. 
As smaller commemorative works are less likely to be 
the primary focus of a visit, their visitation often ben-
efits from adjacency to other destinations, particularly 

Planning for Commemoration

Washington’s planners are challenged to 
preserve land for new memorials in a way 
that will address a diverse and rich subject 
matter meaningful to future generations, 
while responding to requests to integrate 
new proposals into the city’s fabric. The 
National Capital Planning Commission and 
federal and local partners have developed 
a number of plans, tools and policies that 
enhance the existing commemorative land-
scape, protect land for future generations 
and develop new cultural corridors. Most 
memorials in Washington are located in the 
monumental core and the northwest section 
of the city. The 1997 Legacy Plan sought to 
move federal development, including com-
memorative works, to other quadrants of 
the city to relieve pressure on the National 
Mall and to promote revitalization and 
development. More detailed work in the 
2001 Memorials and Museums Master Plan 
identified 100 potential sites for new com-
memoration and recommended a Reserve 
area where no new commemoration should 
be built — a concept that Congress enacted 
into law. These plans, the CWA legislation, 
and the emergence of new and revitalized 
neighborhoods in other parts of the city are 
encouraging memorial sponsors to consider 
locations in new areas of the city. The soon 
to be released Framework Plan intends to 
further increase the appeal of potential 
commemorative sites located away from the 
National Mall by linking them physically 
and symbolically to the city’s existing des-
tinations, and planning the areas surround-
ing these sites to promote attractive, active 
settings. 
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The authors would like to thank the following individu-
als for their assistance: Andy Whittaker, Destination DC; 
Steve Lorenzetti and Patrick Gregerson, National Park Ser-
vice; and Daniel Feil, Eisenhower Memorial Commission.
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those with a subject matter relationship on well-traveled 
routes. In Washington, a statue of Mahatma Gandhi, 
for example, is adjacent to the Indian Embassy and an 
avenue lined with foreign missions and is proximate to 
several other commemorative works honoring interna-
tional leaders. 
 In Washington and elsewhere, commemorative 
works are destinations used to build visitation cam-
paigns and shape tours. The dedication of a new com-
memorative work, such as the World War II memorial, 
or an important milestone, such as the Lincoln bicen-
tennial, typically results in increased visitor interest, and 
offers an opportunity to develop visitor programming 
that links related sites and events. Boston’s Freedom 
Trail, which leads tourists from markers to buildings and 
monuments, has become one of the city’s number top 
tourist attractions.
 Commemorative sites change over time, in part in 
response to new information, but also in response to the 
changing societal values and interpretations of history. 
Reinterpreting older commemorative sites is a chal-
lenge that acknowledges the need to make sites relevant 
to new generations. In 1997, the National Park Service 
developed an Irish Brigade Monument at Antietam. This 
was not only an opportunity to look at the battlefield 
site in a new way and to diversify those honored, but 
also to diversify visitation. 
 It is also critical that commemorative works have a 
long-term caretaker. In Washington, generally memori-
als are privately sponsored and constructed and publicly 
maintained. Federal law requires the sponsor to provide 
an endowment that is the equivalent of 10 percent of 
the development cost. 

Julia Koster, AICP, is Director of the Planning Policy and 
Research Division and Lucy Kempf is a Community Plan-
ner at the National Capital Planning Commission. 
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