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Developed by decades of car-centric planning, suburban communities in the United 

States often suffer from fragmented infrastructure, environmental degradation, and social 

disconnection. As these areas become more diverse and denser, their outdated spatial models fail 

to support walkability, public life, or community well-being. In places like Riverdale Park, 

Maryland, home to one of the nationôs most immigrant-rich populations, these challenges are 

intensified by limited access to safe, inclusive, and connected public spaces. This thesis 

examines how such underutilized suburban landscapes reflect broader patterns of inequality in 

the built environment, exploring the integration of community, cultural belonging, and ecology. 
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Dedication 
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potential and cultural richness. This work is inspired by the spirit of diversity found 
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Chapter 1: Importance of Public Spaces 
 

Suburban communities across the United States, shaped by decades of car-

oriented planning, often face challenges such as disconnected infrastructure, 

environmental strain, and weakened social ties. As these areas become more diverse 

and densely populated, their existing spatial frameworks struggle to support 

walkability, public gathering, and everyday well-being. In Riverdale Park, Maryland, 

one of the nationôs most immigrant-rich communitiesðthese issues are further 

intensified by the lack of safe, inclusive, and connected public spaces. 

This chapter discusses how public spaces are vital to the health and cohesion 

of communities. Once centered around civic buildings and plazas, many of todayôs 

shared environments have been replaced by parking lots, vacant strip malls, and 

inaccessible infrastructure. These landscapes of absence reduce opportunities for 

connection, wellness, and civic engagement. The dominance of car culture has led to 

a loss of proximity, affecting how people move, meet, and interact, particularly in 

suburban neighborhoods. Reclaiming public space is not only about physical design, 

but also about restoring inclusion, visibility, and a shared sense of belonging. By 

reimagining public areas as accessible, culturally responsive, and ecologically 

resilient, we can help build stronger, healthier, and more connected communities. 

Why Public Space Matters 

Public spaces are not luxuries; they are fundamental to urban life. Parks, 

plazas, sidewalks, and markets have historically provided shared territory where 

strangers become neighbors and where communities negotiate identity, celebrate 
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culture, and grieve loss. In the US, Frederick Law Olmsted famously described urban 

parks as the ñlungs of the city,ò imagining them as democratic landscapes that offer 

psychological relief, environmental balance, and social equity1. His vision helped 

embed the park system into American urban design, where shared green space was 

considered essential civic infrastructure. 

In modern planning, Ray Oldenburgôs concept of ñthird places,ò settings 

outside of home and work like cafés, plazas, and community markets, extends this 

idea, arguing that such spaces are vital to democracy because they encourage 

informal interaction and cross-social dialogue.2  These places support community 

resilience through formal programming and unstructured activitiesða neighborly 

greeting, a conversation with a stranger, the comfort of being in public without 

needing to perform. 

As urban life becomes increasingly privatized and digitized, public space 

remains one of the last physical venues for being part of something larger than 

oneself. However, these spaces depend on intentional design and cultural awareness. 

Without that, they fade into irrelevance, or worse, exclusion. 

From Civic Grounds to Parking Lots 

In the first half of the 20th century, public space was still seen as central to 

American civic life. Town squares, main streets, and central parks framed the daily 

rhythm of urban communities. But by mid-century, new planning priorities emerged. 

 
1 Frederick Law Olmsted, ñPublic Parks and the Enlargement of Towns,ò in Civilizing American 

Cities, ed. S.B. Sutton (New York: Da Capo Press, 1971), 59. 

 
2 Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place (New York: Marlowe & Co., 1999), 16ï21 
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With the rise of the automobile, the logic of proximity gave way to mobility. The 

Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 enabled sprawling development patterns by 

connecting suburban subdivisions to cities through high-speed roads.3 

At the same time, zoning policies discouraged mixed-use neighborhoods and 

enforced physical separation between residential, commercial, and civic functions. 

The once-integrated fabric of the city fragmented into isolated pods of use. Shopping 

centers replaced main streets. Wide arterials replaced walkable blocks. One of the 

earliest examples of this shift was the Park and Shop on Connecticut Avenue in the 

Cleveland Park neighborhood of Washington D.C., a strip mall designed explicitly for 

car access and opened in the 1930s.4 

Figure 1.1. The Park & Shop in Washington, D.C (source: American Colony Photo Department, 

approximately 1920 to 1946) 

 

 
3 Tom Lewis, Divided Highways: Building the Interstate Highways, Transforming American Life (New 

York: Viking, 1997), 102ï106. 
4 Richard Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 50ï62 
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By the 1960s, these developments had multiplied. Strip malls, surrounded by 

parking, became the dominant form of commercial development in the suburbs. The 

design discouraged walking or gathering. Urban historian Dolores Hayden has called 

this the ñlandscape of exclusion,ò not because people were barred, but because the 

spaces lacked the design elements necessary for collective use.5 What remained was a 

hollow version of the public realm, visible but unusable. 

Landscapes of Absence 

Today, in many suburbs, public space exists more in name than in function. 

Parks are tucked behind subdivisions. Sidewalks end abruptly or fail to connect to any 

destinations. Streets are too wide for casual crossing, and plazas, when they exist, are 

often barren, overregulated, or too far from daily activity. 

Geographer Edward Soja coined the term ñspatial injusticeò to describe this 

phenomenon: the uneven distribution of high-quality, usable public space that 

reproduces social inequality through geography.6 For those who donôt drive, children, 

elders, people with disabilities, these gaps translate into real barriers to participation. 

Marc Augé, in his critique of modern urbanism, described such environments 

as ñnon-placesò, spaces of transit and consumption (airports, highways, strip malls) 

that lack history, identity, and emotional connection.7 Suburban public space often 

feels like this: present, but abstracted; open, but impersonal. A plaza behind a 

 
5 Dolores Hayden, Building Suburbia (New York: Vintage, 2004), 172. 

 
6 Edward Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 18ï20. 
7 Marc Augé, Non-Places (London: Verso, 1995), 77ï82. 
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pharmacy. A trail sandwiched between two fences. They exist, but they do not invite 

presence. 

Proximity Lost: How Car Culture Reshaped Health, Movement, and 

Social Life 

When cities were compact, walking wasnôt a luxury or a healthy trend, it was 

simply how life worked. Schools, shops, libraries, and parks were within reach, 

making it easy to form routines around public life. But as development stretched 

outward, daily destinations moved farther apart. In the United States today, over an 

hour a day is spent in cars, while walking for errands or commuting has sharply 

declined.8 

This spatial transformation has led to clear health consequences. Studies link 

car-dependence with higher rates of obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease.9 

Walkable neighborhoods, on the other hand, are associated with better physical 

health, more social interaction, and greater trust among neighbors.10 

Mental health suffers as well. Danish Urban Planner, Jan Gehl has 

demonstrated that cities designed for human scale, where people walk, rest, and see 

one another, support spontaneous social connection and psychological well-being. In 

contrast, when streets are designed solely for vehicular movement, public life 

 
8 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, ñAmerican Time Use Survey, 2022 Results.ò 

 
9 Lawrence D. Frank et al., ñObesity Relationships with Community Design,ò Am J Prev Med 27, no. 2 

(2004): 87ï96. 
10 James F. Sallis et al., ñNeighborhood Environments and Physical Activity,ò Am J Prev Med 36, no. 

6 (2009): 484ï490. 
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retreats.11 Environmental psychologist Clare Cooper Marcus calls this ñthe erosion of 

everyday life,ò the slow disappearance of familiar, low-stakes interaction that sustains 

emotional health.12 

The distance is not only physical. When people must travel by car to engage 

in basic social life, the cost, time, energy, and money make spontaneous connections 

difficult. Over time, the result is not just loneliness, but a culture shift: from life 

shared to life contained. 

Design for Inclusion  

The question of who feels welcome in public space is not just about 

availability, itôs about access, design, and presence. Many suburban neighborhoods 

offer open space, but it often feels sterile, disconnected, or unusable. The plaza is a 

median; the park is a leftover slope. A sidewalk may be present, but it leads nowhere. 

Jan Gehl states that good public space should encourage walking, lingering, 

and optional activity, not just movement.13 In many American suburbs, this human 

dimension is missing. Urban design prioritizes parking and privacy over public 

spontaneity and celebration. The result is that presence becomes regulated, and 

belonging is undermined. 

Culture also matters. A shaded plaza in a Latin American neighborhood might 

support gatherings with music and dance.14 A small community garden in an Asian 

 
11 Jan Gehl, Cities for People (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2010), 56ï79 
12 Clare Cooper Marcus, People Places, 2nd ed. (New York: Wiley, 1998), 78ï90. 
13 Jan Gehl, Life Between Buildings (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2011), 15ï18. 
14 Setha Low, On the Plaza (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000), 12ï25. 
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immigrant enclave may function as a ritual site. 15In both cases, space is not just a 

backdrop; it is a vessel of identity. Researchers such as James Rojas and Margaret 

Crawford document how immigrant communities remake suburban spaces to reflect 

their cultural rhythms, setting out chairs, running food stalls, and holding events on 

sidewalks or in parking lots.16 

When spaces are overregulated or under-designed, such practices are 

discouraged. Sociologist Setha Low describes ñmanaged public spaceò as places 

where exclusion happens not through walls but through rules: no music, no food, no 

sitting on the grass.17 

To design for inclusion means not just opening access but building flexibility 

and emotional resonance. It means co-creating spaces with local communities, 

drawing on what already exists in behavior and memory. 

Conclusion 

Public space in suburban America has not disappeared all at once, but rather it 

occurred through decades of subtle shifts in planning priorities, design logic, and 

cultural habits. As spatial proximity gave way to car-oriented separation, 

communities lost not only places to gather but also the habits of gathering. The 

effects on health, equity, and identity make it clear that the future of public space 

must be as much about social repair as it is about design. Reclaiming proximity, 

 
15 Jeffrey Hou, ed., Insurgent Public Space (New York: Routledge, 2010), 78ï85. 
16 James Rojas, ñThe Enacted Environment,ò Places Journal 16, no. 2 (2004): 18ï23; Margaret 

Crawford, ñBlurring the Boundaries,ò in Everyday Urbanism, ed. Chase, Crawford, Kaliski (New 

York: Monacelli, 1999), 22ï35. 
17 Setha Low, ñThe Erosion of Public Space,ò City & Society 18, no. 1 (2006): 43ï49 
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flexibility, and cultural relevance is essential to restore a public realm where all 

people can feel present, safe, and seen. 

 

Chapter 2: The SiteðRiverdale ParkïKenilworth Station Area 
 

This chapter explores the Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station area as a place 

where everyday life, movement, and memory intersect. Bordered by busy roads and 

shaped by decades of car-centered growth, the site feels fragmented, its spaces pulled 

apart by asphalt, fences, and forgotten waterways. Yet beneath this patchwork lies a 

strong community and a deep sense of possibility. With the Purple Line arriving, the 

area stands at a turning point. This chapter walks through its landscape, its streets, its 

people, and its past to understand the layers that make up the present and the 

groundwork for what might come next. 

Historical Context 

Riverdale Park, previously known as Riverdale, was established in 1920 and 

is in Prince Georgeôs County, Maryland. It is situated approximately seven miles 

northeast of downtown Washington, D.C. The development of Riverdale Park has 

evolved through a series of transportation-driven developments. Originally tied to 

19th-century streetcar and railroad expansion, the west side of Riverdale saw early 

suburban growth supported by the B&O Railroad and the Maryland Agricultural 
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College (now the University of Maryland).18 The introduction of the East-West 

Highway (MD 410) and Kenilworth Avenue (MD 201) in the mid-20th century 

catalyzed a second wave of development, particularly in East Riverdale. 

 

 
Figure 2.1.  Top left: Location of Riverdale in Prince Georgeôs County (source: Washington Post),  

Bottom left: Location of Maryland in the United States (source: Wikipedia, edited by author), 

Right: Boundaries of Riverdale Park and East Riverdale (source: Greater Greater Washington, Dan 

Reed, from the ESRI and Census Bureau https://ggwash.org/images/posts/201512-011012.jpg) 

 

 

The Riverdale Plaza Shopping Center was established in 1966 as a response to 

rising car ownership and retail demand19. It typifies the automobile-oriented strip mall 

model, featuring large impervious parking surfaces and a linear configuration. 

Similarly, residential and commercial expansion followed federal job growth and 

suburbanization, supported by roadways and industrial job centers such as the ERCO 

 
18 ñWelcome to Riverdale Park, MD.ò  Riverdaleparkmd.gov. 

https://www.riverdaleparkmd.gov/our_town/explore_town_of_riverdale_park/1900.php. 

 
19 Davis, C. A. (1996). The Riverdale Story: Mansion to Municipality 
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aircraft plant. 20These transitions marked a departure from transit-based urbanism 

toward car-centric land use, which still characterizes much of the siteôs infrastructure 

today. 

By the 1980s, waves of Central American migrationðparticularly from El 

Salvadorðhad reshaped East Riverdaleôs demographic composition. Nationally, the 

Salvadoran-born population in the United States increased from approximately 

94,100 in 1980 to over 445,000 by 1990, a nearly fivefold rise driven largely by 

displacement from the Salvadoran Civil War (1979ï1992).21 In the Washington, D.C. 

metropolitan area, the Salvadoran community grew to an estimated 150,000 by the 

late 1980s, accompanied by approximately 32,000 Guatemalans and 25,000 

Hondurans.21 Many settled in suburban areas like East Riverdaleðthen home to 

about 13,000 residentsðdrawn by affordability and proximity to employment 

centers.22 This migration transformed the local social fabric; by 2020, 13.1% of East 

Riverdaleôs population was Salvadoran-born.21 The resulting suburban landscape 

became both a site of cultural diversity and infrastructural disinvestment, setting the 

stage for the areaôs current transformation with the arrival of the Purple Line. 

  

 
20 Browne, A. C. (2018). Erco and Calvert Homes, Town of Riverdale Park. Retrieved from The 

historical marker database. 
21 The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission. Approved Adelphi RoadïUMGCï

UMD Purple Line Station Area Sector Plan and Sectional Map Amendment. Upper Marlboro, MD: 

Prince Georgeôs County Planning Department, June 2022. 
22 U.S. Census Bureau. 1980 Census of Population and Housing: Census TractsðWashington, DC-

MD-VA CMSA. PHC80-2-327. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1983. 
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The Purple Line  

   
Figure 2.2. Left: Purple Line Location in DMV area (source: Wikipedia, edited by author),  

Right: Purple Line map (Source: Washington Post), 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/transportation/2022/01/12/purple-line-maryland-when-open/, edited 

by author) 

 

Today, Maryland is trying to stitch that fabric and memory back together. The 

new light rail, also known as ñThe Purple Lineò, is expected to open in 2027, 

stretching 16.2 miles and linking 21 new stations across Montgomery and Prince 

Georgeôs Counties. It marks a pivotal shift in Marylandôs approach to regional 

connectivity and urban revitalization. Designed to serve as a vital cross-suburban, 

east-west transit link, the Purple Line will connect major commercial, institutional 

locations, such as Silver Spring and College Park, and residential centers, including 

Langley Park, Wheaton, and Riverdale Park at the Kenilworth station, while linking 

to four Metro lines, three MARC commuter rail lines, Amtrak, and dozens of bus 

routes. By 2040, the Purple Line is projected to serve approximately 74,500 daily 

passengers, relieving congestion and reducing automobile dependence in the region.23 

 
23 Maryland Transit Administration. ñPurple Line Project Overview.ò Baltimore: Maryland 

Department of Transportation, 2025. 
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The project is a catalyst for reconnecting people and places, restoring daily 

life to a more human scale, and fostering vibrant, accessible public spaces, 

stimulating transit-oriented development, and promoting environmental sustainability 

through reduced vehicle emissions.24 

Demographics 

 

Figure 2.3. Ethnic groups in East Riverdale (source: U.S. Census Bureau 2022, edited by author) 

 

 

The Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station area is a diverse and growing 

community, home to nearly 20,000 residents. According to the 2022 U.S. Census, 

East Riverdale has 52% Hispanic and 34% Black residents. Additionally, 43% of the 

population is foreign-born.25 Many of these residents come from Central American 

 
24 Smart Growth America. Equitable Development in Transit Infrastructure. Washington, D.C.: Smart 

Growth America, 2022. 
25 U.S. Census Bureau. ñTable B05006: Place of Birth for the Foreign-born Population in the United 

States, Riverdale Park, MD.ò American Community Survey 5-Year 

Estimates. https://censusreporter.org/data/table/?table=B05006&geo_ids=16000US2424650&primary_

geo_id=16000US2424650. 
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countries such as El Salvador and Honduras, as well as from nations like Nigeria, 

Kosovo, Nepal, Iraq, and Afghanistan.26 

Many residents live in rental housing, often in shared or multi-generational 

households. This reflects both cultural practices and financial challenges. Household 

incomes are generally lower than the average for Prince Georgeôs County.27 Due to 

limited sidewalks, bike lanes, and public transit options, car ownership is high. 

However, this may change when the Purple Line is completed, improving access to 

public transportation. 

Despite economic difficulties, the community is active and resourceful. Many 

residents are involved in small businesses and cultural networks, especially around 

Riverdale Plaza and Kenilworth Avenue. These areas are important centers of cultural 

and economic activity, helping to support immigrant entrepreneurship and community 

connections. 

Existing Culture, Infrastructure and Site Conditions 

People in this neighborhood have brought their cultural backgrounds and 

personal memories to shape the local landscape along Kenilworth Avenue, located 

west of the Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station. 

 

 
26 Central Kenilworth Avenue Revitalization CDC (CKAR). Draft Latino Outreach Report 1. 

Riverdale, MD: CKAR CDC, n.d. https://ckarcdc.org/site/wp-content/uploads/11122-Draft-Latino-

Outreach-Report-1.pdf. 
27 An, Anna, Greater Riverdale Place-Based Initiative Report, 2020 
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Figure 2.4. Existing Land Use within 1-mile Walking Radius from Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station  

with Small Businesses and Landmarks (source: The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning 

Commission, Prince Georgeôs County Planning Department, Approved East Riverdale-Beacon Heights 

Sector Plan. Upper Marlboro, MD: The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission, 

2017, edited by author) 

 

 

Figure 2.5. Travel without Traveling. Tour the World Greater Riverdale. Restaurant Stamp Collection 

Passport (source: UMD ARCH 408 Spring 2019, designed by students: Alexandra Atienza, Austin 

Register, Natalia Salmon, Aysel Ciger, directed by Professor Ronit Eisenbach, Rayya Newman and 

Sadie Dempsey) 
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Figure 2.6. Cultural findings along Kenilworth Avenue (source: author and Google Maps) 

 

 This corridor reflects a diverse and growing community through its many 

culturally rooted businesses representing countries such as El Salvador, the 

Caribbean, Honduras, Nigeria, Vietnam, and China (see Figure 2.6). Bakeries, 

restaurants, grocery stores, and specialty shops occupy several aging strip malls, with 

Riverdale Plaza the closest commercial destination to the Purple Line station. At 

these restaurants, visitors encounter a vibrant atmosphere, colorful murals and 

storefront displays, the scent of home-cooked meals, regional music, and visible 

dance traditions, each expressing community identities, values, and traditions. These 

sensory experiences create a lively and unique cultural corridor that contributes to the 

neighborhoodôs sense of place and belonging. 

In addition to these commercial spaces, cultural and community institutions 

play a significant role in local life. Churches, such as the historic St. Bernard Church, 

are central to neighborhood identity but are visually obscured by surrounding 

commercial development. Other cultural resources, including the Latin American 

Youth Center and the nearby Anacostia River Trail, also contribute to the area's 

richness. However, many of these places are outside walking distance from the station 

or difficult to access on foot. 
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Figure 2.7. Existing figure ground with two-foot contour lines, infrastructure and landmarks 

(source: GIS, edited by author) 

  



 

17 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.8. Existing figure ground with ten-foot contour lines 

(source: Google Elevation API, edited by author) 

 

Despite their importance, these cultural expressions remain visually and 

physically obscured. Aging, car-oriented infrastructure and concrete drainage systems 

dominate the steep valley landscape, where more than 30 feet of elevation separate 

the Purple Line station from the surrounding residential neighborhoods. These 

topographical shifts limit walkability and push everyday life away from the transit 

corridor. As a result, the area feels fragmented, and local economic activity has 

declined, especially in the wake of COVID-19. The current infrastructure doesnôt just 
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separate people from the station; it disconnects them from one another, from their 

culture, and from the surrounding ecology. 

 
Figure 2.9.  Top left: Original design for Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station (source: Washington Post,  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-riverdale-park-

purple-line-station/), Top center: Current station plan with staircase locations, (source: Purple Line 

MD,  https://www.purplelinemd.com/document-library/, edited by author), Top right: Existing 

pedestrian sidewalk and green spaces (source: author), Bottom: North-south section view of existing 

site (source: author) 

 

The Purple Line Station Bridge  

The Purple Line Station bridge is one of the most significant pieces of 

infrastructure shaping the areaôs future. Designed as a bridge, the station rises nearly 

30 feet above ground, stretching nearly 600 feet long and 50 feet wide over East-West 

Highway.28 It sits at the confluence of three major roads, Kenilworth Avenue, East-

West Highway, and Riverdale Road, forming what locals call the ñRiverdale 

Triangle,ò a zone marked by constant vehicular traffic. Initially designed with solid 

retaining walls, the structure was revised after community pushback to include an 

 
28 Purple Line Maryland. ñDocument Library.ò https://www.purplelinemd.com/document-library/. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-riverdale-park-purple-line-station/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-riverdale-park-purple-line-station/
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open underpass, though a retaining wall on the east side still cuts off views toward the 

forested edge.29 

Access to the station is limited to a pair of staircases and elevators oriented at 

the western edge of Kenilworth Avenue and the eastern side of East-West Highway, 

leaving sharp and narrow turns for pedestrian movement. Beneath the bridge lies a 

fragmented urban condition: fast-food chains, drive-through banks, unshaded 

sidewalks, and chain-linked fences create a harsh, incoherent public realm. This 

setting not only discourages walking but also undermines the stationôs ability to serve 

as a welcoming civic landmark. Just south of the bridge, another major concrete 

feature, Captain Johnôs Branch, cuts across the site, further dividing the landscape 

and complicating access and connectivity. 

  

 
29 Lazo, Luz. ñNo óTrump Wallô for Riverdale Park Purple Line Station.ò The Washington Post, March 

10, 2017. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-

riverdale-park-purple-line-station/. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-riverdale-park-purple-line-station/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-gridlock/wp/2017/03/10/no-trump-wall-for-riverdale-park-purple-line-station/
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Captain Johnôs Branch 

 
Figure 2.10.  Top left: Photo collage of existing Captain Johnôs Branch (source: author), top right: 

Existing topography, flood plain and runoff flow (source: 1989 Prince George's County Floodplain 

Study Area, edited by author), middle: Photos of flooding on Kenilworth Avenue and Captain Johnôs 

Branch (source: WUSA9, https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-

flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-

9a49352f2639), bottom: North-south section view of the existing site (source: author) 

 

South of the station bridge, Captain Johnôs Branch flows as an open-air 

drainage canal, collecting runoff from the eastern neighborhoods and channeling it 

westward toward the Anacostia River. Once a natural stream, it now cuts through the 

site as a hardened, concrete-lined channel, its steep banks fenced off, inaccessible, 

and impermeable. The canal divides the neighborhood both physically and visually, 

running directly through the Riverdale Plaza property and severing connections 

across the site. Rather than serving as a natural or community asset, the stream has 

become an infrastructural burden. During heavy storms, it quickly fills with runoff 

from nearby roads and vast parking lots, often leading to flooding, especially along 

https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
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Kenilworth Avenue. 30 For residents at lower elevations, this results in recurring 

disruptions and reinforces the sense of disconnection across an already fragmented 

landscape. 

Riverdale Plaza Shopping Center 

 

Figure 2.11. Top left: Existing condition of Riverdale Plaza parking lot (source: author), middle: View 

from Riverdale Road to existing condition of Riverdale Plaza (source: author), top right: Existing 

parking lot coverage around the Purple Line station (source: author), bottom: North-south section view 

of existing site (source: author) 

 

Riverdale Plaza, situated south of the canal, exemplifies the challenges 

associated with mid-20th-century suburban commercial development. Originally 

designed to cater to automobile traffic, the plaza features a strip of shops set behind 

10 acres of surface parking lot. This design prioritizes vehicular access over 

 
30 Brielle Ashford. "Severe Weather Recap: Strong Storms Lead to Flooding, Downed Trees in the 

Region." WUSA9, August 10, 2022. https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-

live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-

8c8e-9a49352f2639. 

https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
https://www.wusa9.com/article/weather/forecast-severe-weather-live-blog-flooding-hits-alexandria-metro-hard-strong-storms-overtake-dc-area/65-6fbcffbf-3798-4581-8c8e-9a49352f2639
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pedestrian connectivity, rendering the plaza difficult to reach on foot. Notably, there 

is no pedestrian bridge from the nearby station, and the elevation difference between 

the plaza and Riverdale Road further impedes pedestrian access. Consequently, the 

plaza remains visually and physically detached from the surrounding community. 

Despite its outdated design, Riverdale Plaza holds cultural significance, 

housing establishments such as Salvadoran restaurant El Sitio, Mexican restaurant 

Casa Dora, and Nigerian restaurant Queensway. However, many surrounding 

storefronts have become vacant, a trend exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and 

the shift towards online retail. The plaza's current layout presents environmental and 

social challenges: the extensive impervious asphalt surfaces contribute to stormwater 

runoff, leading to flooding in nearby areas like Captain John's Branch. Moreover, the 

lack of tree canopy and pedestrian infrastructure isolates the plaza from the 

community it intends to serve. 
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Site Boundary  

 
Figure 2.12. Site Boundary (source: author) 

 

The Riverdale ParkïKenilworth Station is in a fragmented yet important part 

of Prince Georgeôs County. The study area spans roughly 18 acres, bordered by 800ft 

length of East-West Highway (MD 410) to the north, Nicholson Street to the south, 

by 1000ft length of Kenilworth Avenue (MD 201) to the west, and 57th Avenue to 

the east. This zone includes the elevated Purple Line station, the Riverdale Plaza 

Shopping Center, portions of Captain Johnôs Branch, and a mix of commercial lots 

and institutional landmarks such as St. Bernardôs Church. The station site, defined by 

its infrastructure gaps and overlapping land uses, functions more as a pass-through 
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than a destination. But its location at the crossroads of major transit, commercial 

activity, and residential neighborhoods makes it a critical node for reconnection.  

Chapter 3: Community Needs and Visions 
Immigrants have played a central role in shaping the United States, 

contributing significantly to its economic growth, cultural richness, and social 

vitality. As of 2023, approximately 47.8 million immigrants resided in the country, 

comprising 14.3% of the total population, an increase from 4.7% in 1970.31 They 

bring diverse skills, perspectives, and experiences that drive innovation and 

entrepreneurship. Remarkably, immigrants have founded or co-founded 44.8% of 

Fortune 500 companies, illustrating their essential role in national economic 

development.32 Beyond these contributions, immigrant communities also enrich the 

nationôs cultural fabric by introducing new languages, traditions, and cuisines. 

However, despite their substantial contributions, immigrant populations often 

face persistent challenges, including language barriers, limited access to essential 

resources, and underrepresentation in civic processes. These issues can hinder full 

participation in public life and access to opportunities for advancement. 

This chapter presents findings from recent community outreach initiatives in 

Greater Riverdale, an area that includes 12 neighborhoods, such as Riverdale Park 

and East Riverdale, with a total population of 36,095.33 The research examines how 

 
31 Pew Research Center. "U.S. Immigrant Population in 2023 Saw Largest Increase in More Than 20 

Years." September 27, 2024. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/09/27/u-s-immigrant-

population-in-2023-saw-largest-increase-in-more-than-20-years/ 
32 American Immigration Council. "New Report Reveals Immigrant Roots of Fortune 500 

Companies." American Immigration Council. August 29, 2023. 
33 Central Kenilworth Avenue Revitalization Community Development Corporation (CKAR) and 

Environmental Finance Center at University of Maryland. Greater Riverdale Latino Community 
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these findings can inform public space design near the Riverdale ParkïKenilworth 

Station. The studies, by various community groups, focus on identifying the needs, 

challenges, and aspirations of residents, including a substantial the Hispanic or 

Latino, African American, and other racially and ethnically diverse communities. By 

incorporating these voices, the goal is to guide inclusive, responsive, and context-

sensitive urban design strategies.34 

As this area undergoes rapid change driven by transit-oriented development, it 

is essential to ensure that public spaces serve as platforms for cultural expression, 

civic engagement, local economic growth, and social well-being. Understanding 

community values and lived experiences is critical not only for successful 

programming but also for creating urban environments that foster a strong sense of 

belonging. 

This chapter synthesizes insights from multiple outreach efforts led by the 

Central Kenilworth Avenue Revitalization Community Development Corporation 

(CKAR CDC), the Neighborhood Design Center, Kaiser Permanente, and other 

community partners. By highlighting both the structural challenges faced by residents 

and the opportunities presented by public space, this research supports urban design 

decisions grounded in the authentic voices of the Greater Riverdale community. 

 
Outreach Report: Understanding Needs and Vision for a Healthy Community. Draft report, January 

2022. https://ckarcdc.org/site/wp-content/uploads/11122-Draft-Latino-Outreach-Report-1.pdf 
34 Neighborhood Design Center, CKAR, Kaiser Permanente, Enterprise, and Maryland Nonprofits. 

Greater Riverdale Visioning and Outreach Report, 2020. https://ckarcdc.org/site/wp-

content/uploads/31920-GR-PBI-Visioning-Results-_-Final-NDC-Draft-1.pdf 
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Methodology: Outreach and Participant Overview  

Several outreach initiatives were carried out by CKAR CDC, the 

Neighborhood Design Center, Kaiser Permanente, and other local partners to better 

understand the needs of the Greater Riverdale community. These efforts engaged 

more than 400 residents through vision sessions. Additional outreach focused on 

Latino residents included digital and paper surveys, interviews, and mobile 

engagement events held at trusted locations such as churches and schools. To ensure 

meaningful participation, the process prioritized inclusivity by using bilingual 

facilitators and culturally sensitive methods, making it accessible regardless of 

language, immigration status, or access to digital technology. 

The outreach placed a strong emphasis on collecting qualitative data, 

including personal stories, concerns, and hopes, rather than relying solely on 

numbers. This approach recognized that many community needs are shaped by lived 

experiences and the specific context of daily life. The following sections summarize 

these community insights and translate them into design strategies for creating 

inclusive and responsive public spaces. 

Community Values and Visions  

Across all outreach reports, several core values emerged consistently:35 

 
35 Central Kenilworth Avenue Revitalization Community Development Corporation. 2018ï2019 

Annual Report. Riverdale Park, MD: CKAR CDC, 2019. https://www.ckarcdc.org:contentReference. 
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ǒ Kinship and Mutual Care: Residents emphasized the importance of family, 

friendship, neighborly support, and faith-based communities. These ties offer 

stability in the face of uncertainty and are foundational to social cohesion. 

ǒ Self-Sufficiency and Hard Work: Immigrant families often expressed pride in 

their resilience, emphasizing the value of working hard to provide for children 

and build a better future. 

ǒ Cultural Pride and Identity: Participants voiced a strong desire to see their 

languages, traditions, and art reflected in public life, not as decoration, but as 

validation of belonging. 

ǒ Safety, Cleanliness, and Dignity: There was widespread demand for cleaner 

streets, improved lighting, and safer sidewalks, signaling that public space is not 

only about function but also dignity and care. 

The shared vision for Greater Riverdale is a community where residents of all 

backgrounds can live full lives, raising children, growing old, and connecting to 

culture and opportunity, without leaving the neighborhood. 

Key Findings: Community Needs and Priorities  

Several consistent themes and priorities emerged from the outreach: 

1. Housing Instability and Economic Stress: Many households face 

overcrowding, high rents, and legal insecurity. With limited access to legal 

resources or tenant protections, fear of eviction and displacement is common. 

2. Public Safety and Infrastructure Deficits: Poor street lighting, broken 

sidewalks, and high-speed traffic corridors reduce walkability and safety, 

particularly for children and seniors. 
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3. Language and Access Barriers: Many residents rely on children to interpret 

information. Access to government services, healthcare, and legal aid is 

limited for those with low English proficiency. 

4. Youth Isolation and Lack of Support: Parents voiced concern over youth 

engagement. After-school programs are insufficient, and existing public 

spaces often feel unsafe or unwelcoming to teens. 

5. Underused and Inaccessible Public Spaces: Vacant lots, degraded commercial 

strips, and fenced-off drainage corridors represent missed opportunities for 

community use. 

6. Desire for Culturally Rooted Public Life: There is a strong interest in creating 

spaces for festivals, storytelling, outdoor classes, and pop-up markets. 

Respondents want to see their identities reflected and celebrated in the public 

realm 

 

Visions from University of Maryland Students and Faculty 

 

In response to local community needs and visions, students in the University 

of Marylandôs Architecture, Creative Placemaking and Landscape Architecture 

programs developed creative strategies and temporary design approaches at different 

scales and phases. 
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Creative Placemaking Visions by Architecture Studio Students 

 

One standout temporary effort was the ñTour the Worldò Restaurant Stamp 

Collection Passport Map, launched during the COVID-19 pandemic to support small, 

immigrant-owned restaurants in Riverdale Park36. 

Rooted in the principles of creative placemakingðdefined as a collaborative 

process that transforms public spaces into places that reflect local identity, foster 

community connection, and support economic and cultural lifeðthis initiative used 

design to promote visibility, resilience, and shared pride.37  

The campaign to increase traffic to these restaurants included QR code posters 

linked with online restaurant information and restaurant parking lot proposals, 

sidewalk chalk paths, a printed maps/passport, and banners placed near restaurants 

and within Riverdale Plaza. Restaurant owners reported increased recognition and 

engagement during a time of economic uncertainty. 

 
Figure 3.1. Students installing a banner on a light pole and painting the in front of a participating 

restaurants.  (source: Ignite Your Taste Buds Tour: UMD Creative Placemaking Studio Report, Spring 

2021) 

 

 
36 Ronit Eisenbach, Rayya Newman, and Sadie Imae, Ignite Your Taste Buds Tour: UMD Creative 

Placemaking Studio Report (Spring 2021). University of Maryland School of Architecture. 
37 Project for Public Spaces, ñWhat is Placemaking?ò https://www.pps.org/article/what-is-

placemaking 
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Figure 3.2. Restaurant owner stamping customerôs Passport (source: Ignite Your Taste Buds Tour: 

UMD Creative Placemaking Studio Report, Spring 2021) 

 

As part of the ñWeaving Cultures & Communities Togetherò conceptual 

vision, the proposal linked Riverdale Plaza to the future Purple Line Station through 

wayfinding and themed ñactivity islandsò in the parking lot.  

Drawing indoor activities out from the restaurants to these conceptual outdoor 

temporary spaces included food seating, youth play zones, and live music 

platformsðsupporting economic recovery while reimagining the plaza as a vibrant 

civic and cultural anchor. Together, the campaign demonstrated how public design 

could enhance business retention, celebrate identity, and build stronger spatial 

connections across Greater Riverdale. 
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Figure 3.3.  Conceptual Placemaking Proposal: Weaving Cultures & Communities Together  (source: 

author, Magnolia Mozayeni Deisy Velasquez, Renzo Moran, edited by Ignite Your Taste Buds Tour: 

UMD Creative Placemaking Studio team, Spring 2021) 

 

Masterplan visions by Landscape Architecture Studio Students 

 

Landscape Architecture Graduate students in the University of Marylandôs 

studio developed conceptual urban design proposals for the Riverdale Parkï

Kenilworth Avenue corridor in response to infrastructure gaps, flooding, and 
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displacement risks tied to the Purple Line. The work focused on public space equity, 

ecological restoration, and cultural integration. 

Designs emphasized key improvements: public gathering space and pedestrian 

connectivity directly in front of the elevated Purple Line station; naturalized 

landscaping and public art along Captain Johnôs Branch to address flooding and 

create a linear park; and safe pedestrian routes between 56th and 58th Avenues to 

reconnect fragmented neighborhoods. Mixed-use housing proposals included 

courtyard configurations with integrated community centers, combining affordability, 

density, and civic function. 

Projects such as Raise Up Riverdale, Grounding Community, and Crossing 

Currents proposed modular vendor infrastructure, shaded seating, and shared plazas 

layered with cultural programming. Streetscape redesigns calmed traffic and 

improved walkability. Each intervention used placemaking to reinforce community 

identity and support intergenerational use. 
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Figure 3.4. Conceptual Proposal: Grounding Community (source: Proposal by Elliott Kenney, Creative 

Placemaking Along the Kenilworth Avenue Corridor, LARC648 - Urban Design Studio, Spring 2024) 
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Figure 3.5. Conceptual Proposal: Riverdale Park Station Plaza, community flows from within (source: 

Proposal by Eve Josar, Creative Placemaking Along the Kenilworth Avenue Corridor, LARC648 - 

Urban Design Studio, Spring 2024) 

 

Together, the designs envision a resilient, inclusive civic corridor where 

ecological restoration, affordable housing, small business support, and cultural 

expression convergeðturning overlooked parcels into a cohesive network of public 

spaces grounded in community life. 
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Inspiration for a Public Space Master Plan 

 

Outreach efforts and student-led projects by the University of Marylandôs 

Architecture and Landscape Architecture programs revealed a community that is 

actively addressing its challenges through grassroots initiatives and collaborative 

partnerships. Residents across Greater Riverdale consistently expressed four core 

values: kinship and mutual care, self-sufficiency and hard work, cultural pride and 

identity, and safety, cleanliness, and dignity. These principles are already visible in 

the areaôs civic, environmental, and cultural programming. To build on this 

foundation, a new public space master plan must offer accessible, inclusive, and 

enduring spaces that reflect and strengthen these values. 

Civic Life 

Across Greater Riverdale, organizations have hosted legal aid clinics, job readiness 

training, English classes, and post-employment counseling in makeshift spaces, 

church halls, strip mall offices, or temporary classrooms, but limits their visibility and 

long-term impact. Programs like Hire Moms uplift peer educators and informal 

caregivers, while youth mentoring and intergenerational learning initiatives build trust 

between age groups. Sarvis Empowerment Café and intergenerational mentoring 

programs combine job training and community wellness. They reflect the core values 

of kinship, mutual care, and self-sufficiency. Residents have created and participated 

in a wide range of services aimed at improving daily life, building skills, and 

supporting neighbors. What the community lacks is consistent, visible, and 

welcoming public spaces to anchor these programs long-term. 
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Students in the University of Marylandôs Architecture and Landscape 

Architecture programs responded to these needs with proposals at both short- and 

long-term scales. The Architecture placemaking studio suggested short-term 

strategies like combining physical and digital wayfinding to better inform the public 

about civic and cultural activities near Purple Line stations. They also proposed 

activating underused parking lots with temporary events to strengthen connections 

between key destinations. The Landscape Architecture urban design studio focused 

on long-term concepts, with many teams proposing permanent public plazas in front 

of Purple Line stations to serve as civic anchors and social commons. Across both 

studios, there was strong alignment around creating community resource hubsð

mixed-use public spaces with classrooms, a community café, co-working areas, and 

courtyardsðenvisioned as neighborhood living rooms that are welcoming, adaptable, 

and integrated into daily life. 

Green Infrastructure 

Public green space initiatives reflect the communityôs strong values around 

safety, environmental responsibility, and quality of life. CKARôs environmental 

work, like the Tree Canopy Project and the Edmonston Road Rain Garden, has 

already begun to redefine Riverdaleôs relationship with green space. These are not 

ornamental interventions but practical and educational infrastructure, designed to 

manage stormwater, reduce urban heat, and support biodiversity while inviting public 

use. 
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The UMD Architecture Placemaking proposed short-term strategies to bring 

attention to the canal and its potential. These included recurring outdoor events and 

creative signage to activate the space as a temporary public corridor along the canal. 

In parallel, the Landscape Architecture studio developed long-term strategies to 

create a connected network of landscapesðsmall parks, green corridors, shaded 

walking paths, and climate-resilient community gardens. These proposals 

incorporated sensory planting, stormwater features, and inclusive seating areas that 

support play, reflection, and learning. Mixed-use housing with courtyard gardens and 

community-facing edges were also common across student designs, combining 

residential density with accessible open space, fostering long-term stewardship of 

shared spaces. 

Culture 

Cultural vibrancy is one of Riverdale's strongest assets. Events already take 

place on the patio of Sarvis Café, in church courtyards, and via pop-up art along 

commercial corridors. Community members want public space to reflect their 

languages, rituals, and visual cultures, not through generic monuments but through 

spaces that support everyday expressions, providing opportunities for families and 

neighbors to gather, celebrate, and share. 

UMDôs Architecture Placemaking Studio responded by proposing short-term 

cultural activations such as food tours, youth performances, outdoor movie 

screenings, and seasonal events in public parking areas. These were paired with 

mobile infrastructureðfolding stages, canopy shelters, and QR-coded bannersðto 
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promote small businesses and celebrate local culture. Meanwhile, the Landscape 

Architecture Studio envisioned more permanent solutions. Many teams proposed the 

development of flexible civic plazas, particularly in front of the Purple Line Station, 

designed to host ongoing cultural programming. These spaces would include 

infrastructure for rotating performances, vendor stalls, and public artðintegrated 

directly into the public realm. These designs aim to foster belonging, encourage 

participation, and strengthen social bonds across Riverdaleôs diverse communities. 

Conclusion 

Community outreach and student-led design initiatives in Greater Riverdale 

have revealed that public spaces must do more than serve physical needs; they need to 

reflect residentsô values, identities, and daily lives. Collaborative efforts by 

organizations like CKAR and the University of Maryland's design studios surfaced 

key priorities: Civic Life, Green Infrastructure, and Culture. These themes emerged 

from programs already operating through temporary events and remote venuesðjob 

training cafés, mentorship initiatives, and wellness servicesðthat lack long-term, 

accessible spaces. As transit-oriented development accelerates, public spaces must be 

supported to foster belonging, economic opportunity, and neighborhood stability. 

The next chapter, Sense of Place, introduces case studies that demonstrate 

how urban design can align with community values. These examples from other US 

communities highlight how thoughtfully designed spaces can promote inclusion of 

the three key priorities. They offer guiding models for shaping Riverdaleôs future 

with dignity and purpose.  
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Chapter 4: Sense of Place and Case Studies 
 

This chapter builds on prior research that identified three interconnected 

prioritiesðCivic Life, Green Infrastructure, and Cultureðas central to the 

communityôs aspirations for public space. Grounded in outreach findings, the chapter 

explores how memory, movement, and everyday rituals inform the design of 

inclusive and adaptable environments. Residents expressed a longing for places that 

evoke familiarity, social connection, and cultural continuity, echoing the atmospheres 

of plazas, markets, and communal gathering spaces from their past. The concept of 

sense of place offers a lens to interpret these emotional and sensory attachments, 

guiding the transformation of a fragmented and car-oriented site into a network of 

vibrant, human-centered destinations. Through this lens, spatial design becomes a 

tool to bridge the gap between memory and built form, responding to the needs of 

communities shaped by migration and shared experience.  

Sense of Place 

Why Sense of Place Matters 

Sense of place describes the emotional, cultural, and social connections people 

form with specific locations. It is not only about the physical setting, but also about 

how people feel, remember, and use a space in daily life. This concept helps planners 

and designers create spaces that are meaningful and valued by communities. 

Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan explains that places gain meaning when people experience 

and interact with them. Space becomes place when it is filled with memories, 
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emotions, and personal stories.38 Edward Relph also emphasizes that when a space 

lacks identity or connection, it becomes ñplacelessòða setting that people donôt feel 

attached to.39 

Researchers often study sense of place by looking at how people describe their 

homes, neighborhoods, or cultural landmarks. These studies show that memory, 

culture, and routine play a big role in how people form attachment to places. Kevin 

Lynch adds that certain elementsðlike landmarks, paths, and edgesðhelp people 

understand and remember places better.40 

In planning and design, using sense of place means listening to what people 

value about their environment. This includes local culture, natural features, and social 

practices. When public spaces reflect these values, people are more likely to feel a 

sense of belonging and take care of their surroundings. This is especially important in 

diverse communities shaped by migration, where shared memories help build identity 

and connection. 

Designing with a sense of place leads to spaces that are not only functional but 

also emotionally and culturally meaningful. 

 

Mapping Memory of Sense of Place 

 

To understand and organize both the existing sense of place and the spatial 

memories present across the Riverdale Park site, two diagrams were developed based 

 
38 Yi -Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1977). 
39 Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976). 
40 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960) 
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on the idea that spatial memoryðshaped by past experiences, cultural patterns, and 

everyday ritualsðcan guide the design of inclusive and meaningful public space. The 

site is mapped in four quadrants using a two-axis diagram that identifies the unique 

character of each area while revealing gaps between current conditions and the kinds 

of places the community values. The vertical axis ranges from ñpublicò to ñprivate,ò 

showing how open or restricted a space is, while the horizontal axis moves from 

ñopen/activeò to ñcalm/sacred,ò reflecting how spaces feel and how they are usedð

whether lively and social or quiet and reflective. This framework offers a deeper 

understanding of place, moving beyond land use and zoning to focus on how people 

experience and relate to their surroundings. 

 
Figure 4.1.  Existing sense of place (source: author) 

 

Figure 4.1 shows the current layout and conditions of the Riverdale Park site. 

The area is mostly shaped by car infrastructure, such as wide roads, large parking 

lots, and fenced drainage channels. These elements create a fragmented and inactive 
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environment with few places for walking, gathering, or cultural activities. While each 

part of the site looks different, all four quadrants currently lack strong identity or 

sense of belonging. 

In the northwest quadrant (top left), the busy intersection of Kenilworth 

Avenue and East-West Highway, known as the Riverdale Triangleðis active but car-

dominated. The space is loud, unshaded, and difficult for pedestrians, with little 

comfort or human-scale design. 

In the northeast quadrant (top right), the area is enclosed by the Purple Line 

wall and surrounded by forest. It feels cut off from the rest of the site, offering natural 

views but limited access or use. 

The southwest quadrant (bottom left) includes commercial activity along 

Kenilworth Avenue but becomes more private uphill toward residential areas. There 

is no clear connection between public and private space, and few places for 

community use. 

The southeast quadrant (bottom right) is calm and quiet, with the presence of 

St. Bernardôs and nearby forestland. This area has potential for sacred or reflective 

space, but it lacks places to gather or interact. 

The site has a limited identity and few features that support public life. 

Scholars like Edward Relph have described such spaces as ñplacelessòðlacking 

distinctiveness or emotional meaning for the people who pass through them.41 

 

 

 
41 Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976). 
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Figure 4.2.  Memory of Sense of Place (source: author)  

 

In contrast, Figure 4.2 offers a collage-based interpretation of how the 

community recalls or imagines meaningful spaces. These visual references were 

developed from outreach data, local murals, and publicly shared images that reflect 

familiar cultural environments. The collaged scenes represent shared memories from 

everyday life, especially among communities shaped by migration and Central 

American heritage. They help translate emotional and cultural memory into physical 

design strategies across four distinct spatial types. 

In the public and active quadrant (top left), the images reflect open civic 

spaces such as plazas, marketplaces, and areas for festivals or public art. These are 

lively settings filled with movement, color, and soundðmurals, street vendors, and 

group activities. They support daily interaction and civic participation, helping to 

guide the design of Ripple Plaza and the central gathering areas near the Purple Line. 

The semi-public and calm quadrant (top right) highlights natural shared 

environments like walking trails, gardens, and stream edges. The collage shows 
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people walking under trees, gathering in small groups, and enjoying quiet green areas. 

These settings encourage relaxation and connection with neighbors, directly 

informing the design of Riverdale Oasis and its network of soft landscape edges and 

trails. 

In the semi-public and open quadrant (bottom left), the images represent 

informal or personal-use spaces, such as residential stoops, side streets, and small 

corners near water. Children playing, people sitting casually, and moments of pause 

characterize this zone. These spaces offer comfort and flexibility and help shape more 

intimate gathering areas near homes and small businesses. 

The private and sacred quadrant (bottom right) includes symbolic or spiritual 

spaces with emotional meanings such as churches, stairways, and quiet courtyards. 

The imagery evokes reflection, memory, and tradition. These ideas shape transitional 

thresholds around civic and care-based programs, supporting ceremony, 

contemplation, and a deeper sense of place.  

This range of images emphasize that public design must engage with sensory 

and cultural memoryðnot just functionðechoing Setha Lowôs argument that ñplace 

attachment is produced through daily practices, social exchanges, and emotional 

investments.ò42 

The Memory of Sense of Place diagrams serve as a foundation for identifying 

the types of spaces that resonate most with the communityôs cultural and emotional 

experiences. The following public space and architectural case studies were selected 

 
42 Setha M. Low, On the Plaza: The Politics of Public Space and Culture (Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 2000). 
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to reflect and reinforce these spatial memories, offering design strategies that support 

familiarity, belonging, and daily use.  

Case Studies 

Civic ï Public Park in Town 

The case studies of Jacksonville, Floridaôs James Weldon Johnson Park and 

Central Wharf Plaza in Boston demonstrate how civic parks situated near transit 

infrastructure can reclaim urban voids as intimate, inclusive public spaces. Both 

projects introduce greenery, shaded seating, and cultural programming into 

hardscaped downtowns, creating a sense of relief and belonging amid dense urban 

fabric, similar in scale and context to Riverdale Park Station. These civic spines are 

not static plazas but dynamic, flexible spaces that adapt to seasonal and cultural 

rhythms, hosting markets, performances, protests, and everyday rest. 
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Figure 4.3. Aerial view of James Weldon Johnson Park (source: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:HemmingPark.jpg.) 

 

James Weldon Johnson Park, in downtown Jacksonville, is the city's oldest 

public park, established in 1857. Originally known as City Park, it was renamed in 

2020 to honor James Weldon Johnson, a Jacksonville native and prominent civil 

rights leader. The 1.54-acre park is in front of City Hall and adjacent to the elevated 

Jacksonville Skyway Central Station. The parkôs central, pedestrian accessible 

location connects public life with public transit. It has been a gathering place for civic 

events, including significant civil rights demonstrations such as the 1960 Ax Handle 

Saturday protest.43 The train structure adds shade and connects the park to public 

transit.  

 
43 City of Jacksonville. James Weldon Johnson Park. https://www.jacksonville.gov/departments/parks-

and-recreation/recreation-and-community-programming/parks/james-weldon-johnson 
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Figure 4.4.  Flexible space for outdoor events in front of the bridge at James Weldon Johnson Park 

(source: https://www.enjoyflorida.com/attractions/james-weldon-johnson-park/) 

 

 
Figure 4.5.  Christmas tree lighting ceremony in front of the bridge at James Weldon Johnson Park 

(source: https://www.yahoo.com/lifestyle/jacksonville-light-christmas-tree-wednesday-

222457748.html) 

 

The park features open lawns, shaded seating, a performance stage, and space 

for vendors and art. It hosts events like art markets and concerts and has held annual 

Christmas tree ceremonies for over 30 years, highlighting its role in community 
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celebration. Recent updates have improved safety and flexibility, ensuring the park 

remains a central and inclusive space in downtown Jacksonville.44 

 
Figure 4.6. Perspective view of Central Wharf Plaza (source: 

https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza) 

 

Near Bostonôs waterfront and adjacent to the Rose Kennedy Greenway, 

Central Wharf Plaza merges transit access with waterfront culture, serving as a 

forecourt to the New England Aquarium. The half-acre plaza, expanded from a 4,000-

square-foot traffic island to an over 11,000 square foot space, combines civic art, 

shaded seating, and pedestrian promenades to reconnect people with the harbor and 

transform a transit-adjacent site into a welcoming threshold for public life.45 The 

design features include a simple arcing gesture, granite walls, planted steel screens, 

 
44 ñJacksonville will light its Christmas tree on Wednesday. Here's what you need to know." Yahoo! 

Life. December 4, 2024. https://www.yahoo.com/lifestyle/jacksonville-light-christmas-tree-

wednesday-222457748.ht 
45 Reed Hilderbrand. ñCentral Wharf Plaza.ò Reed Hilderbrand, 

2021. https://www.reedhilderbrand.com/projects/central-wharf-plaza. 

https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza
https://www.reedhilderbrand.com/projects/central-wharf-plaza
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and a wood and steel arbor, set on a 2% slope that offers elevated harbor views and a 

stepped gathering space at the waterôs edge. 

 

 
Figure 4.7. Plan view of Central Wharf Plaza (source: https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-

study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza) 
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Figure 4.8. Axon drawings of water retention strategies at Central Wharf Plaza 

(source: https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza) 

 

 
Figure 4.9. Perspective view in Central Wharf Plaza 

(source: https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza) 

 

 
46 American Society of Landscape Architects. ñBuilding a Sustainable Urban Grove at Central Wharf 

Plaza Boston.ò ASLA, 2011. https://www.asla.org/2011awards/230.html. 

https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza
https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza
https://www.asla.org/2011awards/230.html
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A canopy of twenty-six mature oak trees provides summer shade, supported 

by advanced subterranean infrastructure, including sand-based structural soils and 

permeable paving. Approximately 75% of the plazaôs surface is pervious, allowing 

stormwater infiltration while supporting heavy use.30 Slot drains collect runoff and 

direct it to trees for passive irrigation, while onsite rainwater storage and surface 

retention significantly reduce peak runoff rates and stormwater volume during major 

storms, exceeding city requirements for climate resilience. Flood bubblers, rain 

sensors, and moisture sensors further optimize irrigation and tree health.47 

Green Infrastructure in Public Spaces 

San Pedro Creek Culture Park (2018) in San Antonio and Sidwell Friends 

Middle School (2006) in Washington, D.C., show how green infrastructure can 

support both ecological goals and community priorities, like those identified in the 

previous chapter, with techniques such as establishing green corridors, creating 

gardens for all-age activities, and celebrating identity. San Pedro Creek transforms a 

former drainage channel into a linear park with native plants, walkways, and public 

art that honors local culture while improving flood control. It forms a continuous 

green link connecting neighborhoods and encouraging daily engagement. At Sidwell 

Friends, a constructed wetland treats wastewater and functions as an outdoor 

classroom, promoting student wellness and environmental learning. Both demonstrate 

how green infrastructure can go beyond utility to shape public space, strengthen 

identity, and create inclusive environments that connect people to nature and culture.  

 
47 Landscape Architecture Foundation. "Central Wharf Plaza." Landscape Performance Series. 

https://www.landscapeperformance.org/case-study-briefs/central-wharf-plaza 
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Figure 4.10.  Cultural murals along San Pedro Creek Culture Park (source: 

https://www.sariverauthority.org/blog-news/new-artworks-are-coming-san-pedro-creek-culture-park-

2022/) 

 

The San Pedro Creek Culture Park in San Antonio opened in 2018 as a public 

space that combines flood control, ecological restoration, and cultural expression. 

Designed by Muñoz & Company in collaboration with local artists and engineers, the 

project transforms a neglected drainage channel into a vibrant urban park. It reduces 

flood risk through widened channels, improved stormwater capacity, and native plant 

restoration, while also creating new public walkways, plazas, and gathering spaces 

along the creek.48 

 
48 Muñoz & Company. San Pedro Creek Culture Park Design Overview. San Antonio, TX: Muñoz & 

Company, 2018. 
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Figure 4.11. Naturalized stream edges along San Pedro Creek Culture Park (source: 

https://www.thesanantonioriverwalk.com/listing/san-pedro-creek-culture-park/3445/) 

 

 
Figure 4.12. Metal screened waterfall along San Pedro Creek Culture Park (source: 

https://www.tclf.org/san-pedro-creek-culture-park) 
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Figure 4.13. Site plan of San Pedro Creek Culture Park (source https://gdu.com.mx/proyecto/san-

pedro-creek-culture-park/) 

 

   The park celebrates San Antonioôs cultural heritage through integrated 

interactive artworks, an 11-foot-tall by 117-foot-wide mural, a sculptural canopy, and 

a metal-screened waterfall feature that honor the cityôs diverse history, including its 

Indigenous, Spanish, and Mexican roots.49 The pedestrian pathways follow the 

natural flow of the creek and connect surrounding neighborhoods to the downtown 

area, supporting walkability and urban connectivity.  

 The park exemplifies high-performance urban flood resilience. The original 

concrete channel, typical of mid-century infrastructure at 10ï15 feet wide and 3ï5 

feet deep, conveyed roughly 1,300ï1,500 cfs but lacked infiltration and caused flash 

flooding. 50The redesign expanded capacity to over 3,000 cfs using vegetated banks, 

regraded floodplains, and permeable surfaces. Over 60,000 square feet of impervious 

surfaces were replaced with bioswales, rain gardens, and green paving. These systems 

manage 100-year storm events while reducing nitrogen, phosphorus, and suspended 

 
49 San Antonio River Authority. San Pedro Creek Culture Park Project Overview. https://www.sara-

tx.org/san-pedro-creek 
50 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Technical Guidance on Implementing the Stormwater 

Runoff Requirements for Federal Projects under Section 438 of the Energy Independence and Security 

Act. Washington, D.C.: EPA, 2009. 
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solids by over 60 percent. 51 As a result, the park functions not only as a meaningful 

civic space but also as a green infrastructure system that reflects local identity and 

supports community life. 

 

 
Figure 4.14.  Floodplain impact before and after construction (Source: 

https://www.sariverauthority.org/blog-news/flood-control-san-pedro-creek-beauty-purpose/) 

 

 
51 San Antonio River Authority. San Pedro Creek Improvements Project: Fact Sheet and 

Environmental Report. San Antonio, TX: SARA, 2018. 
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Figure 4.15. Courtyard view of Sidwell Friends Middle School (source: https://tropical-

architecture.blogspot.com/2009/01/sidwell-friends-middle-school.html) 

 

 
Figure 4.16. Section view of constructed wetland at Sidwell Friends Middle School (source: 

https://www.aiatopten.org/node/140) 

 

The Sidwell Friends Middle School in Washington, D.C., completed in 2006, 

is a nationally recognized example of sustainable design that integrates environmental 

https://www.aiatopten.org/node/140
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performance with educational values and placemaking. Designed by 

KieranTimberlake Associates, the building is recognized for its LEED Platinum 

certification and for treating the campus as a living, teaching landscape.52 A central 

feature of the design is the constructed wetland at the heart of the sloped site, which 

cleans graywater from the building and demonstrates natural water filtration in 

action.53 The wetland is both functional and educational, serving as an outdoor 

classroom that connects students to ecological systems and the importance of 

stewardship. 

  
Figure 4.17. The school buildingôs wastewater, stormwater, and domestic hot water circulation systems 

(source: https://www.aiatopten.org/node/140) 

 

 
52 U.S. Green Building Council. LEED Case Study: Sidwell Friends Middle School. Washington, DC: 

USGBC, 2009. 
53 United States Environmental Protection Agency. Sidwell Friends School Green Building Project. 

https://www.epa.gov/green-infrastructure/sidwell-friends-school 
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The schoolôs pedestrian-oriented campus layout links academic spaces with 

outdoor trails, gardens, and gathering areas, encouraging interaction, movement, and 

learning beyond the classroom.54 Materials such as reclaimed wood, local stone, and 

green roofs reflect a commitment to resource efficiency and environmental harmony. 

The school supports a live-learn environment where architecture, landscape, and 

sustainability are deeply connected. The relationship between indoor and outdoor 

spaces, especially between classrooms, walkways, and the constructed wetland, 

creates a sense of place that has the potential to be integrates into riverwalk projects. 

Culture ï Small Business District 

Lake Anne Village Center in Reston, Virginia and the San Antonio River 

Walk demonstrate how small business districts can foster vibrant, place-based 

communities. Their human-scale buildings and walkable layouts support daily life 

while preserving cultural identity. Integrated with surrounding neighborhoods, these 

districts offer scattered destinations, markets, shops, and plazas, interwoven with 

natural elements like streams. Especially in suburban and urban contexts, they 

support live-work environments that attract both residents and tourists, incubate small 

businesses, and retain local character. These models show how cultural spines can 

anchor resilient, inclusive economies rooted in everyday rhythms and community 

memory. 

  

 
54 KieranTimberlake. Sidwell Friends Middle School Project Description. Philadelphia: 

KieranTimberlake, 2006. 
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Figure 4.18. Waterôs edge at Lake Anne Village Center (source: author) 

 

 
Figure 4.19. Pedestrian zone and building edges (source: Lake Anne Village Center Historic Overlay 

District Design Guidelines, edited by author) 
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Lake Anne Village Center is a well-known example of thoughtful community 

planning that combines living, working, and environmental care in one place. It was 

designed in the 1960s by James Rossant and William Conklin, referencing Italian 

village of Portofino, and is now known for its compact urban form, waterfront 

orientation, and intimate scale.55 The main plaza is car-free and surrounded by shops, 

homes, and public spaces, all connected to the neighborhoodôs trail network. The 

live-work layout allows residents to run businesses on the ground floors while living 

above. This setup reduces travel, supports small businesses, and helps create a close-

knit community. It also lessens the need for cars and encourages walkability, 

benefiting both the environment and social life.56 

 
Figure 4.20. Spatial program at Lake Anne Village Center (source: author) 

 
55 Scully, Vincent. American Architecture and Urbanism. New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1988. 

SAH Archipedia. ñLake Anne Village Center.ò Society of Architectural Historians 
56 Fairfax County Department of Planning and Development. Lake Anne Comprehensive Plan 

Amendment ï Urban Design Framework. Fairfax County, VA, 2021. 
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Figure 4.21. Pop-up retail tents at Lake Anne Village Center (source: author) 

 

 
Figure 4.22. Terraced pedestrian walkways and ground level small businesses with outdoor dining 

along artificial lake (source: author) 
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Figure 4.23. Landscape along Lake Anne Village Center Trail (source: author) 

 

The pedestrian plaza runs along the artificial Lake Anne, which captures 

stormwater runoff while also serving as a space for recreation and community events. 

57Activities such as farmers markets and concerts bring people together and make the 

space feel active and engaging. The small-scale buildings and plaza represent 

visionary integration of green infrastructure and placemaking. Together, they create a 

strong sense of place and continue to draw visitors, making Lake Anne a unique 

suburban destination.58 

 
57 SAH Archipedia. ñLake Anne Village Center.ò Society of Architectural Historians. https://sah-

archipedia.org/buildings/VA-01-NV29 
58 Historic American Buildings Survey. Lake Anne Village Center Documentation. U.S. Library of 

Congress, 2017 














































































