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The Organization:
The Smithsonian's Anacostia
Community Museum (so named
since 2006) has been directly
engaged with D.C.’s urban and
generally minority and underresourced communities since its
founding in 1967 as the Anacostia
Neighborhood Museum. The
Museum’s stated mission is “to
enhance understanding of
contemporary urban experiences
and strengthen community bonds
by conserving the past,
documenting the present, and
serving as a catalyst for shaping
the future.” The Museum is also
deeply committed to empowering
local communities through
engagement and education, and
encouraging stewardship through
the belief “that active citizen
participation in the
documentation and use of cultural
and historic assets is a powerful
instrument in creating and
maintaining a sense of community
and civic responsibility.”
Collaborators:
The City Project, Los Angeles, CA
Bridge the Gulf , Turkey Creek, MS

Informing Our Future by Understanding Our Past
Smithsonian's Anacostia Community Museum
Setting
The Smithsonian's Anacostia Community Museum explores issues impacting
urban contemporary communities. Its approach starts with research and
documentation of urban life and history organized around the concerns that
are relevant to the largely African American residents in the local river
neighborhoods east of the Anacostia River, where the museum is located;
then expands to metropolitan Washington, D.C. area and to like urban
communities. Identified issues are explored through exhibitions, publications,
and public and educational outreach programs. Through its innovative
research focus, exhibitions, and education programs on the issue of urban
waterways, the museum has actively encouraged community investment and
stewardship.
Reclaiming the Edge: Urban Waterways and Civic Engagement
Though the Anacostia River has played a major role in shaping D.C.
neighborhoods, there had never been a comprehensive study and exhibit on
the topic. This led the museum staff to explore the questions: How are we
river blind? How are other urban areas blind to their local rivers and
waterways? Is there a disconnect and if so, why? How did this disconnect first
come about? Exploring the answers to these questions prompted the museum
to undertake the creation of a
major study and exhibition that
would examine the impact of
environmental burdens such as
pollution, loss of flora and fauna,
and resource depletion on urban
communities as well as the
interplay of environmental and
social conditions. The
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) provided early federal
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Civic Engagement,” a groundbreaking original
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document the experiences of
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people living along the
Anacostia—especially elders—to create a body of knowledge that can be

passed on to future generations; (3) expand its reach to include national and international partners, resulting
in a unique comparative study of urban watersheds; 4) engage interested stakeholders in activities which will
aid in the restoration, reclamation and investment in equitable development.
Among the outcomes of the ongoing multi-year project was a year-long exhibit from October 2012 to November 2013 called “Reclaiming the Edge: Urban Waterways and Civic Engagement”, which included:
 Research and documentation: the museum documented a series of interviews and oral histories with
community activists, agencies, residents, and others who live and work in densely populated urban
watersheds including Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, Pittsburgh, Louisville, London, and Shanghai. It
also examined “civic attempts to recover, clean up, re-imagine, or engineer urban rivers for community
access and use.”
 Network development: the museum publishes a newsletter called Urban Waterways, which documents the successes of collaborators, and hosts ongoing community forums where people convene to
discuss a range of topics ranging from waterfront development to healthy eating to green jobs.
 Engagement and education through educational exhibits, citizen science, and youth programs.

Visitors to the Smithsonian’s Anacostia Community Museum explore the groundbreaking original exhibition, “Reclaiming the
Edge: Urban Waterways and Civic Engagement” part of the museum’s ongoing long range urban waterways initiative. On
view Oct 2012─Nov 2013, “Reclaiming the Edge” examined the consequences of the abuse of waterways worldwide and the
efforts by communities to restore them. Photos by Susanna Raab/Anacostia Community Museum/ Smithsonian Institution

The Citizen Science Program/ Urban Ecology Engagement Initiative (UEEI)
The Citizen Science Program/ Urban Ecology Engagement Initiative (UEEI) began as an outreach component of
the Reclaiming the Edge exhibit and now serves as a unique citizen science program generating data for the
Department of Environmental Quality. Students from the Anacostia neighborhood—primarily from low income, African American households—learn how to document changes in river levels, study macroinvertebrates, monitor water quality, and analyze erosion patterns in the watershed and tributaries. These hands-on
learning experiences include field trips to tributary points in various locations in D.C. and Maryland plus class
time in the laboratory at the museum’s research partner, the Smithsonian Environmental Research Center
(SERC) in Annapolis. This year-round program serves approximately 30-45 middle and high school students
annually. Another key element has been to facilitate professional development for teachers, integrating
Science/Technology/Engineering/Math (STEM) education into the program, to help students meet Next
Generation Science Standards (NGSS) standards and inspire them to pursue STEM careers. In the future, the
program will incorporate art and language, transforming into a STEAM-oriented program and reaching a wider
array of teachers and schools.
Supported by an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Urban Waters Grant, other funders have seen the
value of this unique project. The Smithsonian Office of Education Youth Access Grant of $148,000, and gifts
and material support from State Farm totaling $83,000, has allowed the program to purchase additional equipment and supplies and reach more students and teachers in DCPS and Prince George’s County Schools.

Present and Future Engagement
Restoring waterways improves the health of communities and creates a renewed sense of pride through engagement and stewardship. Since development and community beautification can push out
residents, it is also essential to make sure they have a voice at the
table. To this end, the museum continues to provide a space for
community residents to convene, as well as after-school and summer educational programs for youth.
Museum staff are currently doing further research in collaborating
cities around the world; updating information on the progress of
restoration efforts in the Anacostia River; and reaching out to environmental justice communities along the Gulf Coast, including Vietnamese fishing communities in Biloxi, MS, and Bayou La Batre, AL
(Bounds 2011, Elliot 2015); and historic African American communities in Moss Point, MS, Africatown, AL, and Turkey Creek, MS. These
are communities that are still experiencing the long-term effects of
hurricanes (particularly Katrina and Rita, August 2005) and the
British Petroleum oil spill (April 20, 2010), and which are also at the
forefront of large-scale environmental issues such as climate change
and coastal land loss. The museum is interested in documenting
these communities’ efforts to strengthen and protect their communities by fighting for and implementing physical improvements, such
as greenways and blueways, in order to gain a voice at the table and
make their communities more resilient.

Alison Cawood (r) of the Smithsonian Environmental Research Center and two student participants in the Anacostia Community Museum’s
Citizen Scientist Program/Urban Ecology
Engagement Initiative conduct water tests in
Watt’s Creek, one of the Anacostia River’s 15
tributaries. The project is part of the museum’s
ongoing long range urban waterways initiative.
Photo by Susana Raab/Anacostia Community
Museum/Smithsonian Institution

Past Exhibits:
Past exhibits have included:
 Climbing Jacobs Ladder: The Rise of Black Churches in Eastern American Cities, 1740–1877
 Speak to My Heart: Communities of Faith and Contemporary African American Life
 Black Mosaic: Community, Race and Ethnicity Among Black Immigrants in Washington
 The Impact of School Bands in the District of Columbia
 The Development of Washington, D.C., Neighborhoods East of the Anacostia River
Sources and Additional Reading:
 NPR: Double Disasters Leave an Alabama Fishing Village Struggling
 Mobile Environmental Justice Action Coalition (MEJAC)
 Smithsonian’s Anacostia Community Museum’s Urban Waterways Newsletter (Issues 1-4 and Issues 5-6)
 Smithsonian Environmental Research Center
 Rural Economic Disaster Recovery Resource Center, University of Southern Mississippi
 Africatown Supporters Travel to Washington D.C. in Search of Environmental Justice, Bridge the Gulf
Project, 2016

For more information, visit
www.UrbanWatersLearningNetwork.org
Coordinated by Groundwork USA and River Network
Funded by U.S. EPA. December 2016.

