
M
ANY LANDSCAPE architects trace
their interest in the profession to the
environmental movement of the
1960s. However, the social justice
movements born of that era proved

equally inspiring to some, including those
who work at the 38-year-old Neighborhood
Design Center (NDC). With offices in Balti-
more and Prince George’s County, Maryland,
and with just six employees spread across the
two locations, NDC supports grassroots ini-
tiatives that improve quality of life in low-
and moderate-income neighborhoods. 

Baltimore’s NDC was established in 1968
by a group of architects from the firm RTKL.
Today, the center produces an average of 70
design projects each year by recruiting vol-
unteer design professionals and directing
thousands of dollars in pro bono services and
grants on behalf of neighborhoods through-
out Baltimore and Prince George’s County.
Community groups, small municipalities,

nonprofits, and community development
organizations receive technical expertise and
conceptual design services.

In Baltimore, NDC’s four employees cur-
rently work out of an old library building
renovated and restored in the 1990s by
NDC volunteers in conjunction with a local
neighborhood association and the Enoch
Pratt Free Library system. Now called the
Pratt Center for Maryland Neighborhoods,
the restored brick building is a lovely struc-
ture in a so-so downtown neighborhood. 

In a suburb between Baltimore and
Washington, D.C., an older commercial
building refreshed with soft green paint is
now home base for NDC’s two full-time
Prince George’s County employees. NDC
has had a presence in the Maryland suburbs
since 1993. The office space, in Brentwood,
Maryland, is shared with another non-
profit community development group. The
building sits smack-dab in the middle of a
designated “arts district” that is creeping
toward realizing its potential as a magnet
for the creative class. 
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DESIGNING FOR THE PEOPLE
As public awareness of the power of landscape
architecture increases, so do the demands 
placed on Maryland’s nonprofit Neighborhood
Design Center. By Susan Hines

The staff of Maryland’s Neighborhood Design
Center (NDC) stands in West Baltimore’s And Still
We Rise Park, a conceptual design made a reali-
ty through the work of citizens and volunteers.
From left are Susan Gordon, Jan Townshend,
Irene Poulsen, Kristen Humphrey, Student ASLA,
Tracey Scott, and Mark Cameron, ASLA.
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Five of the six NDC employees hold
landscape architecture degrees. Although
the demand for landscape architectural
services is growing, the pool of landscape
architect volunteers is small. As a result,
the NDC offices end up doing a lot of land-
scape design work in-house. Program man-
ager Jan Townshend, who heads up NDC’s
P.G. County office, worries about this factor.
“We could potentially stray from our mis-
sion,” she points out. “After all, we should be
recruiting volunteers.” 

In reality, just filling a paid position with
a landscape architect is difficult in these
competitive times. For months, Townshend
has been advertising for such a person. The
money is competitive and the hours could be
extremely flexible, yet she still has no takers.
With so many other professional opportuni-
ties available, have landscape architects lost
interest in community design careers?

Professional interest in community 
design may be flagging, but the need for
these services is growing. “In the commu-
nities in which we work, often it is pub-

lic open spaces—parks, playgrounds, and
streetscapes—that community groups, non-
profits, and development corporations are
looking for assistance to improve,” says Mark
Cameron, ASLA (Landscape Architecture, May
2006), executive director of the center, who
oversees operations in both offices. “Commu-
nity groups often find that landscape archi-
tectural projects improve their neighbor-
hoods and enhance their quality of life.” 

IN MANY WAYS, it is an exciting time to
be in community design. City and coun-
ty governments along with state govern-

ments and nonprofit foundations are pro-
viding communities and municipalities
with financial support in the form of com-
munity development block grants (CDBGs),
matching funds, or even trees for planting.
However, money is not always allocated for
design services. So community design cen-
ters are being called on more and more of-
ten—not just by other nonprofit groups
but also by local governments. 

This is certainly the case in Prince
George’s County. Here, Townshend and an
additional employee focus on suburban
neighborhoods just across the Washington,
D.C., border. These are the least-affluent sub-
urbs in the region, older communities that
look their age. Here the county government
is offering incentives to spruce up, and 
residents and local government are going for 
it. And the county has come to rely on 
NDC to put its money to work, to organize 
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The facade improvement plan, above, showed how
businesses on two formerly residential blocks in Cot-
tage City, Maryland, could achieve a more commer-
cial look. The project client was the Port Towns Com-
munity Development Corporation. The master plan
for Sinclair Lane Elementary School in Baltimore, be-
low, is part of an ongoing effort by NDC and Irvine Na-
ture Center to green schoolyards throughout the city.

C O MM U N I T Y  D E S I G N   
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neighbors around various initiatives designed
to spruce up communities. “We’ve been able
to attract public funding because the county
council appreciates both revitalization and
the fact that we bring their programs direct-
ly to the people,” Townshend says. 

Prince George’s County’s Livable Com-
munities Initiative, for example, address-
es issues including litter pickup, code en-

forcement, and planning. The program
also offers residents free plants and trees for
public spaces. “The older developments
want to lift their look with street trees and
entryway plantings,” Townshend says. The
county contracts with her office to provide
design services. Although it’s nice for any
nonprofit to have a reliable source of fund-
ing, the Prince George’s County branch of
NDC has been overwhelmed with requests
for planting plans from community groups
and public schools. 

NDC serves the county as a consultant on
the Livable Communities Initiative and on
the annual volunteer-based urban reforesta-
tion and beautification program called Gor-
geous Prince George’s Day. According to
the county, Gorgeous Prince George’s Day
is one of the largest single-day volunteer-
based planting events in the state, if not the
country. Last October, 10,000 trees were
planted on one day.

“NDC provides these design services on a
very personal level,” says Wayne Lucas, a

landscape architect with the Prince George’s
County Office of Highway Maintenance,
which is both a client of and partner with
the center. “They meet with citizens and
groups on site, discuss and analyze their
needs, then provide a landscape design for
the site. These designs are produced effi-
ciently and with a high degree of profession-
alism. NDC also assists with the actual on-
site implementation of the projects.”

Townshend’s office also works with local
municipalities and the county on conceptu-
al designs for revitalizing older communi-
ties—everything from streetscapes to strip
malls. “Community development block
grants have been a base of funding in this of-
fice for years,” she says. Last year, the P.G.
NDC produced 40 projects including park
and streetscape improvements under a CDBG
master plan. “The county saw what a service
we were providing,” Townshend reports.
“Out of the blue they doubled our funding.” 

Surprise double funding is not something
to complain about, and Townshend isn’t.
And it is a very good deal for the county. “We
are filling in the gaps all over the place—
planning, environmental resources, and de-
sign,” she explains.

NDCconsiders small towns like Riverdale
Park, population 6,000, nonprofit organi-
zations that qualify for design services. The
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C O MM U N I T Y  D E S I G N

In the East Baltimore neighborhood of McElderry Park, local residents teamed with Amazing Grace Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church, the Neighborhood Design Center, and other nonprofits to create a garden labyrinth,
top, from a derelict empty lot. Neighborhood children worked with an artist to create the totem poles. NDC

organizes professional volunteers and also organizes local residents for planting days like the one above.

Working with Community Design Centers
“One of the things we provide and other centers and universities around the country provide is brokering
and management,” Cameron points out. “The contract is between the NDC and the community, not the 
volunteer and the community.”

How to Become Involved
☛ Check with your local ASLA chapter to see if it knows of a local community design center 
or has its own outreach projects. 

☛ Offer your scanner or plotter for use by a CDC.

☛ Recognize that sometimes just an afternoon of your time is valuable.

☛ Become a member of a CDC by making a donation.

☛ Visit the Association for Community Design web site at www.communitydesign.org.
Check out its database of individuals and organizations with an interest in the practice 
of community design. 

☛ Contact a local university. 

☛ Call the Neighborhood Design Center at 410-233-9686 if you live in the Washington–
Baltimore area.

How to Become Involved
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