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ABSTRACT 

The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has prepared this Environmental Assessment (EA) to 

evaluate the proposed Comprehensive Facilities Master Plan (the Master Plan) for the 

National Zoological Park (the National Zoo) at its Rock Creek site in the District of 

Columbia.  This document integrates environmental and cultural resource considerations 

consistent with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the National Historic 

Preservation Act (NHPA).  In the EA, SI analyzes the potential impacts of feasible 

alternatives (including the No-Action Alternative) for facilities improvements identified 

within the Master Plan.  The Master Plan emphasizes creating large land areas for exhibit 

renewal and making site-wide improvements to circulation, entry/arrival experience, 

service access, and parking.  Government agencies and the public are encouraged to 

review and comment on this EA.  Comments must be submitted during the 30-day public 

review period, beginning on May 19, 2008 and concluding on June 19, 2008. 

Please direct written comments on this EA, via U.S. mail or email, to: 

National Zoo Master Plan EA 

c/o Greenhorne & OôMara, Inc 

810 Gleneagles Court, Suite 106 

Baltimore, MD 21286 

jwiser@g-and-o.com 

Comments may also be posted online at: 

http://nationalzoo.si.edu/AboutUs/FuturePlans/masterplan.cfm 
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I. PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSED ACTION 

A. Introduction  

The Smithsonian Institution (SI) is currently undergoing a comprehensive process to 

identify facilities and infrastructure needs at the National Zoological Park (the National 

Zoo), and proposes to implement strategies for the two decades through a master 

planning process.  The Comprehensive Facilities Master Plan (The Master Plan) will help 

guide facilities renewal at the National Zoo related to animal welfare, research, exhibits, 

visitor services, and circulation.  The master planning effort compasses two National Zoo 

sites, the public zoological park at Rock Creek Park in Washington, D.C. and the 

Conservation Research Center in Front Royal, Virginia.  This Environmental Assessment 

(EA) describes and addresses the plan elements of the alternatives for the National Zoo 

Rock Creek site under consideration for the Master Plan.  

 

Recognizing its stewardship responsibilities as an independent trust created by Congress, 

SI is committed to integrating environmental considerations into its planning and 

decision-making activities consistent with the spirit of the National Environmental Policy 

Act (NEPA) of 1969. SI is the lead entity responsible for the preparation of this EA, with 

the National Capital Planning Commission (NCPC) serving as the responsible federal 

agency.  To the extent possible at the master planning phase, this project is also 

undergoing a review of the projectôs potential effects on historic resources consistent with 

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). 

 

Although the SI is not a ñfederal agencyò within the purview meaning of NEPA and 

CEQ, the SI works with federal agencies on NCPC compliance when ñfederal actionsò 

occur by those agencies as a result of an SI undertaking.  In this case, NCPCôs approval 

of the National Zoo Rock Creek master plan can be deemed a federal action.  The SI has 

prepared this EA to be consistent with NEPA requirements, as amended, and the Council 

on Environmental Qualityôs (CEQôs) regulations on implementing NEPA.  The latest 

NCPC environmental guidelines have been used in preparing this EA.  

B. Purpose and Need 

The purpose of the Master Plan is to affirm SIôs mission at the National Zoo and provide 

a physical framework for implementing the Strategic Plan for the next 20 to 25 years. 

Facilities at the National Zoo are deteriorating due to age. Furthermore, the Master Plan 

would identify infrastructure needs and develop an implementation strategy that helps 

guide facilities renewal related to animal welfare, research, exhibits, visitors services, and 

circulation at the National Zoo.  

 

The Master Plan is needed to address the following facilities concerns: 

 Animal habitats require constant renewal to keep pace with new knowledge of 

animal health and well-being; 

 New science infrastructure, such as laboratories, is necessary to support the 

National Zooôs mission and keep the National Zoo at the forefront of conservation 

science; 
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 Visitor facilities have not been upgraded to accommodate expanded programs and 

visitation, and do not match SIôs high standards; and 

 The topography of the site and visitor entry experience makes navigation and 

circulation difficult and physically challenging for visitors. 

 

A new Master Plan is also necessary to update the existing plan, last revised in 1986, but 

also to embody the vision of the new Strategic Plan.  This plan implements a mission that 

emphasizes the National Zooôs ñleadership in animal care, science, education, and 

sustainabilityò (SI, 2006b).  To reach the National Zooôs goal of becoming an 

international leader, the Strategic Plan emphasizes the necessity for the National Zoo to 

upgrade its current facilities.  It is noted that ñanimal habitats require constant renewal to 

keep pace with new knowledge about animal health and well-beingò (SI, 2006b).  The 

Strategic Plan calls for a ñvisionary master planò proposing development while 

understanding the importance of sound land-use strategies to complement the existing 

zoo and the need to increase visitor amenities (SI, 2006b). 

 

The number one goal of the National Zoo identified in the Strategic Plan is to ensure the 

highest quality of animal care and management. This can be achieved through applying 

the latest knowledge and using best practices in the areas of veterinary medicine, 

nutrition, animal husbandry, animal behavior, and habitat design.   Specifically, the 

Strategic Plan recognizes that the operation of the National Zoo is not limited to visitor 

hours, but is a 24-hour/7-day operation.  The facilities are aging and some are 

deteriorating in quality.  The Strategic Plan further states that, with the constantly 

expanding knowledge regarding animal health and well-being, the animal enclosures 

require regular renewal.  In order to achieve the goals of the Strategic Plan, the National 

Zoo intends to use the Master Plan to identify ways to enhance the unique characteristics 

of its land and facilities while applying sound land-use practices and using 

environmentally sound materials.   

 

The second goal of the Strategic Plan is to maintain international recognition of the 

National Zooôs science-based approach to conservation, exhibitions, and education.  

 

The third goal of the Strategic Plan is to increase public knowledge and awareness.  

Several avenues are proposed to meet this goal, including providing an inspiring and 

dynamic science-based zoo experience while ensuring the National Zooôs audiences feel 

welcome and are well-served by superior visitor amenities such as shading, restrooms, 

food service, sitting areas, recycling, and trash collection points.   

 

The master planning process provides the opportunity for the transformation of the 

National Zooôs infrastructure and facilities to reflect the NZP Strategic Plan and mission 

and SI-wide goals and objectives. The Master Plan emphasizes six primary areas: 

 Renew park infrastructure and facilities to create large, adaptable land areas to 

meet future collection planning goals;  

 Clarify the entry and arrival experience by consolidating visitor entry and exit 

points, enhancing visitor facilities, and providing iconic entry points; 
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 Simplify and ease circulation around the site by mitigating the topography and 

separating vehicular and pedestrian circulation whenever possible;  

 Revitalize and strategically add visitor and park facilities, special event venues, 

education facilities, and research, administrative, and operational space; 

 Embody the National Zooôs sustainability goals and conservation mission by 

celebrating, protecting, and enhancing the Rock Creek ecosystem; and 

 Celebrate the National Zooôs history by protecting and revitalizing the historic 

structures and cultural landscapes. 

 

To help further define the facilities needs at the National Zoo, the Master Planning team 

conducted a series of workshops and interviews with National Zoo staff, other SI staff, 

Friends of the National Zoo (FONZ)* staff, and outside interested parties.  Through these 

workshops and interviews, the master planning team gained further understanding of the 

different needs of the National Zoo.  The team then developed concepts and alternatives 

to help resolve issues related to: entry and arrival; navigating the site; internal circulation; 

visitor amenities; topography; site accessibility; conflicts between service and visitor 

access; exhibit renewal; staff and guest facilities, and parking. The workshops and 

interviews confirmed the needs of the National Zoo as identified in the Strategic Plan. 

C. Background  

The National Zoo Rock Creek site consists of 163 acres (65.9 hectares) and is located 

east of Connecticut Avenue and west of Rock Creek in Northwest Washington, DC (see 

Figure 1).  Land use around the National Zoo is mostly residential, with an area for 

commercial use near the Connecticut Avenue entrance and Rock Creek Park abutting the 

northern and southern extents of the property.  The Rock Creek stream valley meanders 

through the eastern portion of the National Zoo, contributing to the steep and uneven 

topography.  The National Zoo houses approximately 2,000 animals from 400 species, 

has a staff of 350 Smithsonian employees, 15 visiting researchers, approximately 350 

full -time, part-time and seasonal FONZ employees, and over 1,500 volunteers. The site 

contains 644,000 square feet (59,829 square meters) of buildings within the 104 acres (42 

hectares) of the developed portion of the site. 

The National Zoo was created by an Act of Congress in 1889 for ñthe advancement of 

science and instruction and recreation of the people.ò  Its founding motive was illustrative 

of the growing consciousness in the United States for the preservation of the natural 

wilderness and wildlife.  The original plan and layout is reflective of this concept as the 

National Zoo was more of a wildlife refuge than a recreational facility and was 

influenced by the directions and collaborations of the noted landscape architect, Frederick 

Law Olmsted, and Smithsonian Director, S. P. Langley.  Olmsted is renowned for his 

ability to create picturesque landscape plans that use native plants and manipulate the 

existing land to form scenic vistas. His designs boast a natural appearance that belongs to 

the landscape and contain the appearance of having been a part of it for many years.  

Secretary Langley had a clear vision for the aesthetic appeal with the desire to use 

architecture to communicate the culture and landscape from which an animal originates,  

 
*FONZ is an active partner of the National Zoo consisting of staff, volunteers, and members who provide 

concessions, educational programs and fundraising efforts in support of the National Zooôs mission and programs. 
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an idea itself originating from the philosophy of Associationism (Farrell, 2004).  These 

influences intermingled: the natural through Olmstedôs plan, using an old quarry to house 

bears, to Langleyôs attention to aesthetics illustrated through the rusticated architectural 

style of the 1891 Lion House and for North American animals, a distinctly North 

American style of architecture ï a log cabin styled barn for buffaloes.   

 

 

Figure 1. Location Map 
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Through the following decades, however, the National Zoo began to lose the original 

naturalistic design and started to take on the appearance of a typical zoo, with menagerie 

style cages.  A transformation had begun as the National Zoo became a recreational 

destination with more picnic shelters, public restrooms, drinking fountains and adjacent 

tennis courts, a bridle path, and a playground constructed.   

 

The 1920s ushered in a new way of thinking. Architecture should not blend in with the 

natural environment, but actively bridge the public to the animals through its design.  For 

example, the door to the Reptile House is adorned with classical architectural building 

elements, until one gets close and sees that the capital is topped with a lizard, or the base 

of a column rests on a tortoise.  The 1930s brought a plethora of projects as the SI greatly 

benefited from the Depression era governmental work programs.  Buildings that housed 

the animals continued in the distinctive architectural design, while support buildings 

settled for the earlier structural tradition of using local Rock Creek gneiss in a loosely 

interpreted Colonial Revival style.  By the end of the 1930s, the National Zoo was once 

again examining not just the buildings that housed the animals, but the site itself.  Cars 

and parking were becoming an issue in the forefront.   

 

The 1940s through 1950s saw a decline in the National Zooôs ability to keep up with the 

rising maintenance costs and began to see other zoos surpass it in terms of modernity.  As 

the lack of funds became more pressing, a group of local citizens formed the FONZ in 

1958.  FONZ lobbied Congress to fund the National Zooôs budget entirely through the SI; 

previously the budget was divided between the SI and Washington, DCôs appropriations.   

 

The year 1961 saw the formation of the first master plan since the original Olmsted plan.  

The Master Plan, developed in 1961 by architects Daniel, Mann, Johnson, and 

Mendenhall, presented a plan that echoed the original intent of the National Zoo.  One of 

the main goals of the 1961 Master Plan was to present the animals in a landscape 

surrounding that is consistent with their native landscape using modern facilities that do 

not detract from the natural setting of the park.  Whereas the architecture with the first 

generation of National Zoo buildings was designed to look rustic and appropriate with the 

setting, the 1961 plan provided that the architecture should blend in with the land (i.e., 

the buildings were constructed to look like the land).   

 

During this phase of growth and development, it became clear that the landscape had not 

been fully integrated into the National Zoo Master Plan.  In reaction, the 1972 Master 

Plan addressed the buildings and landscape by placing buildings behind landscaped hills 

and used underground structures to expand exhibit space without impacting the 

landscape.  The 1972 Master Plan fully intended to update all exhibitions to modern 

standards.  With regards to the footpath, the 1972 Master Plan resurrected the Olmsted 

idea of a unifying circulation path and included his original 1890 plan in the study.  By 

the mid-1980s, the Olmsted Walk was completed.   

 

The Master Plan of 1986 suggested a conceptual change for the National Zoo, separating 

exhibit groups by their ecological relationship into thematic zones.  A 1996 study 
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examined National Zoo facilities and identified areas that were failing as exhibit areas.  

These were incorporated into a 10-year renewal plan in 2000. 

D. Planning Policies 

Over the years, planning policies and focus have changed with the National Zoo.  Often 

these alterations have been reflections of various directorsô ideals. They have also been 

adjusted to resemble trends of an era, but most often planning policies have been updated 

to make the most of new advances and knowledge about the animals exhibited at the 

National Zoo and the world around them. 

Washington, DC has a guiding planning document, The Comprehensive Plan for the 

National Capital, which states goals, objectives, and planning policies to direct and 

manage growth in Washington, DC. This plan contains both Federal Elements and 

Washington, DC Elements.  

The Federal Elements of the Comprehensive Plan are directed at existing and future 

federal lands and facilities in the National Capital Region, and contain recommendations 

for growth and development.  These elements contain policy guidelines for: federal 

facilities, federal employment, foreign missions and international organizations, parks 

and open space, visitors to the Capital, natural environment, and preservation and historic 

features.  The National Capital Planning Commission administers the Federal Elements 

(NCPC, 2004). 

Ongoing Renewal Efforts 

Prior to the development of the most recent Strategic Plan, renewal efforts have been 

taking place throughout the National Zoo.  Thematic zones have been used to blend the 

National Zooôs pre-existing priorities of education, research, and conservation into a 

single interpretive experience that focuses on one animal or group of animals.  Not only 

do these exhibits provide an interactive and fun experience to the visitor, they prompt one 

to ask questions and become involved in the research and conservation method (Cooper-

Lecky Architects, et al., 1986).  

 

The Think Tank is one example of these animal programs.  The Think Tank forces 

visitors to ask themselves, ñwhat is thought?ò, while fostering conservation by teaching 

one to view species as cognitive beings.  The Amazonia Science Gallery has proven itself 

an exceptional avenue to bridge the gap between scientist and visitor.  Individuals get to 

see the work being done by researchers and communicate with them directly to have a 

greater concept of what daily work in the sciences is like.  The Kidôs Farm exhibit 

opened in 2004.  Here children are able to see where the foods they eat every day come 

from; this is a hands on exhibit that explains the abstract concept of species interaction.  

The first phase of the Asia Trail is another program which recently opened to the public 

(in late 2006) (SI/FONZ, 2006a). All animals in the Asia Trail Exhibit are endangered 

species and the National Zoo is involved in interior situ and exterior situ research on 

many of them. 
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1986 Revised Master Plan 

The most recent update to the Master Plan was presented in 1986.  This Plan emphasized 

displays of both plants and animals together with aquatic and terrestrial species.  Zones 

were developed to showcase themes.  These allowed for a more interpretive experience to 

educate visitors about species and their eco-geographic area.  This experience would 

compare animalsô adaptations to their environment and interrelationships between 

species.  The 1986 Revised Master Plan conceptualized the development of three of these 

zones, Aquatic Habitats, Forests, and Grasslands; development of more zones at a later 

date was also emphasized (Cooper-Lecky Architects, et al., 1986). 

 

With the intention to push the National Zoo to become a ñBiopark,ò the animalsô comfort 

was stressed.  Efforts were made to ensure that each inhabitant of the National Zoo was 

provided with adequate and accessible food, water, sleeping facilities, and health care 

(Cooper-Lecky Architects, et al.,1986). 

 

The comfort of the National Zooôs visitors was also taken into account.  Visitor services 

and the restructuring of concessions were a primary focus of the 1986 Revised Master 

Plan.  Plans were made to eliminate all temporary facilities and replace them with 

permanent fixtures that architecturally worked in harmony with nearby exhibits.  Panda 

Plaza was designed to become the major visitor service hub.  The expansion of dining 

facilities as well as gift shops was planned to alleviate the congestion that was being 

experienced at peak periods.  Along with visitor concessions, it was proposed that a Loop 

Trail be established to link both ends of Olmsted Walk, enhancing pedestrian circulation 

while expanding exhibition area.  This trail would also provide an important connection 

to exhibits that were located ñoff the beaten path,ò (Cooper-Lecky Architects, et al.,   

1986). 

 

Included in the plans for expansion, new plans for parking areas and bus circulation were 

established according to necessity.  With the growth of exhibition areas, it was noted that 

parking areas would be swallowed up.  Plans for a parking garage over Parking Lot C and 

the elimination of Parking Lot B were initiated, but the expected Metro rail expansion 

would help reduce the need for additional parking space (Cooper-Lecky Architects, et al., 

1986). 

 

These updates were a revision of the previous 1972 Master Plan.  

 

1972 Master Plan 

The Master Plan for the National Zoo that had been presented in 1972 intended to 

increase spaces for the animals while using natural elements to create the exhibit areas.   

Water features were introduced to enhance animal habitat, and incorporated as natural 

barriers between the animals and visitors.  New construction was to be designed 

underground to preserve the continuity of the designed landscape, thus decreasing visual 

impacts for the visitor.  The 1972 Master Plan was the first time many ignored issues 

from prior strategies were assessed (Farrell, 2004): 

 Detailed studies were conducted to evaluate the need for new parking; 
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 Architectural sites were appraised for their historic value and the need to preserve 

them; and 

 Olmstedôs innovative blueprint was reevaluated and utilized in the redesigned 

plan for Olmsted Walk, a tribute to the National Zooôs original designer. 

 

Upgrades to the National Zooôs Olmsted Walk and entry points at Rock Creek Park and 

Connecticut Avenue were constructed in 1984.  These upgrades and redesigns maintained 

and enhanced the original Olmsted concept of curvilinear design.  Beaver Valley was 

developed to simulate the natural flow of a mountain stream into the ocean. As visitors 

wound their way through exhibits, they were prompted to experience animals in 

environments that more closely mirrored their natural habitats, and were educated about 

the links between differing natural environments (Cooper-Lecky Architects, et al., 1986). 

 

1961 Master Plan 

Through the 1950s and into the early 1960s, the National Zoo had plummeted into 

disrepair, primarily due to lack of funds.  This was largely a response to our countryôs 

involvement in World War II and then the Korean War.  There was a tragic accident in 

1958 involving a 2½-year old girl being killed by a lion at the Lion House. This forced 

the National Zoo to rapidly reevaluate its safety and policies. The product of that 

examination was the development of the 1961 Master Plan.  Animal health and public 

safety became the focal points of this planned modernization.  The prior establishment of 

FONZ and the following decision by Congress to fund the National Zoo entirely through 

the SI provided much needed financial security.  The National Zoo began to modernize 

its on-site facilities as well as develop education, volunteer, and research programs to 

help promote conservation throughout the 1960s.  The principles behind this plan paved 

way for new projects such as: 

 The Conservation and Research Center ï est. 1975, an off-site conservation 

center; 

 New on-site hospital and research facilities, with an updated and modern 

administration building; and 

 Animal housing designed to resemble caves or grottos, disguising that they are 

buildings, (Farrell, 2004). 

 

The Olmsted Concept 

The National Zoo, established in 1889, was built to house a small collection of animals 

donated to SI.  SI commissioned the firm of renowned landscape architect Frederick Law 

Olmsted to design the National Zoo.  Olmstedôs design planned a naturally scenic park 

that worked with the steep and winding topography of Rock Creek Valley.  He stayed 

away from the linear standard of his period to avoid sharp edges and provide for focal 

points and natural vistas along pathways, showcasing the exhibits (Cooper-Lecky 

Architects, et al., 1986). 

 

Although the National Zoo was initially designed with a very naturalist ideal, it didnôt 

take long before the park-like setting gave way to more menagerie-type displays. The 

method coincided with the exhibiting standards of the early part of the 20
th
 century, one 
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where replication of a species natural environment was forfeited in order to house one or 

two examples of many different exotic species.  Although this provided a very diverse 

range of display specimens, it did not promote animal health or well-being, issues that 

were largely not understood in this period (Farrell, 2004). 

E. Public Involvement  

SI has actively engaged the public in the planning process for the development of the 

Master Plan. Up to the point of this EA, SI has held two public meetings: a Scoping 

Informational Workshop and an Alternatives Informational Workshop.  A third public 

meeting will be held during the public review period for this Environmental Assessment. 

The outreach efforts from the two informational meetings and comments received from 

the public are summarized in this section. 

 

Scoping Informational Meeting 

The public participation process for this EA was initiated by the circulation of a scoping 

information package to interested citizens, including nearby residents and FONZ 

members.  Information contained in the scoping package was also available on the 

National Zoo website.  Scoping is a process prescribed by NEPA that provides the public, 

agencies, and other interested parties with an opportunity to comment on a proposed 

action, and identify issues and concerns that should be addressed.  The scoping package 

explained the proposed project, stated the SIôs intent to prepare an EA, and described the 

environmental review process.  It also invited all interested citizens to attend a Public 

Scoping Informational Open House, and indicated where comments regarding the scope 

of the EA could be submitted. 

 

The Public Scoping Informational Open House was held at the National Zooôs Visitor 

Center on February 15, 2006.  Members of the public were encouraged to ask questions 

on topics of interest at several stations set up to address different aspects of the master 

planning process.  Approximately 16 attendees signed in, and 13 written comments were 

received during the Open House and/or public comment period.  A summary of the 

comments received follows: 

 

One individual expressed support for enhancing the visitor experience and many agreed 

that enhancement to internal circulation was necessary.  Additional interest was 

expressed in a surface tram to make the National Zoo more accessible to individuals with 

disabilities, those with strollers, and others who found traversing the steep terrain 

problematic.   

 

Multiple suggestions were made to enhance the visitor experience.  These included the 

expansion and improvement of restaurants and restroom facilities, making them more 

family-friendly, and the installation of a health unit to treat potentially injured visitors 

and staff (although the National Zoo already has a visitor first-aid unit, this was unknown 

to the commenter).  Concern was also expressed that the existing signage and trails 

offered inadequate guidance and should be expanded to enhance the National Zoo 

experience.   

 



FACILITIES MASTER PLAN  ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 

SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION ï NATIONAL ZOOLOGICAL PARK 10 | P a g e 

A common theme among all of the comments received was concern for the welfare and 

health of the animals.  Many noted the importance of education to the continued 

conservation of many of these rare and endangered species.  Some felt expanded hands-

on displays and exhibits highlighting the local environment would best convey a message 

of conservation to the National Zooôs visitors.  Others felt it was the National Zooôs duty 

to represent as much of the natural worldôs diversity as feasible within its facility, citing 

the surrounding Rock Creek Park as a vehicle to educate individuals on local ecology.  

One individual expressed concern that the National Zoo needed to improve its method of 

communication with its local neighbors while being more attentive to the effects of the 

National Zooôs actions on its surrounding communities.   

 

Alternatives Informational Meeting 

An Alternatives Informational Meeting was held on June 28, 2007, and was conducted in 

an open house format at the National Zooôs Visitor Center. The purpose of this meeting 

was to introduce Alternatives A and B under consideration and to engage interested 

citizens to submit comments on the Master Plan.  Approximately 17 attendees signed in, 

and 4 written comments were received during the Open House; an additional 98 

comments were received during the public comment period by e-mail. 

 

Each of the comments received expressed the need to elevate the National Zoo to 

international status; however, differences in how this would be accomplished varied 

throughout the public comments.   

 

Improvements to the visitor experience were cited in comments regarding overall 

enhancement of the National Zoo.  Many comments endorsed the construction of the 

aerial tram as presented with Alternative A.  Primarily, the comments received reflected a 

view that the aerial tram option presented in Alternative A would best fulfill the need to 

assist visitors who have difficultly traversing the topography of the National Zoo.  

Additionally, comments in support of the aerial tram suggested that it would provide a 

memorable experience, unlike any other, and could be incorporated into exhibits 

highlighting the Golden Lion Tamarins, the existing aviary, or a rain forest exhibit.  

Conversely, there were comments expressing concern that the aerial tram would not be 

able to meet the needs of those with disabilities or it would introduce an amusement park-

like element to the National Zoo, detracting from the natural beauty of the National Zooôs 

landscape.  These comments also cited the potential for increased operational noise and 

the cost of installation and maintenance as reasons not to install an aerial tram.  Some of 

the parties providing comments were against the installation of an aerial tram, but 

supported a ground tram along North Road (Alternative B).  Others preferred no tram at 

all. 

 

Parking needs were also a commonly expressed concern.  While many were in favor of 

underground parking garages, others were in support of building multi-level parking 

facilities.  Residents of neighborhoods directly adjacent to the National Zoo voiced strong 

opposition to eliminating any parking.  They cited already crowded side streets in a city 

with limited parking being filled by the present National Zoo parking lot overflow.  In 



FACILITIES MASTER PLAN  ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 

SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION ï NATIONAL ZOOLOGICAL PARK 11 | P a g e 

contrast, several parties providing comments emphasized the need for further use of the 

Metro system by Zoo visitors and staff.  

 

The necessity for additional restroom facilities was expressed by numerous individuals.  

Multiple comments were received that indicated current signage at the National Zoo is 

uninteresting and not helpful in guiding visitors through exhibits.  Other suggestions for 

visitation improvement included popcorn stands, fine dining facilities, and a proposal for 

a bird friendly coffee/espresso bar in the existing Panda Café that would serve the dual 

function of highlighting the Migratory Bird Centerôs research and produce revenue within 

the National Zoo. 

 

Issues regarding exhibits and the animals featured by the National Zoo were also 

discussed at length in the comments.  Many expressed concern that both Alternatives A 

and B would redevelop the present Great Ape House, but neither offered a solution for 

where the apes might be relocated to or if the apes would remain at the National Zoo 

Rock Creek site.  Additionally, many were concerned that future plans at the National 

Zoo to offer expanded exhibit areas would limit the diversity of species the National Zoo 

would be able to showcase, citing the recent removal of the giraffes and polar bears.  

Concern was expressed that there must be balance between giving the animal inhabitants 

of the National Zoo ample living space and allowing visitors to the National Zoo the 

opportunity for close interaction with its inhabitants.  Many compared the National Zoo 

exhibits and their presentation with others such as the San Diego and Bronx Zoos.  Other 

parties providing comments suggested removing large animals such as elephants from 

their Rock Creek facility and opening the National Zooôs CRC site at Front Royal to 

visitors to see these large animals in a more sanctuary oriented environment.  Funding for 

the developments presented in each Alternative was also a question of concern.  Many 

noted that the changes proposed in each action alternative would be very dependent on 

the National Zooôs ability to fund them and neither alternative offered a suggestion as to 

how these funds would be procured. 

F. Agency Coordination 

Through a series of meetings and presentations, SI and the National Zoo staff consulted 

several pertinent resource agencies and organizations to obtain information and solicit 

input on the scope of the EA.  During the scoping meetings, SI explained the Master 

Planning process and stated the intent to prepare an EA.  After considering the collective 

participation of the various agencies, the planning team then developed and presented the 

preliminary alternatives. 

 

Members of the consulting team and the National Zoo Master Planning Working Group 

met with the National Capital Planning Commission, the Washington, DC Historic 

Preservation Office (DC HPO), and the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) on July 8, 

2005, for an informal discussion.  The purpose of this meeting was to review and consult 

with agency staff on the proposed project scope, the approach to the Master Plan, NEPA 

and Section 106 compliance, and public participation.  Additionally the team reviewed 

NCPC requirements for the EA and Master Plan. 
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On December 19, 2005, SI met with NCPC to discuss project specific requirements for 

compliance activities and master plan submittal.  

 

SI met with the DC Department of Transportation (DDOT), DC Office of Planning, the 

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA), and DC HPO on February 

16, 2006, to provide the agency staff with a general overview of the Master Plan and 

schedule.  Additional projects near the National Zoo were discussed during this meeting, 

as well as area transportation and traffic circulation. 

 

On March 13, 2006, members of the consulting team met with the DC Department of 

Health (DOH) to introduce DOH staff to the Master Plan project, and to discuss 

Washington, DC requirements and approval processes for stormwater management and 

erosion control.  Green Design opportunities for the Rock Creek site were also 

investigated. 

 

On May 16, 2006, SI met with agency representatives from NCPC, CFA, and the DC 

Office of Planning to provide an update of the Master Plan for the National Zoo.  The 

planning team gave a presentation of the activities leading up to the development of the 

preliminary alternatives and provided the agencies with an opportunity to offer feedback 

on the draft alternatives prior to presenting them to the public.  

 

On May 30, 2006, SI met with DC HPO and NCPC to present and discuss the 

preliminary alternatives and review the Master Plan schedule and important dates in the 

planning and EA/Section 106 processes.  During the meeting, an overview of the historic 

resources at the National Zoo was presented. 

 

On November 21, 2007, SI met with NCPC to discuss submittal requirements and 

provide an update on the status of alternatives being considered. SI gave NCPC an update 

on the status of the Master Planning alternatives and an overview of the public comments 

received, and asked for clarification on the appropriate level of assessment for different 

concepts being considered, such as the Parking Structure at Parking Lot C and the aerial 

tram concept.   

 

On January 2, 2008, SI met with DC HPO to update the agency with the status of the 

Master Planning alternatives, review public comments received to date, and get 

clarification on the appropriate level of assessment for different concepts being 

considered, such as the Parking Structure at Parking Lot C and the aerial tram concept.  

SI gave a presentation showing the potential viewshed that may be affected at the 

National Zoo. 

 

On April 1, 2008, SI met with DC HPO to discuss inclusion of a historic preservation 

review component in the Master Planning and EA processes.  It was noted that more 

detailed design information would be needed in order to make a conclusive and complete 

historic preservation statement, however, DC HPO will comment on the Draft EA in a 

letter to SI.  The letter will point out elements of the Master Plan where they feel adverse 
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effect is probable, and will state that final determination, concurrences, and/or 

agreements will occur when a detailed design is developed later in the process. 

 

On April 11, SI met with the National Park Service to provide an update on the master 

planning process and proposed alternatives. At this meeting, NPS expressed concerns if 

any project would have viewshed impacts and requested to be involved as project 

planning and design proceeds for some of the concepts in the master plan such as the 

aerial tram and parking structure.  

G. Workshops/Planning Process 

The Master Planning team conducted a series of workshops, design charettes, and 

interviews with National Zoo, other SI, and FONZ staffs to identify facilities needs and 

come up with concepts to address their concerns. During the course of the Master 

Planning process between June 2005 and July 2007, 11 multi-day workshops were 

conducted: eight workshops were dedicated to the Rock Creek site and three workshops 

to the Front Royal site. Additional strategic meetings and work sessions were also held 

during the process as needed.  

 

The Observations Phase of work began with a pre-planning methodology in June 2005 to 

outline the methodology for the planning process and to identify major opportunities and 

constraints at both facilities. The design team along with SI and National Zoo staff 

documented the existing conditions at each facility by conducting tours of the facilities 

and grounds, interviewing key staff and stakeholders, and reviewing previous studies and 

reports. Workshops were conducted on both sites in order to gain insight into the existing 

building and site conditions and facilities needs and desires. Interviews with staff 

(representing scientific research, animal care, visitor services, education, and operations) 

and field reconnaissance were conducted in order to gain a comprehensive understanding 

of the existing facilities. A public scoping meeting was held on March 15, 2006. 

 

During this phase of work, the design team also worked closely with the National Zoo 

team to bring a group of nationally-recognized visionaries to the sites to inspire the staff, 

provide guidance to the Master Planning process, and discuss trends relevant to a science-

based organization like the National Zoo.  

 

Because the Collection Planning effort is a separate process with its own schedule, the 

Master Planning team recognized the need for the flexibility in order to accommodate 

current and future collection and exhibit goals.  Because animal collection requires 

specialized planning, it was important to create a flexible Master Plan in which future 

exhibit designs could be incorporated.  This would allow for an integrated, but 

independent, Collection Planning effort that could also be modified over time to best 

serve the National Zoo and animal welfare needs.  

 

The Concept Planning and Alternatives Development Phase of work began in November 

2005 with an emphasis on the Rock Creek site. Conceptual ideas were tested and more 

analyses were conducted on the topics of visitor entry and arrival, circulation, and 

sustainability. Alternative development strategies were evaluated and presented to the 
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National Zoo community and public at a public meeting on June 28, 2007. National Zoo 

leadership weighed various plan elements and public comments, and selected a preferred 

direction for the Master Plan. At the same time, an EA and Section 106 documentation 

evaluated the impacts of the development plan on the natural and cultural resources of the 

park. A final site development plan was the basis for further technical study and detailed 

planning and design, including the urban design context, landscape plan, stormwater 

management, cost estimate, and phasing plan. 
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II.  DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES  

A. Process for Alternative Development 

The Master Planning Team developed a Conceptual Framework based on the analysis of 

existing conditions and the facilities needs. Six major elements were emphasized as a way to 

test the broad design concepts and development scenarios, and to guide discussion to the core 

topics of this Master Plan for facilities and infrastructure renewal (and away from exhibit 

planning and design, detailed programming, etc). The six objectives of the Master Plan are: 

 Renew park infrastructure and facilities to create large, adaptable land areas to meet 

future collection planning goals;  

 Clarify the entry and arrival experience by consolidating visitor entry and exit points, 

enhancing visitor facilities, and providing iconic entry points; 

 Simplify and ease circulation around the site by mitigating the topography and 

separating vehicular and pedestrian circulation whenever possible;  

 Revitalize and strategically add visitor and park facilities, special event venues, 

education facilities, and research, administrative, and operational space; 

 Embody the National Zooôs sustainability goals and conservation mission by 

celebrating, protecting, and enhancing the Rock Creek ecosystem; and 

 Celebrate the National Zooôs history by protecting and revitalizing the historic 

structures and cultural landscapes. 

 

Based on this Conceptual Framework, the planning team developed two concepts for the 

future development of the National Zoo, keeping in mind visitor experience, circulation, and 

conservation goals. Two primary concepts, the ñurban parkò and the ñpeninsula,ò were 

introduced and tested. These two concepts were presented at the scoping public informational 

open house on February 15, 2006 and were the framework for the development of more 

detailed alternatives presented in this Environmental Assessment. 
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Urban Park Concept  

The urban park concept (see Figure 2) emphasizes a new circulation system with a focus on 

visitor entry from Connecticut Avenue and a new mid-point entry experience. Visitors 

arriving by car and bus leave their vehicles at a new parking structure and enter the park at 

the mid-point, allowing them to experience the upper and lower zones of the park while still 

maintaining their orientation at the mid-point. The Connecticut Avenue entrance and a 

smaller entry at Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive would serve visitors and employees 

arriving by mass transit or who park at satellite/partnership locations. Beaver Valley is 

restructured as part of a Conservation Zone along Rock Creek; exhibits and programming 

emphasize conservation, the Rock Creek ecosystem, and education. Administrative uses are 

consolidated within the new parking structure at the mid-point. Research and support 

functions are not relocated. Large land areas are created for exhibit renewal, regaining flat 

land from surface parking lots and revitalizing existing exhibit areas. 

 

 
 

                          Figure 2. Urban Park Concept 
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Peninsula Concept 

The peninsula concept (see Figure 3) emphasizes a linear circulation pattern between two 

entry points at either end of the National Zoo, Connecticut Avenue and Harvard Street 

Bridge/Beach Drive. General public access along North Road is limited. Visitor parking is 

available at both entry points, providing easier access from the city streets and limiting 

congestion within the park and along North Road. Visitors arriving by mass transit or 

walking in from Connecticut Avenue or Adams Morgan have clear entrance points and 

visitor facilities. Exhibits and circulation follow Olmsted Walk and the natural ridgeline as 

they do today.  Beaver Valley is converted to an Education Zone, dedicated to school groups 

and other programs, limiting general visitor access and circulation. Research and support 

functions, including veterinary care, become a focal point at the center of the park and visitor 

experience, relocating to the historic core and the Parking Lot C areas. Administrative uses 

are consolidated and relocated to the peninsula off of Adams Mill Road. Large land areas are 

created for exhibit renewal by revitalizing existing exhibit areas. 

 

 

Figure 3. Peninsula Concept 
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Process: Evolution of Alternative Concepts 

The planning team presented these concepts at a public meeting (June 28, 2007) and 

during numerous presentations to National Zoo staff and the Master Planning Work 

Group to gather input and comments. Various planning and design scenarios were drafted 

based on the Conceptual Framework. The planning team developed the following points 

as key elements of any development scenario moving forward:  

1. Large multi-species exhibits can be achieved through strategic renewal of the 

National Zoo. Flat land adjacent to exhibit areas that is currently used for surface 

parking should be recaptured for exhibit expansion and renewal.  

 

2. The upper (Connecticut Avenue) end of the site is a major entry point that takes 

advantage of the urban location and public transportation. This area should be 

rejuvenated as an exciting, fun, intensively developed area, with large, multi-species 

exhibits as well as visitor services and special events venues. 

 

3. The mid-point of the site should become a major visitor hub. The Small Mammal 

building or Great Ape building could be renovated into a Visitor Center with visitor 

services such as park orientation services, retail and restrooms.  

 

4. The lower end of the park, closer to Rock Creek, is the most environmentally-

sensitive area of the National Zoo. This end of the site should be developed with this 

in mind, with exhibits, structures, and activities that are sustainably-designed and 

conservation-oriented. Dynamic hands-on experiences in the natural environment and 

opportunities for reflection and contemplation should be created. 

 

5. An internal park conveyance or transportation system is necessary in all scenarios. It 

is critical that visitors and employees have an option for traversing the park and 

mitigating the topography.  

 

6. With goals to enhance visitation, it is critical to distribute guests throughout the park. 

Exhibits, visitor services, and activity areas should be spread out throughout the park 

to minimize the actual and perceived crowding conditions on peak days. This will 

also increase the time that the visitor spends in the park and/or encourage repeat 

visitation. 

 

7. Discovery zones, or other conservation-oriented interpretive exhibit areas, should be 

created throughout the National Zoo. If possible, these areas should create 

opportunities for education pertaining to the Rock Creek ecosystem. 

 

8. Rock Creek should be reintegrated into the site and part of the visitor experience as 

the Olmsted design originally intended. 

 

9. Elements of fun and discovery should be incorporated into the National Zoo. 

 

10. The National Zooôs historic structures and existing elements of the original Olmsted 

design should be respected and celebrated.  
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11. Facilities and operations should embody the conservation mission and sustainable 

practices. 

 

12. The current concept plan for the Elephant Trails is integrated into the Master Plan as 

an existing project. The Master Plan would address service issues into the site as well 

as the size and location visitor facilities. 

 

13. Parking remains on the site, but alternative transportation should be encouraged and 

will be necessitated as visitation increases. 

 

14. Parking Lot E remains as a parking resource, but is updated to achieve best 

management practices of stormwater management. Parking management solutions 

may vary within the development alternatives. 

 

15. Complete renewal of visitor services (restrooms, retail, and food service) should be 

dispersed throughout the park, with major hubs at Connecticut Avenue and new mid-

point gateway. 

 

16. An external shuttle that travels between the National Zoo and the Metro rail stations 

is a necessary component of any plan, and could be accomplished immediately.  
 

After gathering public input, interviewing the National Zoo and FONZ staff, testing 

various development schemes, and conducting detailed technical analysis, the planning 

team developed three action alternatives and a No-Action Alternative for the renewal of 

facilities at the National Zoo that were carried forward to assess potential effects of each 

alternative in accordance with NEPA.  

B. Actions Common to All Alternatives 

Described below are elements common to all of the alternatives: 

 NZP Strategic Plan goals are supported and implemented to every extent possible. 

 ñElephant Trailsò site planning and exhibit design is underway and is considered 

an existing condition for each alternative.  

 Olmsted Walk remains the central circulation spine with improvements made to 

accessibility through individual project design.  

 Exhibit areas continue to be renewed for multi-species exhibits; Collection 

Planning efforts will determine future exhibits.  

 Attendance increases are expected to reach peak attendance levels of the year 

2001 (3 million visitors) and increases to visitation beyond past levels would 

occur by extending the shoulder seasons or visitor hours through special events. 

The peak day visitation and National Zoo carrying capacity would not change 

under any of the action alternatives. 

 Visitor services and education spaces are revitalized.  

 Transit incentives are offered to promote alternative transportation and to 

accommodate an increase in visitation.  

 Partnerships for satellite parking are maintained and increased.  
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 Parking policies are implemented for staff.  

 North Road and Blue Road become the service backbone of the National Zoo; 

Hawthorne Street is used for emergency access.  

 A new hay storage facility located near the Kidsô Farm is considered an existing 

condition.  

 

In conjunction with the NEPA and NHPA processes of assessing potential impacts of the 

action and No-Action Alternatives, the alternatives will also be evaluated for funding and 

implementation feasibility.  These alternatives are discussed below with illustrative 

mapping to further clarify each alternative. More detail for each concept is provided at 

the end of the alternatives section to allow the public to visualize the possible concepts 

that the team has developed.  

C. No-Action Alternative  

Under the No-Action Alternative (see Figure 4), current programs and projects would 

continue to develop as planned.  Attendance would grow to exceed the peak levels of 

2001 (3 million visitors per year).  Ongoing improvements would include building 

rehabilitation and facility updates related to animal safety, health, and welfare.  The 

renewal of exhibits at the northwest end of the park would carry on with the completion 

of Asia Trail and Elephant Trails.  Because these exhibits are concentrated in the vicinity 

of the Connecticut Avenue entrance, visitors would be most likely to congregate in this 

northwestern quadrant of the National Zoo.  Without the availability of the large land 

areas necessary for the development of inclusive habitats such as the Asia Trail exhibits, 

additional exhibit planning would continue on a site-by-site basis. 

 

The Connecticut Avenue entrance would be maintained as the primary source for visitor 

orientation and information; however, visitors would continue to access the National Zoo 

by way of ten different pedestrian entrances and one dedicated bus passenger entry.  

Minor improvements to visitor services, such as retail outlets and information kiosks, 

would be implemented as currently planned.  Sections of the park would continue to be 

non-Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliant.  An in-park transportation system 

would not be feasible with current infrastructure, offering no relief from the hilly 

topography of the National Zoo.  Service conflicts would continue to be mitigated by 

scheduling and limiting service hours, so as not to interfere with the visitor experience.   

 

The Holt House would continue to be unusable real estate while space for administrative 

offices, research, and education would remain inadequate. 
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Figure 4. The No-Action Alternative  

 

D. Alternative A  

Alternative A (see Figure 5) would involve the development of large, multi-species 

exhibits throughout the National Zoo, distributing visitors evenly across the National 

Zooôs facilities.  Entrances would be consolidated into three visitor service hubs.  This 

would include revitalization of the existing Connecticut Avenue entry (1), the addition of 

a Mid-Point entry (2), and reworking of the Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive entry (3). 

The current Bus Lot (5) would be reclaimed for exhibit space. Two turnarounds along 
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North Road (20) would provide flexibility in the circulation systems.  An aerial tram (4) 

would be utilized to connect the lower and upper ends of the National Zoo.  

 

Exhibit Strategies/Visitor Experience  

Through the reclamation of surface parking, large multi-species exhibits would be 

developed throughout the park.  This distribution of exhibits would allow visitors to 

spread more freely throughout the National Zoo and permit opportunities for more direct 

exposure to the species and exhibits along Olmsted Walk.  Older exhibits would be 

revitalized and the flat land, once used for surface parking, would be developed as 

exhibits.  Current Parking Lot B (7) would be reclaimed for exhibit space.  The visitor 

and arrival sequence would be enhanced through the revitalization and construction of 

three major visitor hubs: Connecticut Avenue, a new Mid-Point entry from Parking Lot 

C, and Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive.  The aerial tram (4) would make stops at 

these three entry points to assist visitors in traversing the steep topography of the 

National Zoo and provide a unique interpretive experience with aerial views of the 

National Zoo and its tree canopy.  

 

The current Amazonia Science Gallery (12) would be modified so that the main entrance 

would be located on Olmsted Walk. Beaver Valley exhibits and walkways (13) would be 

redesigned to separate service from visitor circulation and allow universal access through 

a series of bridges, structures, lifts, and ramps that mitigate the topography. Stronger 

connections would be made between the existing Beaver Valley and Olmsted Walk. A 

childrenôs discovery area or entertainment zone (14) would be located near the Kidsô 

Farm.  

 

Entry/Arrival/Parking 

Connecticut Avenue ï The Connecticut Avenue entrance (1) serves as the major entry 

point for pedestrians and visitors coming from WMATA buses and trains.  This would be 

revitalized with a defined plaza for events and informal gatherings. Current Parking Lot 

A (6) would be relocated to the interior of a realigned North Road to increase vehicular 

flow along the road while decreasing risks to pedestrian safety to and from the parking 

lot.  The current Bus Lot (5) would be reconfigured slightly to better accommodate the 

safe and efficient pick-up of passengers. The Connecticut Avenue visitor center (8) 

would be enlarged, renovated, and reprogrammed (8), including visitor services such as 

restrooms, information kiosks, educational facilities, retail and dining, a FONZ 

membership office, event space, and a tram station.  

 

Mid -Point Entry ï The new Mid-Point entry (2) would be the entrance used primarily 

by patrons arriving to the National Zoo by personal vehicles.  The new parking structure 

on the existing Parking Lot C (9) would be linked to a new entrance pavilion (2) by an 

access bridge over North Road.   The entrance pavilion would be constructed at the site 

of the existing Great Ape House and would provide numerous visitor amenities such as 

restrooms, information kiosks, educational facilities, retail, and dining. The pavilion 

would face a new pedestrian plaza (10).  This pedestrian plaza would be flanked by the 

Small Mammal House, the Reptile House, and the mid-point tram station. The new 
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structure on Parking Lot C would also have a small bus drop-off area for efficient mid-

park bus loading and unloading.  

 

Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive ï A third entry near Harvard Street Bridge / Beach 

Drive (3) on the east side of the Rock Creek site would provide an entrance for visitors 

parking in Parking Lot E, pedestrians entering from Adams Morgan, or visitors coming 

from a WMATA shuttle or bus. The entry would be reconfigured and revitalized to 

provide visitor services such as information kiosks, educational facilities, rental, retail, 

event space, and a tram station. The Mane Restaurant would continue to provide dining 

and event support. The National Zoological Parkôs conservation message would be 

enhanced with the reclamation of surface parking (Parking Lot D) and the creation of a 

visitor experience focused on the Rock Creek ecosystem (11).  

 

Transportation/Circulation/Service 

Congestion along North Road would be mitigated through a comprehensive traffic and 

parking management strategy.  This would include two traffic circles (20) and a limited-

use turn lane on North Road.  During peak times and events, the traffic circles would be 

used for passenger drop-off vehicular turnarounds, and information dissemination.   

 

Service vehicle and visitor conflicts would be minimized by separating the visitor and 

service paths in Beaver Valley and by limiting service from Olmsted Walk when 

possible.   

 

An aerial tram system (4) would be installed, to connect the upper and lower ends of the 

National Zoo and give visitors an introductory interpretive experience.  The aerial tram 

would permit more universal access to the various exhibits with loading and unloading 

stations at each visitor center to assist visitors in traversing the steep topography. 

 

Administrative/Operational/Service 

A new administrative, support, and operations hub (15) would be constructed adjacent to 

the parking structure located at the Parking Lot C site.  Additions to the General Services 

Building would provide new administrative offices for the National Zoo and FONZ 

employees.  Additions to the research buildings near the hospital would include new 

office and lab space (16).  A new greenhouse (17) would be constructed near the existing 

Parking Lot C driveway and the Genetics Building (18) would be renovated for other 

purposes. In the future, the Holt House (19) would be renovated for National Zoo uses, 

including a Meeting/Training Center with guest housing. 
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Figure 5. Alternative A  

E. Alternative B 

Under Alternative B (see Figure 6), the development of large, multi-species exhibits 

would occur throughout the National Zoo.  This development would distribute visitors 

more evenly across the National Zooôs facilities.  Older exhibits would be revitalized and 

the flat land, once used for surface parking, would be developed as exhibits.  The entry 

and arrival sequence would be enhanced and consolidated through the revitalization of 

two existing visitor entrances, one at Connecticut Avenue (1), the other at Harvard Street 

Bridge/ Beach Drive (2).  A smaller dedicated entry for those arriving by bus would be 

located at Parking Lot B (3).  The current Bus Lot (4) would be reclaimed for exhibit 

space.  A surface tram along the North Road (5) would connect the entries at the upper 
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and lower ends of the park to assist visitors in traversing the National Zooôs steep 

topography. 

 

Exhibit Strategies/Visitor Experience  

The Great Ape House (11) would be renovated to provide enhanced visitor services and 

education space at a central point in the National Zoo.  Amazonia Science Gallery (12) 

would be modified so that the main entrance would be located on Olmsted Walk.  Beaver 

Valley exhibits and walkways (13) would be designed to separate service from visitor 

circulation and allow universal access through a series of bridges, structures, lifts, and 

ramps that would mitigate the topography.  A childrenôs discovery area or entertainment 

zone (14) would be located near the current Kidsô Farm. 

 

Entry/Arrival/Parking 

Connecticut Avenue ï The Connecticut Avenue entry (1), the major entry for 

pedestrians and visitors coming from WMATA buses and trains, would be revitalized 

with a defined plaza for events and informal gathering and a new underground parking 

garage (6).  Current Parking Lot A (7) would be reclaimed for exhibit space.  The current 

visitor center (8) would be enlarged, renovated, and reprogrammed to include visitor 

services such as restrooms, information kiosks, educational facilities, retail, dining, a 

FONZ membership office, and event space.  

 

Harvard  Street Bridge/Beach Drive ï The entry near Harvard Street Bridge/ Beach 

Drive (3) on the east side of the Rock Creek site would provide an entrance for visitors 

parking in Parking Lots D or E (9), pedestrians entering from Adams Morgan, or visitors 

coming from a WMATA shuttle or bus.  The entry would be reconfigured and revitalized 

to provide visitor services such as information kiosks, educational facilities, rental, retail, 

event space, and a tram station. The Mane Restaurant would continue to provide dining 

and event support.  Surface Parking Lots D and E (9) would remain at the lower end of 

the park.   

 

Transportation/Circulation/Service 

Congestion along North Road would be mitigated through a comprehensive traffic and 

parking management strategy.  This would include the addition of two traffic circles (17) 

and a limited-use turn lane on North Road.  During peak times and events, the traffic 

circles would be used for passenger drop-off, vehicular turnarounds, and information 

dissemination. 

 

A park-based shuttle system running on North Road (5) would connect the lower and 

upper traffic circles (17).  This would provide an alternative to mitigating the steep 

topography within the park for visitors.  The efficiency of this service would be based on 

traffic conditions on North Road. 

 

Service vehicle and visitor conflicts would be minimized by separating the visitor and 

service paths in Beaver Valley and by limiting service from Olmsted Walk when 

possible. 
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Figure 6. Alternative B 

 

Administrative/Operational/Service 

A new administrative, support, and operations hub (10), including staff parking, would be 

constructed on the General Services Building/Parking Lot C site.  At the administrative, 

support, and operations hub, the General Services Building would be expanded to provide 

new administrative offices for the National Zoo and FONZ employees.  Additional space 

for service and support functions such as security, health services, storage, a new boiler, 

and physical plants would also be constructed here.  Current Parking Lot C would be 

dedicated to staff parking and the motor pool.  No visitors would enter from the middle of 

the park.  Additions to the research buildings (15) near the hospital would include new 
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office and lab space. In the future, the Holt House (16) would be renovated to provide a 

meeting and resource center. 

F. Alternative C (Preferred Alternative) 

Alternative C (see Figure 7) would include revitalization of older exhibits throughout the 

National Zoo. Areas, once dedicated to surface parking, would be reclaimed and utilized 

in the development of large, multi-species exhibits similar in form to Asia Trail.  This 

development would distribute visitors more evenly across the National Zooôs facilities.  

Under Alternative C, the National Zooôs entrances and visitor service hubs would be 

consolidated in four entry points.  This would include revitalization of the existing 

Connecticut Avenue entry (1), the addition of a Mid-Point entry (2), the reworking of the 

Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive entry (3), and the bus drop-off area (6).  Traffic 

Circles at the Connecticut Avenue and Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive entrances (23), 

along North Road, would provide flexibility in circulation systems. Visitor transportation 

would be incorporated with a surface level tram on North Road (7), bus drop-off area (6), 

and an aerial tram (4) with stations near each entry point. 

 

Exhibit Strategies/Visitor Experience  

Through the reclamation of surface parking, large multi-species exhibits would be 

developed throughout the park and older exhibits would be revitalized.  The completion 

of an underground parking garage (8) would allow for the recapture of square footage 

currently utilized by Parking Lot A (9).  Parking Lot D (14) would also be recaptured to 

incorporate into the visitor experience a discovery zone and stormwater management 

exhibit. Additional Exhibit Space would be explored and noted throughout the National 

Zoo. 

 

The visitor and arrival sequence would be enhanced through the revitalization and 

construction of three major visitor hubs.  An aerial tram (4) would make stops at these 

three entry points to assist visitors in traversing Rock Creek and to provide a unique 

interpretive experience and views of the National Zoo and itsô tree canopy.  An additional 

dedicated entry for visitors arriving by bus would be located at the existing Parking Lot B 

(5); this would provide a unique entry experience, incorporating the reuse of Panda Plaza 

with this bus entry point. 

 

The current Amazonia Science Gallery (15) would be modified so that the main entrance 

would be located on Olmsted Walk. Beaver Valley exhibits and walkways (16) would be 

redesigned to separate service from visitor circulation and allow universal access through 

a series of bridges, structures, lifts, and ramps that mitigate the topography. Stronger 

connections would be made between the existing Beaver Valley and Olmsted Walk.  A 

childrenôs entertainment zone (17) would be located near the Kidsô Farm and include 

amenities such as a carousel and concession area  

 

Entry/Arrival/Parking 

Connecticut Avenue ï The Connecticut Avenue entry (1), the major entry for 

pedestrians and visitors coming from WMATA buses and trains, would be revitalized 
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with a defined plaza for events and informal gathering.  The current visitor center (10) 

would be enlarged, renovated, and reprogrammed to create an education hub with a 

classroom and auditorium along with restrooms, a retail area, a concession center, and 

visitor information/orientation space.  The aerial tram would have a station at this point. 

 

Mid -Point Entry ï The new Mid-Point entry (2) would be the entrance used primarily 

by patrons arriving to the National Zoo by personal vehicles.  The new parking structure 

on the existing Parking Lot C (11) would be linked to a new entrance pavilion (2) by an 

access bridge over North Road.   The entrance pavilion would be constructed at the site 

of the existing Great Ape House. The Great Ape House would be razed and, through 

exhibit planning efforts, the great ape exhibit would be moved. The entrance pavilion 

would provide numerous visitor amenities such as restrooms, information kiosks, 

educational facilities, retail, and dining. The pavilion would face a new pedestrian plaza 

(12).  This pedestrian plaza would be flanked by the Small Mammal House, the Reptile 

House, and the mid-point tram station. The new structure on Parking Lot C would also 

have a small bus drop-off area for efficient mid-park bus loading and unloading.  

 

Harvard Street Bridge/Beach Drive ï A third entry near Harvard Street and Beach 

Drive on the east side of the Rock Creek site (3) would provide another entrance for 

visitors parking in Parking Lot E, pedestrians entering from Adams Morgan, or visitors 

coming from a WMATA shuttle or bus.  The entry would be reconfigured and revitalized 

to provide visitor services such as information kiosks, educational facilities, rental, retail, 

event space, and a tram station.  The Mane Restaurant would continue to provide dining 

and event support.  The National Zoological Parkôs conservation message would be 

enhanced with the reclamation of surface parking (Parking Lot D) (14) and the creation 

of a visitor experience focused on the Rock Creek ecosystem, a wetlands living garden.  

 

Transportation/Circulation/Service 

Congestion along North Road would be mitigated through a comprehensive traffic and 

parking management strategy.  This would include the addition of two traffic circles (23) 

and a limited-use turn lane on North Road.  During peak times and events, the traffic 

circles would be used for passenger drop-off, vehicular turnarounds, and information 

dissemination. 

 

A park-based shuttle system running on North Road (7) would connect the lower and 

upper traffic circles (23).  This would provide an alternative to mitigating the steep 

topography within the park for visitors.  The efficiency of this service would be based on 

traffic conditions on North Road. 

 

An aerial tram system (4) would be installed to connect the upper and lower ends of the 

National Zoo and give visitors an introductory interpretive experience.  The aerial tram 

would permit more universal access to the various exhibits, with loading and unloading 

stations at each visitor center to assist visitors in traversing the steep topography. 
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Service vehicle and visitor conflicts would be minimized by limiting service vehicles 

from Olmsted Walk when possible and with the construction of a new service road to 

access the bird hill plateau (24). 

 

Administrative/Operational/Service 

A new administrative, support, and operations hub (18) would be constructed adjacent to 

the parking structure located at the Parking Lot C site.  Additions to the General Services 

Building would provide new administrative offices for the National Zoo and FONZ 

employees.  Additions to the research buildings near the hospital would include new 

office and lab space (19) and a new greenhouse (20) would be constructed.  Additionally, 

the Genetics Building (22) would be renovated for other purposes and approximately 20 

parking spaces added near the Holt House.  The Police Station would be relocated to the 

new General Services Building.  The existing Police Station building would then become 

FONZ space. In the future, the Holt House (21) would be renovated for National Zoo 

uses, including a Meeting/Training Center with guest housing.   
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Figure 7. Alternative C  

 

G. Alternative Concepts  

This section provides more detailed information supported by illustrations for concepts 

being considered in Alternative A through Alternative C in this EA and the Master Plan, 

such as the Connecticut Avenue entry, mid-point entry, Harvard Street Bridge/ Beach 

Drive entry, aerial and road trams, Parking Lot C structure, and exhibit renewal at Beaver 

Valley. It should be noted that these are intended to be viewed as concepts for master 

planning purposes. Additional planning, design, and engineering would occur to further 

define each concept. 
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Connecticut Avenue Entry Concept 

The Connecticut Avenue entrance (see 

Figure 8) would be revitalized with a 

defined plaza for events and informal 

gatherings. Visitor services, such as 

information, membership sales, and 

rentals, would be provided in permanent 

linear stalls that flank the entry plaza, 

providing an immediate and exciting 

visitor interaction. This entry would 

continue to serve visitors coming from 

Metro rail stations and adjacent 

neighborhoods. An introduction to the 

conservation message and an introductory 

animal experience would also be part of 

the entry.  

 

The plaza would continue to the Visitor 

Center where two building additions and a 

total renovation would enhance visitor 

services and education capabilities. Restrooms, information kiosks, a renovated 

auditorium, educational facilities, enlarged retail facilities, and event space would be 

located within the Visitor Center. Destination dining and a unique venue would attract 

visitors outside of normal zoo operating hours and the peak season, and provide increased 

capacity for special events. Administrative uses would be relocated to the new 

administrative building at the mid-point, freeing space for educational programming. A 

new traffic roundabout on North Road would facilitate visitor drop-off and management 

of traffic on peak days when the road is congested and parking is limited. 

 

Mid-Point Entry Concept  

The new Mid-Point entry (see Figure 9) 

would provide an exciting new focal 

point at the National Zoo, allowing 

visitors to begin their visit in the middle 

of the park, an area rich in history and 

poised for new projects. Visitors 

arriving by vehicle would park in a new 

parking structure on Parking Lot C and 

enter the National Zoo on a footbridge 

that extends over North Road, 

connecting the garage and the National 

Zoo. Visitors would enter directly into a 

new pavilion/visitor center on the site 

of the Great Ape House, which would 

either be reused or demolished. The 

new structure would be set back to 

Figure 8. Connecticut Avenue Entry 

Concept 

Figure 9. Mid -Point Entry Concept 

 


