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Background
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Following a successful mixed income planning effort in the early 2000s, led by then Manhattan
Borough President Virginia C. Fields, the area of Frederick Douglass Blvd. between 110th street and
135th street is home to thriving businesses and mixed-income housing. As Central Park West crosses
110th St. it becomes Frederick Douglass Blvd. designating it as the "Gateway to Harlem" and marked
by the memorial to Frederick Douglass which creates the centerpiece of the 110th St. traffic circle.
This memorial faces south toward the north facing Harriett Tubman Memorial, together framing the
area of the Blvd. known as "Restaurant Row" while representing the history of Harlem as a
destination for generations of Black residents. 

The corridor's non-profit business association is the The Frederick Douglass Blvd. Alliance (FDBA)
whose mission is: “Building a strong community, improving quality of life, and maintaining a clean
and safe boulevard, for residents, visitors, small business owners and workers. We seek to establish
Frederick Douglass Boulevard, Harlem’s Gateway and Restaurant Row, as a model residential and
commercial corridor. We also seek to uplift those who for decades have been the bedrock of this
historic community.” 

The following includes a proposal for the Frederick Douglass Blvd. Summer Festival, which includes
streetscape and creative planning interventions that will further the FDBA's mission. The objective
of this plan is to enhance the corridor's image, draw new visitors, increase community between
residents and local stakeholders, and increase traffic to the businesses on the Blvd. while responding
to the history, local characteristics and current political moment. 



Recommendations 
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Following analysis (See Appendix I for  SWOT Analysis) of Frederick Douglass Blvd. we found the
corridor to have many strengths which can be leveraged to advance the FDBA's mission, which
include a unique cultural identity and a thriving restaurant scene. These strengths combined with
the opportunity for outdoor entertainment can serve to enhance the Blvd.'s image as a popular
destination for NYC residents and visitors. 

When people think of  Harlem we want Frederick Douglass Blvd. to come to their minds, and for
them to visit it as an experiential journey to discover the area's people, culture and food. We can
look to  successes such as the High Line and surrounding Chelsea neighborhood,  Koreatown in
Midtown Manhattan and Williamsburg in Brooklyn. These are areas that are seen as social
destinations to spend an extended amount of time in, resulting in increased vitality for the area and
the economic success of  local businesses. 

With the coming renovations to the northern end of Central Park and the proximity to diverse
populations located in the Upper West Side of Manhattan, Harlem and affiliated with Columbia
University, there is a varied customer base to draw from. What will draw new visitors, sustain
current customers and benefit area stakeholders is if this image enhancement is authentic and
resonates with the history of Harlem, which is currently commemorated by the Blvd.'s memorials. 



The FDB Summer Festival 
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We recommend the enhancement of Frederick Douglass Blvd. as a social destination begin
with the Frederick Douglass Blvd. Summer Festival in Summer '23. The FDB Summer
Festival is an art centered approach, building on the established organizational architecture
that has resulted in the Alliance's successful Open Street and bloc party programming, and
will be creatively driven by local artists and community members. Inspiration can come from
other NYC initiatives, such as Harlem's Park to Park events and implementation of the 125th
Street Black Lives Matter Street Mural, and the River to River Festival produced by the Lower
Manhattan Cultural Council. 

Why art?

Art is a vehicle for economic growth and social cohesion, thus will doubly contribute to the
corridor's vitality. A fifteen-year study conducted in neighborhoods across Chicago found
that the "capacity of people to act together on matters of common interest" was the number
one indicator of health and well-being, even over access to wealth or healthcare. Additionally,
what most draws people to an area is other people, so increasing the traffic to the corridor
through art and community activities will increase customers and grow business for the
corridor's restaurants and establishments. To ensure this double impact of social and
economic benefit, effective community partnerships must be initiated in order to facilitate
programming and streetscape design that are creatively driven by members of the community. 



FDB Summer Festival
The FDB Summer Festival which will be designed and thematically driven by a local artist, includes the
possibility for two separate, but cohesive approaches, that may gradually lead to permanent changes on the
corridor. 

Approach One- Summer Pavilion: Utilize the prime location and land opportunity of the 28th Precinct Police
Station parking lot as the site for an architectural pavilion, that will serve as the site for summer concerts, restaurant
pop-ups and family friendly programming. 

Approach Two- Open Streets: An expansion of the Open Streets program will draw visitors to the Blvd. and
create visual and cultural cohesion on the streetscape linking the Northern and Southern monuments.
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Summer Pavilion: 
Place & Background
A challenging symbolic and aesthetic backdrop to the Harriet
Tubman Plaza and Swing Low Memorial, designed by sculptor
Alison Saar, is the 28th Precinct Police Station. At the time of the
monument's commission, the public had an objection to the design
of the monument in that it faced South, rather than North, which
has symbolic significance in relation to Tubman’s role as an
abolitionist leading people North toward freedom. Part of the
reasoning for the South facing direction of the monument was to
prevent the statue from “symbolically confronting the police
station." 

Beyond the symbolic significance, the building is seen by many in
the area as an eyesore that detracts from the success of local
businesses. The 'Brutalist' style building is foregrounded by a walled
off parking lot, and encircling the building are the station's patrol
and civilian cars parked in combat formation. 

While the building and cars represent a closed off and antagonistic
relationship with the surrounding businesses and memorial, we
know from speaking with Rosemonde Pierre-Louis of the FDB
Alliance that despite complaints about the building and parking,
that this precinct has "always had a strong relationship with the
surrounding area" and has "been an important partner for Open
Streets."
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