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In April 2019, the Nati onal Geospati al Agency (NGA) revealed 
its latest plans for their NGA West campus in north St. Louis 
which includes one 712,000 square foot offi  ce building, a 
“visitor control center” and two parking garages. On 92 acres 
of land in the heart of a historic neighborhood, claiming to 
be a “project that will transform a swath of [the city] hol-
lowed out by decades of disinvestment,”1 this announcement 
fails to report the enti re eradicati on of the neighborhood, 
whose last homes were razed to make way for the NGA, 
or the urban renewal, shady real estate transacti ons, and 
malignant neglect that insti gated and perpetuated the neigh-
borhood’s demise. To add insult to injury, the new NGA will 
sit adjacent to the old Pruitt  Igoe site, the infamous failed 
housing project that hoped to rejuvenate the neighborhood 
but ulti mately contributed to the gutti  ng loss of over 80% of 
the area’s populati on.2 Dr. Mindy Fullilove calls this unwel-
come displacement, and its larger version perpetuated by 
the pandemic of urban renewal, root shock.3 But the NGA 
West project and hundreds of projects like it in the country 
perpetuate discriminatory practi ces of urban renewal under 
the name of economic development and prolong the neolib-
eral paradigm that prioriti zes development dollars over all 
other goals. Under this encompassing agenda, considerati on 
of social and environmental costs – both visible and invisible 
– are not typically part of the equati on. 

As educators of architects, landscape architects, and urban 
designers, we introduce constructed measurement frame-
works like LEED ND, STAR Communiti es, SITES and others 
that mask the true costs of the pro-growth model. This paper 
examines the expanded cost of the NGA West development 
to the St. Louis Place neighborhood and the city at large, 
including elusive hard and soft  social factors. The call to 
acti on, as developed in response to the ACSA Less Talk / More 
Acti on conference mission, asks professors and practi ti oners 
alike to grapple with the value of the immeasurable in design 
work – rootedness, hope, happiness, opportunity, justi ce, 
democracy – and to work towards teaching and implement-
ing strategies of measuring what matt ers rather than only 
measuring what is economically profi table.   

GETTING TO MEASURING WHAT MATTERS
Today, the City of St. Louis celebrates the new Nati onal 
Geospati al Agency (NGA) West Campus as a catalyst for sig-
nifi cant investment and redevelopment in a vulnerable and 
struggling community in North St. Louis. Government agen-
cies and private developers claim the NGA will generate $2.4 
million a year in tax earnings, lift ing the previously disinvested 
St. Louis Place neighborhood out of poverty. As the city 
prepares for the new campus to bring in a younger and socio-
economically diff erent demographic that will both increase 
diversity and stabilize the neighborhood, this neoliberal 
paradigm of urban renewal venerates the logic of the market 
while stripping the neighborhood of the environment and 
the people who previously occupied it. Looking more deeply 
into this single site, this research criti ques the entrenched, 
neoliberal growth model by assessing the much larger costs 
brought by such displacement to both the community and 
the city. In additi on, in the context of the ACSA and the Less 
Talk / More Acti on conference, we questi on the responsibility 
of studio design professors and practi ti oners to evaluate the 
success of design work through a more cumulati ve lens of 
social costs and benefi ts. 

What we measure refl ects and reproduces our prioriti es. 
For the city of St. Louis, like many post-industrial citi es sti ll 
struggling to stabilize, populati on and tax base growth is oft en 
used as a measure of success. Local governments use devel-
opment incenti ves as vehicles to att ract industry, jobs, and 
therefore new people to increase tax base, confl ati ng local-
ized economic growth with city progress. Such “feti shizing” 
of barometers of progress that measure economic output 
alone fail to capture the social and environmental costs 
that development can bring.4 Urban renewal grounded in 
neoliberalism perpetuates a form of indiscriminate growth, 
potenti ally leading to instability, and most consequenti ally, 
inequality.5 Dr. Eric Zencey, ecological economist formerly 
from the University of Vermont and Washington University 
in St. Louis, developed the Growth Progress Indicator, or GPI, 
as an alternati ve to the entrenched GDP model of measure-
ment which claims all spent dollars as benefi cial regardless of 
their rati onale (i.e. the cost of disaster recovery is just as ben-
efi cial as the cost of building new infrastructure). In additi on 
to diff erenti ati ng good dollars from bad, Zencey states that 
measuring what matt ers also entails considering the costs of 
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loss. The purported benefi ts of the NGA failed to take into 
account the degradati on of natural, human, and social capital 
during the systemati c erasure of the existi ng neighborhood. 
In this case, we wanted to know – how do we measure urban 
renewal and the loss of community in order to accurately 
assess the benefi ts of the NGA? 

NGA WEST AND THE ST. LOUIS PLACE 
NEIGHBORHOOD: A DEVELOPMENT CASE STUDY
In order to challenge these types of pro-catalyti c development 
and reinvestment strategies, we needed to both examine the 
existi ng frameworks for measuring urban renewal and identi fy 
the missing costs in models used by the city. Given the complex 
history of urban renewal in St. Louis, the removal of commu-
nity members from the St. Louis Place Neighborhood must be 
considered in context as the most recent chapter of multi gen-
erati onal community destructi on and dislocati on, a form of 
“root shock” explored in the work of Dr. Mindy Fullilove. In her 
book Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods Hurts 
America and What We Can Do About It, Fullilove defi nes root 
shock as “the traumati c stress reacti on to the destructi on of all 
or part of one’s emoti onal ecosystem.”6 Her theory is based on 
observati ons of the psychological eff ects of urban renewal and 
“tearing up city neighborhoods.”7 By the city’s measurement 
standards, St. Louis Place was an impoverished neighborhood 
full of vacant lots, high crime and disintegrati ng infrastructure. 
Yet documented interviews of displaced residents identi fi ed 
the neighborhood as a vibrant social space home to a ti ght-knit 
community.8 Mapping further shows a history of successful 
businesses and high-density neighborhoods, later undermined 
by urban renewal and spurious property investors. At the 
ti me of the NGA proposal, several formal and informal busi-
nesses along with the last of the die-hard multi -generati onal 
residents, contributed to the neighborhood’s value (See Figure 
1). The myopia of the city’s measurements led to an incom-
plete methodology when evaluati ng the cost of the NGA that 
failed to include a range of human costs. Had the government 
measured St. Louis Place neighborhood’s spati al and social 
community value instead of a tax-oriented, growth-based 
measurement, the NGA’s cost would include the lasti ng conse-
quences of neighborhood erasure beyond an overly simplisti c 
framework of housing compensati on. 

METHODOLOGY: MEASURING SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY

DECLINE & DISINVESTMENT
One of the largest barriers in measuring social spaces is fi nding 
appropriate indicators that capture the various characteristi cs 
of our environment’s social dimensions.9 Social sustainabil-
ity researchers note that indicators must refl ect the needs of 
the neighborhood and measure both “spati ality” – quanti fi -
able indicators such as employment and poverty rates, and 
“sociality” – qualitati ve indicators such as identi ty and sense 
of place.10 To measure the neighborhood’s loss of spati ality, 
our study used the factors incorporated in the Insti tute on 
Metropolitan Opportunity’s (IMO) Neighborhood Change 
model to analyze patt erns of change and development at a 
census-tract level in the St. Louis Place Neighborhood.11 The 
tool’s model of neighborhood change captures not only eco-
nomic expansion and decline, but also the social and economic 
changes of growth, low-income displacement, low-income 
concentrati on, and abandonment.12 Here, economic expan-
sion is defi ned as areas experiencing growth and economic 
strengthening, while economic decline is defi ned as areas 
experiencing impoverishment, disinvestment, and poverty 
intensifi cati on.13 

The IMO Neighborhood Change tool falls short in two ways 
as applied to the St. Louis Place Neighborhood. To date, most 
studies of neighborhood change have traditi onally focused 
on singular urban dimensions such as economic decline or 
housing values, reiterati ng the noti on that urban change is 
linear. Yet scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that urban 
relati onships are instead determined by interconnected 
variables that feed back to infl uence one another, creati ng a 
kind of cyclical exacerbati on of disinvestment and decline.14

In additi on to the inability to consider systemic impacts, the 
methodology used in the IMO tool measures neighborhood 
economic expansion and decline within an arbitrary ti me 
frame (2000 to 2016), resulti ng in a reading that misses the 
bulk of displacement and decay that started decades earlier 
in St. Louis Place. The Neighborhood Change model therefore 
shows such low levels of populati on change since 2000 that 
the neighborhood appears stable. Though useful in originally 

Figure 1. New site of the Nati onal Geospati al Agency (NGA) West Campus located in the St. Louis Place neighborhood in (from left  to right) 2016, 
2017, and 2018. (Image credits, left  to right: David Carson, St. Louis Post Dispatch; Chris Lee, St. Louis Post Dispatch; provided by NGA West). 
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framing the questi on, the IMO tool proves an inadequate 
measure to identi fy decline or expansion at the NGA site and 
likely would be just as limited at other sites where decades of 
displacement occurred prior to the year 2000, meaning most 
sites where signifi cant African American root shock occurred 
during the peak of urban renewal. 

Regardless of the small remaining populati on, the St. Louis 
Place Neighborhood sti ll showed conti nued populati on loss 
and a rising share of low-income residents in the last two 
decades (See Figure 2). In parti cular, census tract results 
show a 20% decrease in total populati on, of which 40% of 
the populati on loss came from those earning middle to high 
income, increasing the proporti on of low-income populati on 
and poverty concentrati on in the neighborhood. Over 75% 
of the populati on that left  were under the age of thirty-fi ve, 
leaving the neighborhood’s demographic signifi cantly older. 
Because Fullilove’s root shock focuses on multi generati onal 
neighborhood destructi on, this study required additi onal 
indicators to the Neighborhood Change framework to more 
comprehensively evaluate the loss of intergenerati onal 
social spaces. 

COMPENSATION INEQUITY
The City of St. Louis provided a $1.6 million NGA displace-
ment fund to help relocate homeowners from the St. Louis 
Place Neighborhood. Litt le data, however, is available on how 
much of that funding went specifi cally to the residents them-
selves. Between the numerous lots bought by local developer 
Paul McKee under a range of various aliases, and the infl ated 
property prices he charged the city when selling them the 
land back for this development, it’s unclear from the available 
city data who received funding allocati ons and how much.15

To determine this informati on, we developed a block scale 
framework and appropriate indicators to specifi cally address 
this added inequity. 

First, a combinati on of GIS data that illustrated building density 
loss and land ownership was used to isolate the number of 
occupied buildings that were lost both before and aft er the NGA 
site clearing. This map was then overlaid with informati on from 
court proceedings that detailed the specifi c occupied houses 
and how long they were occupied to isolate owner-occupied 
homes from homes and lots owned by McKee, his aliases, and 
other absentee developers. Of the 16 compensated proper-
ti es detailed in the NGA site-related court evicti on noti ces, the 
map shows that only a fracti on were owned by St. Louis Place 
Neighborhood residents. Those owners received 38% of the 
total eminent domain relocati on cost.16 The other 62% was 
paid to developers and non-residents, such as McKee, whose 
land banking and intenti onal neglect had been driving the mar-
ket housing value of the neighborhood down for years.17

Results show that the City of St. Louis calculated the economic 
loss of housing based on what the government deemed “gen-
erous” fair market price, averaging $157,000 per family.18

Though the city may argue that this and the allocated $1.6 
million displacement fund adequately covered the loss of the 
cost of homes in the neighborhood, this fails to consider not 
only the ability to accrue home equity for following genera-
ti ons but also the additi onal burden of fi nding similar housing 
in diff erent neighborhoods. As suspected, it also enti rely dis-
regards the intangible costs of displacement as outlined by 
Fullilove and others. 

MEASURING SOCIAL CAPITAL
To operati onalize the qualitati ve indicators of social sustain-
ability, including the diff erent types of social relati onships 
in the NGA site within the St. Louis Place Neighborhood, the 
study used a social capital framework to identi fy important 
social networks and interacti ons. Although social capital 
does not have an established defi niti on across disciplines, 
scholars agree that social capital “centers on social networks 
and embedded resources which can be mobilized through 

Figure 2: Figure Ground drawings based on Sanborn maps and aerial images of Census Tract 1271 beginning in 1950 and including 2000, 2010, 
2015 and projected 2025 maps (spati al data between 1950 and 2000 is missing). The last two maps show the NGA West site overlaid in gray and 
the fi nal map shows the latest footprint (2019) with a primary center building and a parking garage on either side. (Image credit: Kim and Samuels).
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social interacti ons, leading to potenti al benefi ts for indi-
vidual and collecti ve actors.”19 Social capital oft en includes 
the invisible safety nets that fi ll in the gaps of employment, 
child care, neighborhood security and crisis management 
that might otherwise require extensive resource investment 
or go unfi lled. 

In perhaps less equity-forward ways, social capital theory has 
oft en been used to justi fy new economic development and 
gentrifi cati on in previously disinvested neighborhoods. Earlier 
research supported the premise that as neighborhood change 
shift ed the social environment, intenti onal social mixing gen-
erated social capital between new and existi ng residents 
for their collecti ve benefi t.20 One of the main goals of such 
socio-spati al mixing has been to reduce concentrated pockets 
of urban poverty and residenti al segregati on by encouraging 
mixed-income neighborhood communiti es.21 St. Louis politi -
cians subscribe to this theory and have repeatedly stated 
that bringing in a younger and socioeconomically contrasti ng 
demographic will encourage diversity and stabilize the area. 
However, more recent research refutes earlier fi ndings that 
social mixing eff orts lead to greater social capital and show 
instead that new residents tend to create separate and disti nct 
groups, socially segregati ng within the same neighborhood. 
Signifi cant neighborhood change actually disrupts social net-
works in minority-race neighborhoods where shift ing racial 

dynamics ti ed to housing insecuriti es negati vely impact social 
norms, trust and reciprocity between neighbors.22 23 24

To measure the social capital loss caused by the NGA, the 
study mapped fi ve spaces that encouraged meaningful social 
connecti ons and were served evicti on noti ces as part of 
the relocati on: Adrienne Harris’s Adult Daycare Center, Iron 
Trojan Works, Grace Church, Faultless Healthcare Linen and 
the green space on 2134 Mullanphy oft en used for community 
gatherings. Mapping these fi ve spaces and their subsequent 
“sociality” through the lens of social capital theory showed 
that over 500 people’s social ti es were disrupted, including 
the displacement of 100 parishioners and their 50-year-old 
church, 190 jobs lost and the last 4 historically inter- and intra-
generati onal households uprooted (See Figure 3). Although 
the government and developers have described St. Louis 
Place neighborhood as “not a real neighborhood” and not a 
desirable community to live in because the housing market 
values the homes below the city’s average price,25 the severed 
bonds documented above indicate otherwise. The insuffi  cient 
payouts following hearings shrouded by legalese captured nei-
ther the “spati ality” nor the “sociality” of the neighborhood 
displaced for the NGA development. 

Through the lens of Fullilove’s root shock, the research above 
details the process used to measure the loss of community 

Figure 3: Locati ons of properti es impacted through eminent domain in the St. Louis Place Neighborhood for the relocati on of the NGA and the 
social costs of their displacement. (Image credit: Yaoyao Chen, Bomin Kim, Shaoxuan Liu, Zimeng Wang, Bixiao Yuan and Linda Samuels).  
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Figure 4: Tight-knit residents of the St. Louis Place Neighborhood gathered regularly in this side yard at Mulanphy St. and North 23rd for food 
and conversati on. When they were fi rst noti fi ed that their homes could be taken through eminent domain to accommodate the new NGA West 
site in winter of 2015, several neighbors, including Gustavo Rendon (top right) began an on-site vigil and protest. Gustavo and his wife Sheila, 
who had lived in St. Louis Place for 20 years, and their two children were forced from their home in April 2016. (Image credit: sti lls from Exodus, a 
documentary by Jun Bae, 2016. htt ps://www.junbae.com/exodus)

experienced by the St. Louis Place neighborhood residents 
who previously lived in the NGA site block. Because existi ng 
displacement frameworks leverage quanti tati ve census data 
that analyzed an aggregate of the St. Louis Place Neighborhood 
and not specifi cally the NGA block, this study uti lized a combi-
nati on of GIS mapping and legal documents to isolate the NGA 
block and more comprehensively measure the cost of losing 
the “spati ality” of place. The “sociality” of place and subse-
quent non-physical costs of NGA root shock were measured 
by using social capital theory to analyze qualitati ve narrati ves 
of community members and the loss of community environ-
ments. Adopti ng this alternati ve framework of measuring 
social sustainability demonstrates that despite the narrati ve 
of fair compensati on, the people and their community in the 
St. Louis Place neighborhood were greatly disadvantaged in 
the City’s process of relocati ng the NGA campus to the north-
side. If citi es are interested in sustainable development, more 
care and att enti on must be given to social sustainability and 
the implicati ons of so-called catalyti c development. Rather 
than economic frameworks rooted in shortsighted and faulty 

methods, large-scale urban changes require a multi disciplinary 
lens to more comprehensively capture the complexiti es of sus-
tainable urban development and social sustainability.

THE TAX MYTH
In additi on to the social costs that went unaccounted, the 
claims of a $2.4 million annual tax benefi t fail to tell even the 
full fi nancial story. Part of those city taxes are not gained, but 
retained from the relocati on of the NGA within the city limits 
from their former site. A porti on of those tax benefi ts are pro-
jected city earnings tax based on additi onal employment the 
NGA is claiming, taxes that would be collected regardless of 
their chosen site as long as the facility stays within city limits. 
A full range of state, federal, and local incenti ves must all be 
taken into account, as funding allocated for the NGA means 
other needs move down the list of prioriti es. In additi on to a 
$1.75 billion federal pledge, $131 million in state money has 
been set aside to fund the project’s constructi on, including 
a $36 million state Brownfi eld Tax Credit to build on the now 
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conveniently vacant lot.26 The City of St. Louis and the State of 
Missouri have allocated an additi onal $1.5 million per year city 
tax earnings and $5.85 million per year state tax earnings over 
the next 30 years for the project.27 By 2045, the total state and 
city tax spending alone will cost the city more than 7 ti mes the 
esti mated additi onal tax earnings from the NGA West Campus. 

Lastly, the land assembly and acquisiti on is an ongoing narra-
ti ve of disenfranchisement. Though precise dollar amounts 
have not been verifi ed, the properti es owned by McKee 
and his related shell companies, for which he received ini-
ti al tax incenti ves esti mated at $95 million, then had to be 
repurchased by the city before they could be off ered at no 
cost to the NGA.28 Additi onally, the city took out a $20 mil-
lion loan to pay for those assembled lots, far more than the 
$600,000 price originally paid by McKee.29 Clearly, the advan-
tages fall disproporti onately towards the already wealthy 
and away from those simply struggling to hold on to their 
hard-fought assets.

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF MEASURING WHAT 
MATTERS
This research began in an Advanced Urban Sustainability 
course in the Doctor of Sustainable Urbanism and Master of 
Urban Design program at Washington University in St. Louis 
originally tasked with exploring the practi ces and measures 
by which sustainable urbanism is produced, substanti ated 
and evaluated.30 In recent years, eff orts have been made to 
quanti fy the “success” of individual buildings, neighborhoods 
and systems, but holisti c frameworks for deep evaluati on 
that include a full range of real social costs and benefi ts have 
proven elusive. This is due to many factors, including but not 
limited to unreliable or unavailable data, necessary ti me com-
mitment, opaque or erroneous reporti ng, and the extreme 
complexity of understanding the workings of systemic, inter-
reliant systems – not to menti on sheer greed and ignorance. 
With the costs at stake, though, the challenge is a valiant one. 
With St. Louis as a ferti le test ground and a place in dire need 
of sustainability advocates, we set out to criti que existi ng mea-
surement systems being touted by the city and questi on the 
ways in which they failed to “measure what matt ers”. Though 
we have att empted to measure the lost “sociality” of place 
and the slanted accounti ng of value, we do not even begin to 
assess the true environmental costs of the NGA West project 
or, more dire, the cost of the anti -urban design strategy of 

generic parking garages and militarized offi  ce space fenced 
and fl oati ng inside a giant,  grassy green moat in the middle of 
what once was a dense urban neighborhood. 

This paper and the conference presentati on summarize the 
work of the Wash U student team and expanded eff orts by the 
two authors to solidify the fi ndings. One aim is that the work 
informs real acti on on the ground in St. Louis and exposes the 
ways in which a narrow scope of assessment over-privileges 
parti cular measures and, in the process, parti cular groups of 
people. Not only is this discriminatory, it fails enti rely to con-
sider factors that help produce and perpetuate the high-quality 
neighborhoods and citi es that promote and sustain real vitality 
– and that are in demand nati onwide. More importantly in the 
context of the conference, though, the aim was to expose the 
narrow ways that real design practi ce and studio projects in 
parti cular also perpetuate a narrow view of “success” by ignor-
ing the complexity of social costs all development insti gates. 
There are no empty sites; “vacancy” is never vacant. If we fail 
to teach the social consequences of design work, those values 
fail to emerge in the practi ce of our students’ future work. 

In 1969, Sherry Arnstein published a now seminal text on 
citi zen parti cipati on that exposed the shallow reality of most 
community engagement processes.31 Though improvements 
have been made and more academics and practi ti oners are 
aware of the short-comings of their oft en budget and ti me-
limited processes, the truth is that architects, landscape ar-
chitects, and urban designers are sti ll learning best practi ces 
to create design work that facilitates the most equitable 
possible practi ces and supports and protects the most vul-
nerable populati ons who already occupy the neighborhoods 
in which we work. Though all projects are not intended to 
be acti vist urban insti gati ons, nor should they pretend to 
be when ti me, budget, and commitment do not fully allow, 
measuring what matt ers means, at the very least, that we 
hold ourselves and our students accountable for blindly buy-
ing into the default growth-at-all-costs neoliberal system. We 
must also hold our disciplines accountable for demanding 
and facilitati ng a more comprehensive list of “what matt ers” 
and a more aggressive commitment to ensuring that the 
measurement of what matt ers conti nues to grow.  
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