
Unintended Consequences – How Improving the Turf on the National 

Mall Became an Inauguration Crisis 

 

From protests to festivals, the grass on the National Mall has suffered a lot of abuse. To 

improve the condition of the grass, the NPS embarked on a comprehensive 

reconstruction project between 2010 and 2016 that included improving the soils, 

replacing the turf grass, adding drainage fields, and installing an irrigation system with 

underground stormwater cisterns. Just as the construction was nearing completion, 

small sinkholes and closed depressions started to gradually appear on just one single 

panel of the turf. After initial repairs by the contractor failed to stop them from 

developing, the NPS requested assistance with identifying the source of the problem 

and finding a solution.  Since this panel was scheduled to be used for viewing stands for 

the 2017 inauguration in just a few months, the NPS was concerned that these 

developing depressions and sinkholes would create safety hazards to the visitors.  It 

would also bring negative attention to their otherwise impressive accomplishment that 

NPS was hoping to showcase at the inauguration. Investigations revealed that the 

distress seemed to be concentrated around old steel H-piles discovered next to the 

WMATA tunnel and the Smithsonian station – likely an abandoned SOE system from 

original construction.  After all other hypotheses were ruled out, it was suspected that 

the new water flow introduced from the recently installed irrigation and drainage 

systems was washing or piping fines from the turf down into the voids associated with 

the abandoned SOE system. An emergency remedial urethane grouting program was 

developed and executed to stabilize the soils while meeting the strict requirements of 

the NPS and the extremely tight work window. Grouting was finished only 16 days prior 

to inauguration with very little evidence to the public that this emergency work had been 

done. 

 


