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THIS IS A STORY OF RESILIENCE, A NARRATIVE STILL BEING 

WRITTEN, OF A ONCE-THRIVING COMMUNITY THAT IS NOW 

STRIVING TO RECONNECT THE PIECES AND RISE AGAIN, 

STRONGER AND MORE VIBRANT THAN EVER BEFORE.
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$17,061, dramatically lower than the city’s $50,077. 
Crime is also a factor—the Part I Violent Crimes rate is 
more than three times that of the city. 

SEEDS OF PROMISE
Fortunately, the MRCN has preserved many of 
the elements that once made it flourish and that 
appeal to today’s urban-oriented population. The 
neighborhood shows tremendous promise as it 
nurtures unprecedented seeds of reinvestment. 
It inherited pedestrian-scaled streets with a main 
street corridor in walking distance that is undergoing 
infrastructure improvements including new brick 
crosswalks, lampposts, and undergrounded utilities. 
Enhancements to Jefferson Avenue included 
the addition of Brooks Crossing, a mixed-use 
center that brought the first grocery store to the 
neighborhood in two years, along with a much-
needed child care center and the Police South 
Precinct. Other investments include new housing, 
façade improvements, and new businesses. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This is a story of resilience, a narrative still being 
written, of a once-thriving African-American 
community that is striving to reconnect the pieces 
of its historic neighborhood and rise again. The 
Marshall-Ridley Choice Neighborhood (MRCN) 
is anchored by Ridley Place and nestled in the 
Southeast Community (SEC) at the southern tip 
of Newport News in the Hampton Roads region 
of Virginia. Approximately one-square mile, the 
neighborhood occupies part of the original city 
and is adjacent to Downtown. Its location along 
the waterfront offers views of the busy harbor and a 
constant connection to its maritime history. 

The SEC was once the gateway to the city. It 
is defined by broad avenues crossing a grid of 
narrower streets that recall a time when the streetcar 
community blossomed. Its distinguished history 
parallels the development of the Newport News 
Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company, which today 
is the largest industrial employer in Virginia and one 
of the largest shipyards in the world. As the Shipyard 
fueled the U.S. Navy and war efforts during the first 
part of the 20th century, the SEC flourished. Black 
and white shipyard laborers and administrators, as 
well as bankers, merchants, and contractors lived 
together in the densely-populated, middle class 
community, albeit in different sections. 

By the mid-20th century, the housing stock in certain 
sections of the neighborhood began to experience 
deterioration and, like many American cities in the 
1950s and 1960s, suburban migration occurred.       
This was followed by economic decline and soon 
large concentrations of public and assisted housing 
sites, such as Ridley Place apartments, disrupted 
the fabric of the SEC. Today, more than half of the 
household units (61%) in the neighborhood are either 
public housing or project-based Section 8 units. 
And there are no market-rate apartments within the 
neighborhood where average rents are 32 percent 
lower than in the city.  

Despite its proximity to downtown, the MRCN exhibits 
some of the deepest need in the city. It is battling a 
poverty rate of 54 percent, which is more than three 
times that of the city (15%) and unemployment of 14 
percent, which is more than double the citywide rate 
of 5.8 percent. The median income of the MRCN is 

The framework of a walkable, 
mixed-use, diverse, and welcoming 
community remains. And so does 
the will to thrive. 



Residents, stakeholders, and local leaders played an integral role in 
developing a transformative vision for revitalization.
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To build on this momentum, the City has 
prioritized the SEC in its comprehensive plan and 
Capital Improvement Plan. The Newport News 
Redevelopment and Housing Authority (NNRHA) 
is also stabilizing the neighborhood by investing 
in Marshall Courts, Jefferson Lofts, Orcutt Homes, 
and by adding more than 120 affordable infill 
homeownership units. NNRHA also removed the 
defunct Dickerson Courts/Harbor Homes public 
housing development and is purchasing other 
strategic sites, including Waterfront Lumber, which 
is located adjacent to Ridley Place. Newport News 
Public Schools (NNPS) recently completed the 
award-winning Discovery STEM Academy, which 
serves the neighborhood from just outside of the 
boundary. 

The community is ripe for revitalization with over 
100 acres in aggregate of public and private vacant 
land with interstate visibility and access, proximity to 
Downtown and the waterfront, and a location that 
remains less than two miles from the Newport News 
Shipyard, as well as several other regional job centers.   

A TIME TO LISTEN, LEARN, PLAN AND REBUILD TRUST 
With financial assistance from a Choice 
Neighborhoods Initiative Planning Grant funded 
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), the City, NNRHA, and Hampton 
Roads Community Action Program (HRCAP) led a 
year-and-a-half community-driven planning process 
resulting in this Transformation Plan. The intent was 
to create an aspirational yet implementable vision 
for revitalization of the MRCN that harnesses this 
momentum and builds upon previous efforts and 
recent investments. 

Recognizing the community’s skepticism that 
change could occur, the planning process 
emphasized transparency and utilized a rigorous 
outreach strategy to engage stakeholders of 
every age and interest. A Needs Assessment, 
an educational leadership series, a bus trip to 
Charlotte, North Carolina, a planning handbook, 
a monthly newsletter and website, and multiple 
community clean-ups, children’s activities, and one-
on-one interviews were among the many tools used 
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to hear from and listen to community members. 
These activities were critical to rebuilding a sense of 
trust and fostering home-grown champions to help 
shepherd the plan through realization.   

The process identified the challenges facing Ridley 
Place and neighborhood residents and analyzed 
the underlying causes. It also pinpointed physical, 
institutional, and service-oriented assets to use 
as a foundation to build on. Ridley Place and 
neighborhood residents, local leaders, business 
owners, community organizations, and other 
neighborhood stakeholders came together to 
form a Steering Committee, Community Advisory 
Committee, Early Action Subcommittee, and three 
task forces. Collectively, they shaped a thoughtful, 
forward-looking vision with a set of clear strategies 
and measurable goals that form a roadmap to 
propel the community forward. The vision has 
generated a surge in the community’s optimism that 
positive change will occur as a result of the plan.

FIRST STEPS
The Early Action Activities Subcommittee identified 
three projects to build on the momentum of 
the planning effort and ignite the process of 
implementing the Transformation Plan. These 
activities were carefully selected over the course 
of several meetings and discussions, and involved 
research, site visits, conversations with other 
residents, and cost analyses. These activities involve 
physical improvements to enhance and celebrate 
the distinctive character of the neighborhood. As the 
planning process comes to a close, we have already 
rolled up our sleeves and begun implementing 
these activities. 
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The MRCN has solid infrastructure, a rich history, 
numerous amenities and services, and has captured 
the energy and commitment of local leaders. Now 
comes the time to connect (or reconnect) people 
in need to these services, jobs, a mix of quality 
affordable housing, transportation, and a life of 
possibilities. 

Although the Transformation Plan is broken into 
three individual components—Neighborhood, 
Housing, and People Plans—the lines within and 
between the plans are intentionally blurred as the 
goals and strategies are designed to complement 
one another and work together to maximize the 
overall neighborhood revitalization effort. 

 



NEIGHBORHOOD
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The Marshall-Ridley Choice Neighborhood 
will be a culturally-rich, diverse, and resilient 
community with excellent businesses, services, 
and schools, and safe streets for all modes of 
travel with connections to the waterfront and 
region.

GOAL 1: Connectivity: Improve connectivity 
of the community to the larger region by 
increasing the number and frequency of transit 
options. 

GOAL 2: Economic Development: Foster 
economic development along Jefferson 
Avenue to create a vibrant commercial corridor, 
supporting home-grown, neighborhood-based 
businesses.

Defined gateways welcome those entering  
the Marshall-Ridley Choice Neighborhood, 
which is distinguished by clean, tree-lined 
streets and charming homes with front 
porches inviting conversation. Jefferson 
Avenue anchors the busy main street 
corridor where residents run errands and 
catch up with friends. Visitors and new 
residents are struck by the distinctive 
sense of community, its waterfront culture, 
and celebrated African-American history. O
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SUMMARY OF GOALS

GOAL 3: Neighborhood Health: Build upon the 
neighborhood’s waterfront location and porch-
friendly character to make the community greener, 
more walkable and welcoming, energy efficient, and 
resilient.

GOAL 4: Safety: Create an environment that is 
welcoming, peaceful and safe so that residents 
and visitors feel at ease walking throughout the 
neighborhood.

GOAL 5: Sense of Place: Embrace the community’s 
culture and heritage to enhance and distinguish 
the neighborhood’s character and establish a sense  
of place.

This mixed-income, urban-oriented 
neighborhood with bike paths, well-lit 
streets, parks and recreational spaces is 
generating newfound energy. People  
of all ages, incomes, and backgrounds 
enjoy access to quality education and 
training, employment opportunities,  
and healthcare, enabling them to live 
healthy and productive lives, pursue 
their potential, and look toward a  
better future. 



HOUSING

PEOPLE
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We envision a vibrant, mixed-income neighborhood 
with children playing outside and friends visiting 
with one another on their front porches. An inviting 
place where affordable and accessible housing 
is indistinguishable and people from varied 
backgrounds and at different stages of life feel 
comfortable. An intergenerational community that 
is welcoming, walkable, and safe.

GOAL 1: Provide diverse housing types for a diverse 
community. 

The Housing Plan will include housing for all people, 
at all ages, income levels, tenure, and backgrounds 
that celebrates the neighborhood’s diversity.

GOAL  2: Integrate various housing types in an 
indistinguishable manner.

Accessible housing will be integrated seamlessly 
across all sites, fostering an intergenerational 
community where people can age in place.

We envision a sustainable community where children 
and adults have access to knowledge, resources, 
and amenities that allow them to be active, healthy, 
and self-sufficient so that they can thrive.   

GOAL 1: Health 1: Improve access to a full range 
of quality health services and foster primary care 
relationships.

GOAL 2: Health 2: Reduce food insecurity, expand 
access to fresh, affordable, nutritious food, and 
encourage healthy living.

GOAL 3: Education 1: Increase availability and 
strengthen quality of early education programs in 
the neighborhood so that 100% of children living in 
Ridley Place will enter Kindergarten ready to learn.

GOAL 4: Education 2: Create a continuum of 
enriched learning and support opportunities.

GOAL 5: Education 3: Strengthen school-to-
career pathway by fostering college and career 
preparedness to maintain a 100% on-time 
graduation rate for youth. 

GOAL 6: Employment 1: Fill in the skills gap and 
bolster job readiness.

GOAL 7:  Employment 2: Boost local employment 
opportunities.

GOAL 8: Employment 3: Get connected: foster 
resiliency and self-sufficiency.

GOAL  3: Provide affordable housing citywide in an 
equitable way. 

Affordable housing will be distributed equitably in 
the neighborhood and downtown to deconcentrate 
low-income housing in the neighborhood.

GOAL 4: Increase the rate of homeownership in  the 
neighborhood.

The addition of new homes along visible corridors 
along with financial counseling and incentives 
for first-time home buyers and civil servants will 
encourage homeownership in the neighborhood.  

GOAL 5: Foster community.

Design features such as front porches and the 
orientation of the buildings overlooking sidewalks, 
parks, play spaces, and gardens, will bring people of 
all ages together and create a sense of community. 




