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Keep your 
options open and 
think about the 
type of work you 
would like to 
pursue.  Public 
architecture is 
highly rewarding, 
it serves all levels 
of society and is 
built to last for 
generations.

Most of DPW's large-scale 
projects in excess of $30 
million are designed by 
consultants and managed 
by our staff, and our own 
architects and engineers 
design small to medium 
size projects. 

This situation is unique to San Francisco Public Works; we have 
a workforce of about 60 architects, 20 landscape architects, 30 
construction managers and about 200 engineers. Our staff is 
responsible for designing a wide range of projects that include 
recreation centers, branch libraries, firehouses and renovation 
and seismic upgrades of multiple facilities.  

Because our agency oversees most of the public building 
projects in San Francisco and we have a large staff of architects 
and we have a City Architect who is also a Deputy Director.

Can you share some of the challenges of working as the 
City Architect and Deputy Director of Public Works for a 
major metropolitan city? How does your skill set and 
training as an Architect help you face and solve these 
challenges?

The biggest challenge for me, or any other Architect in a similar 
position overseeing a large portfolio of building projects, is 
setting clear client expectations around scope, budget, and 
schedule. Before we assign staff architects or consultants to 
design or renovate public buildings we spend a considerable 
amount of time working with neighborhood communities and 
client departments defining the projects to make sure they meet 
their expectations and the established budget. The challenge 
then becomes making sure that we develop building design 
solutions that can meet the budget, get built within our 
schedules and not create unanticipated problems to neighbors 
and visitors during construction.  As architects we are educated 
to apply critical thinking to problem solving and work in teams. 
Having this background I find it useful to work with colleagues 
from different disciplines in engineering, planning, finance and 
law to develop solutions that can meet the opportunities of 
building projects in San Francisco.   

How do you assure the taxpayers of San Francisco that 
capital projects for which you are responsible are run 
efficiently and with little capital waste? 

Delivering capital projects on-time and within budget is one of 
the most critical parts of my job. Client departments and 
taxpayers expect us to exercise good judgment when we are 
spending their money, and we take this responsibility very 
seriously. We start capital projects by carefully creating the 
budget to account for all anticipated costs. We pressure-test the 
budget against various building schedules, where we drive 
focus on enabling the critical path: time equals money. It is easy 
to concentrate on the construction cost, but it is not the only part 
of the budget. Items such as utility fees, moving expenses and 
building commissioning are often times overlooked and can 
create unpleasant surprises at the end of a project. We are 
mindful of the maintenance costs of the finished project and 
work with our clients to anticipate and plan for them in their own 
operating budgets. Once we establish a budget and schedule 
with our clients, we sign a memorandum of understating to 
document our commitment to deliver the project within a 
specific budget and schedule. We measure our performance 
against the signed agreement.  

What do you most like being the City Architect of San 
Francisco? What fulfills you?

I love San Francisco and the responsibility that comes with the 
overseeing the public projects that have a direct impact in our 
residents and visitors. Each time my wife and I take our children 
to a playground, library, or the Academy of Sciences, it gives 
me tremendous satisfaction to have been part of defining and 
overseeing the places that we enjoy as a family.

DPW has architects in staff - can you describe the 
differences of an architect working for the public sector 
versus the private sector?

We have architects on staff that are 100% dedicated to public 
projects, and they tend to work in our office because they enjoy 
the commitment of public service and making a difference in 
San Francisco. Their work ranges from small renovations in 
buildings that are not accessible to the public, but are critical to 
the City, such as water treatment plants, to new construction of 
our General Hospital. Aside from being focused on public 
projects, one of the main differences between private architects 
and DPW architects is that they have to take into account that 
construction will be performed by contractors who submit a low 
bid rather than a negotiated price and therefore their drawings 
and specifications have to be extremely thorough to avoid 
expensive change orders.

In what way can architects 
in the public sector make a 
contribution that they might 
not be able to provide 
practicing architecture in 
the private sector?

Architects in public practice 
have the opportunity to 
influence projects in their 
local communities that have a 
direct social and economical 
benefit to their city. For 
example, the design or 
renovation of a fire house will 
have a significant impact in 
how fire fighters use the 
building where they spent a 
significant amount of time. It 
will also impact their 
operations and can save time 
when they respond to 
emergencies.

What is your professional advice to those recent 
architectural graduates who are debating whether to 
pursue their profession in either the public or private 
sector?

Keep your options open and think about the type of work you 
would like to pursue. Architecture is a career of problem solving. 
Even if you start your career in private practice doing residential 
work, or commercial tenant improvements, you can eventually 
choose to work on public architecture by working for a firm who 
specializes in this type of work or working directly for an agency 
like DPW.  Public architecture is highly rewarding, it serves all 
levels of society and is built to last for generations.
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Architects are 
pretty much high-
class whores.  We 
can turn down 
projects the way 
they can turn down 
some clients, but 
we've both got to 
say yes to 
someone if we 
want to stay in 
business.

Are we design-professionals simply mercenaries/guns 
for hire? Are we sufficiently isolated and immune from 
any responsibility by virtue of our lack of power to 
influence the process? Is it ever acceptable to seek out 
these opportunities for fear of loss of project backlog 
and/or livelihood?

"I'm not interested in building gleaming streets for 
despots; I prefer making work in the challenges 
and constraints of a democracy than working in a 
homogenous system," he added. "I can't separate 
the formal geometry from the context of who they 
were commissioned by and the morality of those 
states."  - Daniel Libeskind

In truth, on such large, foreign projects we are part of a 
much larger enterprise and have no true influence on 
the means and methods – but this is faint absolution 
for knowing of the most egregious practices to follow 
our participation. Can design professionals practice 
according to not only the standards set by professional 
ethics, but by the rules of basic decency and regard for 
others, even those far away from us? The answer 
most certainly is yes. 

We obsess as we should regarding the impact of our 
industry on climate change – we seek out free trade 
products – we donate to micro-financing across the 
globe - why not be comparably concerned about the 
ramifications of our designs among those called upon 
for their construction? 

Most of us will never face the proposition described 
here, but in smaller ways, closer to home and among 
our own communities, we will often find ourselves 
faced with dilemmas of economic and social justice 
relevant to a project for which we are providing 
services. In very much the same way we must critically 
consider with whom we are involved, the alignment of 
our values with theirs in regard to the impact of built 
form, and the opportunity for the true betterment of the 
directly and indirectly affected. Such opportunities are 
abundant among both public and private sector clients.

It is a basic tenet of environmental design that as with 
the doctor’s oath, that first we do no harm. It may be 
that upon closer examination we find that we cannot 
accept a project’s impact and choose to decline – but 
look closely we must – we should be selective. 

To look away is simply beneath the dignity of our 
calling and our practices, and will not elevate our need 
for an identity and credibility as a profession genuinely 
invested in the health and welfare of our fellow human 
beings.

Daniel Libeskind
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Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto
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Can design professionals practice 
according to not only the standards set 
by professional ethics, but by the rules 
of basic decency and regard for others, 
even those far away from us? The 
answer most certainly is yes.

All tyranny needs to gain a 
foothold is for people of good 
conscience to remain silent.

Philip Johnson with the Sony 
Tower, formerly the AT&T 
Building completed in 1984.
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