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Architect Karr honored for his service to the 
community

E-Mail This Article

by Kevin J. Shay
Staff Writer

Jan. 21, 2005

No matter how busy Steven J.
Karr gets while running his 
own business, he's never too 
busy to stop and help a local 
organization.

Karr, president of Rockville 
architectural firm Steven J. 
Karr, AIA, Inc., recently 
received the 2004 Paul H. 
Kea, FAIA Medal for service to 
the profession from the 
Potomac Valley Chapter of the 
American Institute of 
Architects. Kea was an 
architect and civic leader who 
founded Kea, Shaw, Grimm & 
Crichton, which later became 
the Washington, D.C., firm of 
Grimm and Parker, and 
helped start the Potomac 
Valley chapter. 

The award recognizes Karr's 
two-plus decades of practice 
and community service, which 
includes current positions on 
the Wheaton Redevelopment 
Steering Committee and the 
board of Habitat for Humanity 
of Montgomery County Inc.

"I've always believed in giving 
back," said Karr, 50. "I try to 
fit in at least 10 hours of 
community-based work each 
week."

The New York native grew up 
on Long Island and earned 
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bachelor's degrees in architecture and housing economics from Cornell 
University in Ithaca, N.Y. After a year working as a facilities manager at Cornell, 
Karr and his wife, Susan, sought a warmer climate.

They found their new home when they visited Washington for the annual cherry 
blossom festival in the spring of 1980.

"We drove home ... running into snow and ice as we crossed into New York," 
Karr said. "We looked at each other and said that was it."

Once in Washington, Karr started focusing on his architectural career. In 1984, 
he formed an architectural firm with a partner in Kensington and later moved 
the company to Wheaton.

Karr's first big commercial project with his company was renovating the 
Wheaton Shopping Center on Georgia Avenue and University Boulevard in 1985.

"Once my job site sign went up for the project, I knew someone would take 
notice," Karr said. "Twenty years later, and I am still working on Wheaton."

He soon became deeply involved in commercial revitalization efforts in Wheaton, 
and was soon appointed a commissioner on the Historic Preservation 
Commission of Montgomery County, on which he served six years, including one 
as chairman. Karr also was president of the Wheaton Kensington Chamber of 
Commerce, a board member of the Montgomery County Chamber of Commerce, 
co-moderator of the Montgomery County Planning Board's Commercial Zones 
Advisory Task Force and president of the Potomac Valley chapter of the 
American Institute of Architects.

After a hiatus from such organizations to focus on his business, Karr was 
appointed last year to the Habitat and Wheaton groups. He also serves on the 
Montgomery College Advisory Council of the Architectural Technology and 
Construction Management Programs. 

Karr's business, which provides architectural, land planning and construction 
management services to private developers, nonprofit organizations, 
public-private partnerships and government agencies, has remained small and 
lean, supported by a seasoned staff of three. The company, which moved from 
Wheaton to Rockville in 1999, has lasted longer than most startups. 

"We've survived two recessions, growing our expertise with the complexity, size 
and diversity of our project base," Karr said.

He has worked on more than a dozen commercial projects in Wheaton alone, 
including Montgomery County's Charles W. Gilchrist Center for Cultural Diversity 
and the recently completed Levin-Greenberg Building, featuring the 
"Levin-Greenberg Sextet" by Bethesda artist Phillip Ratner and gifted by the 
Leonard A. and Linda K. Greenberg Charitable Foundation in memory of the late 
music store owner Chuck Levin. 

"Wheaton has a lot of small-town holdouts ... and Chuck was the best," Karr 
said. "There aren't too many places left where you can still get to know the shop 
owners."

Karr is now working with Bethesda developer and 18-year client Lenny 
Greenberg to redevelop Greenberg's recently acquired Anchor Inn properties, 
including the Wheaton Volunteer Rescue Squad property controlled by Karr and 
Greenberg. They have alternate schemes ready to go "depending on what 
action, if any, the county takes on modifying the Wheaton Preservation Overlay 
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Zone," Karr said. "But that's another story for another day."

In addition to more than 80 commercial projects for Greenberg, Karr has worked 
on numerous projects in other areas, mostly in Montgomery County, as well as 
Prince George's County, Washington and Alexandria, Va. 

Other longtime clients include Robert Levin of Chuck Levin's Washington Music 
Center of Wheaton, EagleBank of Bethesda, National Rehabilitation Hospital of 
Washington and Suburban Hospital Healthcare System of Bethesda. 

The Karrs have two sons, Jonathan, a 20-year-old junior at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and David, a 17-year-old Winston Churchill High School 
senior who plans to attend Cornell. Susan is the director of state education 
practices for the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association in Rockville. 
They live in Potomac. 
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