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Rockville-Based Architect/Construction Manager Evokes Emotions 

By Stephanie Kriner
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Christoph Ruesch Neuroscience Research Center Addition
at NRH - Washington, DC

Christoph Ruesch Neuroscience Research Center  - 
Technology Demonstration Hall

Steve Karr Architect 

Steven J. Karr, AIA says that 

he has remained in the construc-

tion business for more than two 

decades because “it’s the only 

thing I know how to do,” but 

these words don’t express how 

passionate he feels about his 

trade. When the Rockville-based 

architect and construction man-

ager talks about his vocation, his 

enthusiasm is less contained. 

For, through his work he has 

been overcome with nostalgia at 

seeing a building he renovated 

razed to rubble 16 years later for 

his new redevelopment of the 

site; moved to tears while watch-

ing autistic children thriving 

in a building he designed; and 

shocked with pride at receiving 

a service award from Habitat 

for Humanity of Montgomery 

County. 

But all those things didn’t have 

to happen to make Karr love his 

job. He gets excited just talking 

about the projects he has worked 

on -- mostly because he enjoys 

designing and building build-

ings that have positive effects 

on people and “their intrinsic 

understanding of the built envi-

ronment.”

“As architects and builders, we 

can try to understand how the 

brain reacts to sensory stimula-

tion and then translate that un-

derstanding into how we design 

buildings, even in places where 

most people wouldn’t expect an 

exciting experience,” he said. 

“We can induce the brain to react 

to the space it’s in.  For example, 

when we ‘see’ light and color, 

shadow and shade, volume and 

depth, such stimuli trigger neuro-

logical activity in our brains. If 

integrated into a building’s de-

sign, current research has shown 

us that these elements of design 

can reduce stress in a workplace 

setting, promote healing in a 

health care setting or facilitate 

learning in an educational set-

ting.”

One of the clients that Karr 

speaks most enthusiastically 

about is National Rehabilitation 

Hospital in Washington, D.C. 

Since 1995, he has taken on 15 

projects for the hospital. His 

most recent project at the hos-

pital was the Christoph Ruesch 

Neuroscience Research Center, a 

$1.8 million project designed by 

Karr and completed in 2004. The 

Center included a 4,860 square-

foot two-story addition, 7,216 

square feet in renovations and a 

1,242 square-foot patio enclosure 

for a “team member lounge.” 

Karr allowed his creativ-

ity to fl ourish as he invoked a 

hi-tech image for the hospital’s 

prestigious research center. “Hip 

metals like stainless steel and 

intense lighting created an excit-

ing research environment for the 

hospital,” he said.  He also left 

rooms with exposed pipes, duc-

twork and other systems. “You 

don’t see too many hospitals 

with exposed systems but hi-

tech labs are often designed this 

Continued on page B3
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Continued from page B2

way. I was trying to explore the 

connection between the hospital 

and the research and it came out 

great.”

Karr’s design included an-

other unique element. Instead 

of leaving the research labs 

closed off from the rest of the 

hospital, he decided to feature 

these program spaces behind 

glass so patients and others in 

the Center’s waiting area and 

main corridor could see activity 

inside. “My concept was very 

simple. When you go to Colo-

nial Williamsburg, you see the 

shoemaker making shoes and the 

candle maker making candles,” 

he said. While advising hospital 

administrators about potential 

plans for the center, Karr asked 

them, “Wouldn’t it be exciting 

if patients and visitors could 

get to see cutting edge research 

in the Center going on in Wil-

liamsburg-type experience?” 

Later, he added, “You can see the 

researchers working on the latest 

and greatest technology, working 

Continued on page B4

Community Support Service Center - Rockville, Md

Community Support Service Center - Main Hall

Steve Karr
Architect 
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TEL: 301 983-2344 • FAX: 301 983-3810 • STEVE@BERLINRE.COM

8225 SCOTCH BEND WAY, SUITE 200 • POTOMAC, MARYLAND 20854

ASSET & PROPERTY MANAGEMENT, LEASING, SALES &
CONSULTING TO INVESTORS & INSTITUTIONS
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Steve Karr’s success.

��������
������

Full Service Commercial Interior Finishes

������������������
������������������������

��������������������������������
����������������

7620-D Rickenbacker Drive
Gaithersburg, MD 20879

301-384-3294

with patients and subject test-

ing. This is very interactive 

for a hospital.” 

Before beginning a project, 

Karr challenges his clients 

to consider how a build-

ing will affect those who 

will use it. While meeting 

with National Rehabilita-

tion Hospital administrators 

to discuss plans for another 

project, The National Center 

for Children’s Rehabilitation 

(the fi rst pediatric in-patient 

rehabilitation facility in the 

Washington, D.C. metro 

area), he fi rst convinced them 

to stretch the limits of the tra-

ditional image most hospitals 

portray. When staff said they 

wanted to design the build-

ing around a childish theme, 

Karr argued that children of 

all ages would be using the 

center, and that such a theme 

wouldn’t appeal to teenagers. 

Instead, he suggested hi-

tech theme (and later expand-

ed that model with the hos-

pital’s research center). 

“I told them, ‘If you’re 

18 and you’re residing 

here 3 months or more, 

you don’t want to stare 

at balloons. What are all 

kids into, no matter what 

their age? Kids are into 

technology. Every kid 

by the age of 6 knows 

how to search the Web 

and play intensive video 

games. Let’s elevate 

these kids.”   

The fi nal design con-

tained a multitude of 

colors, hi-tech metals, 

modern shapes and 

trendy designs. Comput-

ers with wireless key-

boards were attached to 

beds, and patients were 

Continued on page B5
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Steven J. Karr
Architect 

Hollywood Station Offi  ce Building - College Park, Md

EagleBank Operations Center - Silver Spring, Md
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Continued from page B4

given access to the Internet, video 

games and Web T.V. “We kept it hip 

and we kept it cool. It’s all techno,” 

Karr said. 

When Karr renovated a ware-

house in 2002 for Community 

Support Services Center, a client 

that wanted to transform the dusty 

structure into a program center for 

autistic teens and young adults, 

he relished another opportunity to 

tailor his design for a building’s 

clientele. “I turned the ratchety old 

warehouse into a center of stimula-

tion,” he said. Using exposed steel, 

day lighting, glass panels and an 

assortment of 17 different colors in 

his design, he sought to stimulate 

the senses of the center’s autistic 

clients. The 14,000 square-foot 

renovation was completed in 2002 

and Karr is now planning a 6,800 

square-foot, two-story addition for 

this facility. 

Continued on page B6

Steven J. Karr
Architect 

The Conley Building - Design Model

The Conley Building under construction in Bethesda’s 
Woodmont Triangle - Construction Management by

Steven J. Karr, AIA Inc.



MARYLAND & D.C. CONSTRUCTION JOURNALJULY 2006PAGE B6

One of Karr’s biggest challenges 

came when a longtime client con-

sulted him with a dilemma. The cli-

ent, EagleBank, was moving staff 

from their headquarters in down-

town Bethesda to a Silver Spring 

warehouse district. Worried that 

worker morale would be affected 

when employees for the bank’s 

operating center were forced to 

move from the trendy restaurants 

and shops in Bethesda to a rather 

isolated industrial area, Karr was 

commissioned to do his magic. “I 

tried to create an environment con-

ducive to the technical operations 

of the bank and emotional needs of 

Continued from page B5

Steve Karr Architect 

Continued on  page B7
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We are proud to support
Steve Karr Architects

&
Habitat for Humanity.

7824 Beechcraft Avenue
Gaithersburg, MD 20879
301-987-8188 TEL
301-987-8144 FAX

its staff now working in a window-

less basement,” he said. 

Karr designed interior store-

fronts and a variety of openings in 

the walls, “so the employees could 

always look through these open-

ings and sense activity beyond. 

Working in a room with no win-

dows with no links to life outside 

is stressful on the mind,” he ex-

plained.

While Karr has been working as an 

architect and construction proj-

ect manager for 22 years, he just 

recently decided to dip into the 

development side of the industry, 

by acquiring development rights 

to the Wheaton Volunteer Rescue 

Continued from page B6

Squad located in the Wheaton Cen-

tral Business District.  

With a redevelopment opportu-

nity for 42,000 square-feet, Karr 

partnered with long time client 

of 20 years Lenny Greenberg of 

Greenhill Capital Corporation. The 

team decided to re-position the 

property along with Greenberg’s 

re-development of the Anchor 

Inn Restaurant properties, which 

are located adjacent to the Squad 

parcel. The Montgomery County 

Council, just this month adopted 

modifi actions to zoning overlay re-

strictions that now permit a higher 

density of development at the 

location of this assemblage, thus 

allowing for the full development 

of the combined 102,000 parcel 

of land. With zoning restrictions 

now removed, Karr and partner 

Greenberg have an oppportunity to 

develop more than 500,000 square 

feet of mixed use retail, residential 

and offi ce in the heart of the Whea-

Continued on page B9

Steve Karr Architect 

We are proud of our relationship with Steve Karr, AIA.

5701-M General Washington Dr.
Alexandria, VA  22312

www.americanpropertycc.com

703-941-7055
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MEYERS, RODBELL & ROSENBAUM, P.A.
Providing legal services to the real estate community

in Prince George’s, Montgomery, Anne Arundel 
Charles and St. Mary’s Counties

for over 30 Years

Land Use Planning and Development
Real Estate Transactions
Governmental Relations  

General Business 
Corporate Partnership and Banking Law

Litigation

William V. Meyers, Esq.
Robert H. Rosenbaum, Esq.

Linda C. Carter, Esq.
Russell E. Warfel, Esq.
Joseph B. Chazen, Esq.
Michele LaRocca, Esq.

Paul A. Turkheimer, Esq.
David A. Carter, Esq.

Edward S. Marin, Esq.

Meyers, Rodbell & Rosenbaum, P.A.
6801 Kenilworth  Avenue

Riverdale, Maryland  20737
Phone:  301.699.5800

Email:  admin@mrrlaw.net

10 East Baltimore Street

Suite 1405

Baltimore, MD  21202

Phone:  410-244-5800

Fax:  410-244-5810

1445 Research Boulevard

Suite 301

Rockville, MD  20850

Phone:  301-738-7061

Fax:  301-738-7065

23131 Three Notch Road

Suite 205

California, Maryland  20619

Phone:  301-737-3335

Fax:  301-779-5746

We are proud of our association with Steve Karr, AIA.
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ton Central Business District.

But Karr doesn’t plan to dedi-

cate all his time to this new ven-

ture. For one, he has his many 

civic engagements. In 2004, Karr, 

a past-president of the Potomac 

Valley Chapter of the American In-

stitute of Architects, was awarded 

the Chapter’s 2004 Paul H. Kea, 

FAIA Medal for Service to the 

Profession, an honor recognizing 

his many volunteer activities and 

contributions to the profession. 

Having served in various lead-

ership roles in county and local 

government committees, as well as 

on the boards of civic and nonprofi t 

organizations, Karr also recently 

received the fi rst Harry Semmes 

Award from Habitat for Humanity 

of Montgomery County. 

The Award, named in honor of 

Habitat’s Emeritus Board Mem-

ber and long time advocate Harry 

Semmes, recognized Karr for 

having assembled the volunteer 

team of leading design profes-

sionals Meral Iskir, AIA of SK&I 

Architects, Zivan Cohen, PE of 

Tadjer-Cohen-Edelson, Associates, 

Inc. and Andrew Schwartz, PE of 

Schwartz Engineering Inc., to pro-

vide architectural and engineering 

services for the design of Habitat’s 

24-unit “Linganore Woods” town 

home development, now under 

construction in Burtonsville, and 

as a key volunteer in the establish-

ment of Habitat’s 11,000-square-

foot ReStore located at 9100 

Gaither Road in Gaithersburg.   

Karr also arranged the dona-

tion of the contents of Wheaton’s 

former Anchor Inn Restaurant, 

valued at $82,000, from Leonard 

A. Greenberg of Greenhill Capital 

Corporation to Habitat to kick off 

the Restore’s inventory collection.  

While giving to the community, 

Karr plans to continue making time 

for his many loyal of clients. “We 

have a strong base of repeat cli-

ents. More than half of our current 

workload is for clients with whom 

we have been working for over 10 

years,” he said. 

Perhaps Karr’s long-term re-

lationships stem from his clients’ 

trust in his ability to turn buildings 

into places where people like to 

be. Of course, Karr admits that not 

everybody understands the impor-

tance of the connection between a 

building’s aesthetics and personal 

emotions. “When I fi rst present 

a plan, many of my clients’ fi rst 

reaction is that looks great but then 

they demand to know what is it go-

ing to cost or ask why they should 

pay extra for a curve when a box 

will do,” he said. “I tell them don’t 

ask why; it just makes people feel 

better, besides, it’s all going to cost 

too much anyway!”

Congratulations from the ECI team.

16010 Industrial Drive
Gaithersburg, MD 20877

301-330-0332

Continued from page B7

Steve Karr Architect 

Steven J. Karr, AIA, president of Steven J. Karr, AIA Inc. 

provides professional architecture, land planning and con-

struction management services to private developers, cor-

porate end-users, non-profi t institutions and public/private 

partnerships throughout Suburban Maryland, Washington 

DC and Northern Virginia.  You can learn more about the 

fi rm at www.sjkaia.com.
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Habitat for Humanity
of Montgomery County

Seeks Help from Construction Industry

By Stephanie Kriner
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Habitat for Humanity of Montgomery County

Continued on page B12

The small nonprofi t took on a 

colossal goal. In an area where land 

prices rank among the highest in 

the nation, Habitat for Humanity of 

Montgomery County’s tiny staff of 

three sought to fi nd space to build 

affordable housing. For the fi rst 24 

years, the nonprofi t, an affi liate of 

Habitat for Humanity International, 

could manage to fi nd land to build 

just one or two new homes a year. 

But that statistic is about to change 

dramatically. 

With the help of the Montgom-

ery County government, communi-

ty and local construction industry, 

Habitat has embarked on build-

ing an entire community of new 

homes. More than doubling the 

number of houses it has built since 

its founding in 1982, the local af-

fi liate has begun clearing land for 

Linganore Woods, a 24-unit town 

home community in Burtonsville, 

Md.  

“The project is going to be two, 

3-story town house buildings; [they 

are] back to back units,” explained 

Construction Manager Jeff Nettnin. 

The project fi rst became pos-

sible when county offi cials put 

the Habitat affi liate in touch with 

Artery Group, an area developer 

that agreed to donate the land. 

Then the goodwill kept rolling in. 

Steven Karr, a local architect and 

project manager, volunteered to 

serve as the Construction Manager 

until Habitat could hire one.  Torti 

Gallas & Partners, Inc. donated 

existing architectural drawings, 

which were then updated by SK&I; 

Schwartz Engineering completed 

the mechanical, electrical and 

plumbing drawings; Tadjer-Cohen-

Edelson Associates, Inc. assisted 

with structural plans; and Betsy 

Pettit of Building Sciences Cor-

poration did the energy review. 

Meanwhile, Centex Construction 

coordinated with subcontractors to 

provide silt control, tree removal, 

grading and haulage at the site, and 

Hubert Construction pitched in to 

rent a chipper. Longtime Habitat 

supporter, Bartley Construction 

will provide the foundations for the 

town home community.

“Everybody who has contributed 

has been a real big help,” said Net-

tnin. 

In addition to the help from 

outsiders, Montgomery County 

Habitat as an organization has had 

to grow to handle the huge project. 

It hired fi ve more staff members as 

well as several Vista/AmeriCorps 

volunteers. “We recognized that we 

needed to have support staff and 

infrastructure to accommodate this 

huge project,” said Shana New-

man, development associate who 

was among the new hires. 

As workers continue to prepare 

the site for construction, Habitat is 

expecting building permits to ar-

rive any day now. But unlike most 

builders, the organization has a 

different time schedule to complete 

its projects. 

“With Habitat our main goal is 

to involve the community at large. 

If I have to wait to get something 

done because that’s when I can use 

the largest number of volunteers, 

then I’ll wait,” said Nettnin, who 

has spent 30 years working for 

various residential and commercial 

builders.

Among the volunteer builders 

will be 14 families who have been 

selected to purchase a home in 

the Linganore Woods community. 

They are anxiously waiting to help 

begin construction of their new 

homes, according to Newman. 

One such future homeowner, To-

rie Stewart expressed her gratitude 

to Habitat, “Words cannot express 

the happiness and gratitude that my 

girls and I feel for being selected 

as a homeowner. The opportunity 

to Habitat, “Words cannot express 

the happiness and gratitude that my 

girls and I feel for being selected 

             Meral Iskir, AIA and Sami Kirkdill, AIA of
SK&I Architectural Design Group

Habitat for Humanity
of Montgomery County

Seeks Help from Construction Industry
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as a homeowner. The opportunity 

of being a homeowner will not 

only afford me to be a part of the 

American dream, but to also be a 

part of a great community. One of 

my biggest dreams in life was to 

become a homeowner. Thank you 

Habitat for Humanity for being a 

dream maker.”

While its pool of volunteers is 

on standby to help, Habitat hopes 

the construction industry will con-

tinue to contribute to the Linganore 

project too. “We’re still looking 

for suppliers and subcontractors 

who want to be involved. They can 

volunteer as individuals or donate 

some of their workers,” Netnin 

said. 

Karr, who serves on Habitat’s 

board, encourages those in the 

local construction industry to 

help out. “Although Montgomery 

County is as affl uent as it is, there 

is a signifi cant affordable housing 

defi ciency. Habitat cannot compete 

for land with developers,” he said.

Habitat is also willing to pay 

subcontractors who can com-

plete jobs such as electrical and 

plumbing work, fl ooring and 

roofi ng, which it relies on profes-

sionals to do. In addition, Nettnin 

hopes to fi nd contractors who can 

make the town homes more en-

ergy effi cient and environmentally 

friendly. 

“We’re trying to fi nd siding 

helpers to help make the homes 

inexpensive to maintain. If the bills 

and upkeep are through the roof, it 

doesn’t matter if these families can 

afford their mortgages,” he said. 

The organization is also look-

ing for suppliers who are willing to 

donate items, such as lumber, nails, 

drywall, toilets, sinks and fi xtures. 

They also can help by donating 

construction materials to Habitat’s 

“ReStore,” which opened on April 

22. The Restore sells donated con-

struction materials, home furnish-

ings and appliances to the com-

munity at discounts and uses the 

proceeds to build homes. Through 

a Maryland program, Habitat fi nan-

cial contributors are eligible for a 

state tax credit. 

The road to Linganore Woods 

has been a long one for Habitat, 

which must either compete against 

developers for land or hope for a 

donation. The Montgomery affi li-

ate must deal with the realities of 

land costs in this affl uent Maryland 

county. But the organization hopes 

the Linganore Woods project will 

signal a huge shift in how it scores 

properties. 

“Building communities of 

town homes is something unique 

to Montgomery County Habitat 

and it is one that has proven to be 

successful for many of the larger 

Habitat affi liates,” Newman said. 

“With the Linganore Woods com-

munity, we will be able to help 

even more deserving families. I be-

lieve it is the future for affordable 

housing development in our area.” 

But Nettnin predicts that Habitat 

still faces many challenges before 

it can make an obvious impact on 

the affordable housing market in 

Montgomery County. “It’s going 

to be diffi cult to move on to the 

next project,” he said.  “We have to 

make strong connections with the 

building community and develop-

ers.”

Newman added, “Our strategic 

planning goal is to build 20 homes 

per year by 2010.  And we know 

that bringing key members of the 

construction community on board 

is vital to our success.”

Habitat for Humanity of Mont-

gomery County is directed by an 

all-volunteer Board of Directors. 

Its goal is to reduce substandard 

housing by providing a “hand up 

rather than a hand out to help low-

income families realize the dream 

of home ownership.” Organizations 

that would like to donate supplies 

or to work on the Linganore Woods 

project as a volunteer or subcon-

tractor should contact Jeff Nettnin 

at 301-990-0014. Suppliers that 

would like to donate materials to 

the ReStore should call 301-947-

3304.

Proudly Congratulates 

on the Ground Breaking of

Linganore Woods - Burtonsville
24 new affordable town homes  built by Habitat Volunteers in

partnership with families ....working to realize the dream of
home ownership in Montgomery County, Maryland

SJKAIA Inc. commends the extraordinary volunteer efforts of
the design team that generously donated their time & talent

SK&I Architectural Design Group
• • Architecture of Record • • www.skiarch.com • •

 Schwartz Engineering, Inc.
• • Consulting Mechanical/Electrical Engineers • • www.schwartzpe.com • •

Tadjer-Cohen-Edelson Associates, Inc.
• • Consulting Structural Engineers • • www.tadjerco.com • •

with Best Wishes, Good Health & Prosperity to All - Steven J. Karr, AIA

STEVEN J. KARR, AIA INC. www.sjkaia.com

 ARCHITECTURE ••  LAND PLANNING ••  CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT

210 North Adams Street                              Rockville Maryland 20850 
tel 301.610.5210                                                         fax 301.610.5211

Habitat for Humanity of 
Montgomery County
Continued from page B11




