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From the Editor: Should Architects
Care Where Their Tax Dollars Go?

Each year our elected representatives to
the state government go through a
ritual to determine how the revenues of
the State of California will be allocated
to different purposes and agendas. This
allocation process results in a state bud-
get. This budget is intended to reflect
the priorities of the people of California
and establish the state’s expectations
for the expenditure of the collective
contributed tax dollars from individuals
and businesses.

Combining federal and state taxes,
most employed Californians and their
associated enterprises contribute 21 to
38 percent of their income in tax rev-
enues. This means that each individual
or business spends approximately three
to five months a year working for the
government—even if they are not on
the government payroll. The table to
the right documents the funding catego-
ries by type and percentage to the major
components of state government for the
1977-78 and 1997-98 fiscal years. The
graphs on the following page illustrates
the type and magnitude of funding
shifts in the state general fund budget
over this twenty-year period.

It should be noted that the primary
shifts occurred in three major areas:

1) In K-12 education the funding
responsibilty shifted from local funds to
state funds. The rate of funding in this
category has not changed considerably,
only the source. 2) Higher education in
1977-78 represented almost 50 percent
of the state general fund budget. In
1997-98 it commanded only 13 percent
of the general fund budget. 3) Health
and welfare services was allocated 5.34
percent of the budget in 1977-78 and
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28.1 percent in 1997-98. This shift re-
flects greater responsibility for the state
to fund health and welfare programs,
and it also illustrates a significant in-
crease in the type and size of health
and welfare programs in California.

In addition to the general funds
provided for operating state govern-
ment and its programs, the legislature
authorizes the sale of capital improve-
ment bonds. In 1997-78 the state ap-
proved $407 million in bond funding.
In 1997-98 authorized capital outlay
bonds were $760 million, a 51 percent
increase over 20 years. When these fig-
ures are adjusted for inflation, the in-
crease in real dollars for construction is
not significant. In both fiscal year bud-
gets, 85 percent of the capital outlay
funding was through the sale of general
obligation bonds.

For architects and other environ-
mental designers, the structure of the
state budget has direct implications on

General Fund Expenditures by Agency
State of California
(Dollars in Millions)

1977-78 % | 1997-98" %
Legislative, Judicial, 256 (8.59 1416 | 2.7
Executive
State and Consumer 100 [3.36 394 | 0.76
Services
Business, 34 |1.14 260 0.5
Transportation &
Housing
Trade and Commerce 0 0 98 | 0.19
Resources 227 |7.62 782 | 1.51
Environmental 0 0 150 | 0.29
Health and Welfare 159 [5.34 14,551 | 28.1
Youth and Adult 349 [11.7 4,300 | 8.32
K-12 Education 41 .[1.38 | 22,082 | 42.7
Higher Education 1,482 [49.7 6,589 12:7
General Government 331 |11.1 1,070 | 2.07
Total $2,979 | 100 | $51,692 100

*Note: Governor’s May Revised
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the type and, in some cases, the amount
of capital improvements made to state
facilities. The question is: Will the state
build more schools, prisons, performing
arts centers, city halls, roads and
bridges or more assistance to affordable
housing or other community support
environments?

As architects, we sometimes like to
think our agendas are exempt from
politics and its associated outcomes,
but they are not. Everyday lives of ar-
chitects and other environmental de-
signers are becoming more influenced
by governmental action. We spend a
significant amount of time responding
to the regulatory and political context
of professional practice. These activities
play an important role in setting not
only our design agendas and the result-
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ing environmental quality, but also in
influencing state government to fund
facilities for the delivery of services and
programs.

This volume of Architecture Cali-
fornia records issues and activities
which have been either directly or indi-
rectly influenced by state funding and/
or legislative policy and action. This in-
fluence ranges from funding limits on
capital projects, to registration and
licensure authority, and design and
code regulations. It is hoped that one
or more of the articles which follows
will open debate and expand our un-
derstanding of the political context of
architectural practice.

W. Mike Martin, AIA
Editor
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GSA Design Excellence Program:
Its Origins and Intentions

Gilbert Delgado, AIA

“Public Buildings are part of a nation’s
legacy, a symbol to the American
people of what Government is about,
not just places where public business is
conducted today.” With these words,
Robert A. Peck, Commissioner of the
Public Buildings Service, introduced
GSA’s Design Excellence Program.
Since 1993, GSA’s Design Excellence
Program has elevated quality design in
federal architecture. Some would de-
scribe GSA’s renewed commitment to
improve the quality of federal design as
a refreshing departure from the post
Cold War federal architecture. This
commitment to better design is particu-
larly significant because in this decade,
GSA will spend approximately $10 bil-
lion on new federal construction
projects.

In the four years since its incep-
tion, Design Excellence has produced
buildings that have won awards and
lived up to Peck’s inspirational words.
In the beginning, the primary aim of
Design Excellence was to bring into the
federal fold greater creativity and a
higher design standard. As the program
unfolds, other important aims are
emerging. GSA’s goals are to create op-
portunities for new and diverse archi-
tectural perspectives and to integrate
design excellence concepts into other
areas such as urban design and the de-
sign of interior spaces. Moreover, GSA,
through Design Excellence principles,
has demonstrated that quality design
concepts can improve federal work-
places in their visual appeal and in
their functional use.

In order to achieve design excel-
lence, it took creativity and boldness
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Evo A. DeConcini U.S. Courthouse & Federal
Building, Tucson, AZ.

on the part of professionals at the GSA.
Over the years, procurement procedures
and other federal policies resulted in
federal architecture that was produced
with more concern placed on public ac-
countability than architectural design.
As a result, the selection procedures em-
phasized laborious procurement prac-
tices which submerged design issues.

It gradually resulted in a small pool
of architectural offices doing most of
the government’s lucrative design work.
This kept many of the nation’s top de-
signers from competing for federal
work. According to GSA’s chief archi-
tect, Ed Feiner, FAIA, three primary
factors led GSA to Design Excellence—
“A large building program, the right
people at the right place and time, and



political leadership interested in leaving
a legacy of high quality buildings.”
GSA had a valuable opportunity to not
only improve the process, but to imple-
ment it on a grand scale. The extraor-
dinary volume of work would also
guarantee a high level of visibility and
draw the attention and interest of
many stakeholders in the design and
construction of federal buildings.

In the spring of 1993, GSA hosted
a workshop to investigate alternative
selection processes for architectural ser-
vice contracts. GSA invited profession-
als including Hugh Hardy, Eugene
Kohn, Guy Obata, and Margaret
McCurry to participate. The results of
the workshop were the total transfor-
mation of GSA’s A/E selection process.
The new process would emphasize
quality architectural design.

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE
SELECTION PROCESS

Streamlining the selection process was
key to improving the quality of federal
design and achieving the other impor-
tant objectives of the Design Excellence
program. Modifications of the selection
process were made within the confines
of the 1972 Brooks Act, a federal law
requiring GSA to consider the archi-
tects’ qualifications ahead of their fees.
The revised selection procedures sim-
plified proposal requirements and re-
duced GSA’s evaluation time.

Currently, GSA is undergoing one
of the largest building programs in its
50-year history. The streamlined proce-
dures will have a significant impact on
both industry and government. The
current building program expands
GSA’s demand for A/E talent and cre-
ates opportunities for the agency to
seek new and diverse talent. By reduc-
ing the cost to compete for Federal
work, GSA is attracting emerging tal-
ent and increasing the participation of
small firms.

The changes level the playing field
among different sized firms to compete
for GSA business. Under the old system,
firms competing for GSA work had to
complete exhaustive Standard Forms
254 and 255 and appear at the first in-
terview with a full team of consultants
and contractors. Under Design Excel-
lence, GSA no longer evaluates the en-
tire design team during the first stage of
submission leading to a short list. The
cost of developing a team of consultants
and preparing the documentation re-
quired by the SF-254/2535s is deferred
until a lead architect is shortlisted. By
reducing the cost of the first stage of
submission, more firms can easily com-
pete. This has resulted in a broader
portfolio of government work.

Since the revised program is design
driven, the emphasis of the first stage
review is on the quality of past architec-
tural design rather than prior govern-
ment experience. To assist GSA in the
selection, the government team is ad-
vised by a peer. Once a firm is hired,
GSA brings in private sector advisors,
usually three, for the design concept
review. In Feiner’s words, “Their role is
to provide a private sector or academic
perspective to make our work the best

the architectural profession can pro-

duce.”

Previous Selection
Process

Design Excellence

Stage One/

The firms submirt

The firm submits

Shortlisting | SF-254s & SF-2535s photographs of past
showing complete work and supportive
design and production | narrative.
team, management
approach, etc.

GSA The team was The team consists of

Evaluation | composed of 4 to § 2 to 3 members of

Team members of the GSA the GSA regional

regional office.
Sometimes the team
included a prominent
tenant such as a
federal judge.

office, a private
sector peer advisor,
and usually a
prominent tenant.

Stage Two/
Selection

The firm submitted
additional
presentation materials
as required and was
interviewed.

The firm submits
SF-254s & SF-255s
showing complete
design and
production team.
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Feiner was instrumental in setting
up a nationwide network of advisors to
serve on GSA’s selection panels. Advi-
sors are appointed by the Commissioner
of the Public Buildings Service for two-
year terms. For projects over $25 mil-
lion, architects participate as advisors.
They contribute to the design excellence
process by helping to articulate the per-
spectives of both GSA and the customer
and often can point out things not con-
sidered by either. In the four years since
the implementation of the revised selec-
tion process, GSA has contracted with
established talents such as AIA Fellows
Michael Graves, Richard Meier, Robert
Stern, George Hartman, Warren Cox,
Hugh Hardy, Norman Pfeiffer, James
Freed and others.

Other changes in the selection and
review process reflect GSA’s commit-
ment to elevating federal design. GSA
has incorporated the participation of
users. When a project has special re-
quirements, the selection panel may
include a client representative, such as
a judge or clerk, for design of a court-
house.

Recognizing that there is a pool of
untapped design talent that may not
qualify under more orthodox selection
processes, GSA is exploring alternative
methods of procuring design services,
such as competitions. Recently, the San
Francisco GSA regional office, in col-
laboration with the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, awarded the
redesign of a major public plaza to two
designers in their mid-twenties, after a
anonymous competition. “Competi-
tions excite the system and create great
interest across the profession,” says
Feiner.

The success of the new way of con-
ducting business has not gone unno-
ticed. In 1996, Architecture magazine
dedicated an issue to the exciting new
portfolio of federal building designs. In
all, 24 courthouses and a collection of
various other building types were show-
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Federal Building and Courthouse, Las Vegas, NV.

cased, demonstrating the federal
government’s new attitude towards ar-
chitectural design. One of the projects,
the new Phoenix Federal Courthouse
designed by Richard Meier, FAIA, re-
ceived a Progressive Architecture
Award for 1996.

In 1990, GSA established a bi-an-
nual design awards program to encour-
age and recognize innovative design in
federal buildings and to honor notewor-
thy achievements in the preservation
and renovation of historic structures.
Recognizing that it takes a community
of disciplines to produce great design,
GSA honors individuals and projects in
the fields of architecture, historic pres-
ervation, urban design, interior and
landscape architecture, engineering, art
and graphic arts. The juries are com-
posed of nationally recognized profes-
sionals. In 1996, over 20 projects were
recognized with six receiving Honor
Awards.

Through Design Excellence, GSA
is delivering an accountable process for
achieving quality architectural design.
The acknowledgment of its success has
come in many ways. When the Ameri-
can Battle Monuments Commission em-
barked on the sensitive task of develop-
ing a selection process for the design of
a monument to veterans of the World
War II, they entrusted the process to
GSA. And, the National Institutes of
Health used the process to build a new
$400 million hospital.



