Jeff Speck, AICP, LEED, Affiliate ASLA

Narrative in support of his nomination to Honorary ASLA Membership

Jeff Speck is a city planner who works with civic leaders to make their communities more livable.  Through design work, lectures, writing, and federal service, he has contributed to an international movement that seeks to re-center the practice of urban design around humanist principles.  Trained as an art historian and architect, he has made a career of uniting the myriad professions – landscape architecture prominent among them – that must come together in the creation of place and in support of viable community. 

From 2003 through 2007, Mr. Speck served as Director of Design at the National Endowment for the Arts.  In this position, he managed over five million dollars in grants to non-profit organizations, while overseeing the Endowment’s three leadership initiatives in design: the Mayors’ Institute on City Design, Your Town: Citizens’ Institute on Rural Design, and the Governor’s Institute on Community Design, which he created.

It is the job of the Director of Design to convene the panels that determine which NEA grant applicants receive funding, and in that role Mr. Speck made certain that every seven-member panel included a landscape architect.  Among these were Julie Bargman, Glenn Smith, and Charles Birnbaum, who served multiple times.  Under Mr. Speck’s leadership, significant cash grants were awarded to, among others, the Confluence Project, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, the Chicago Horticultural Society, the Pennsylvania Environmental Council, and the ASLA, in support of its green roof.

Over four years, Mr. Speck convened more than twenty sessions of the Mayors’ Institute on City Design, each of which brought together eight mayors and eight designers for three days of intensive discussions around the most pressing design challenges facing each mayor’s city.  At each of these sessions, he was careful to include around the table at least one landscape architect to advise the mayors.  These professionals included Margie Ruddick, Martha Schwartz, Michael Vergason, Walter Hood, and many others.  After Hurricane Katrina, in a special double Institute for gulf coast mayors and Mayor Nagin of New Orleans, he recruited Mary Margaret Jones to share her unique perspective on the redevelopment of waterfronts in flood-prone areas.

A podcast interview of Jeff Speck, principally on the topic of the Mayors’ Institute, can be found on the ASLA website at http://www.asla.org/land/podcasts/am1.mp3
Under his leadership, the Your Town program, run by the faculty of landscape architecture at SUNY Syracuse, experienced a renewed commitment of funding, energy, and enthusiasm from the NEA.  Rather than simply attending this program’s sessions as a funder and observer, Mr. Speck took advantage of his planning background to lead design exercises and to help the subject communities learn to take control of their physical futures.  He also worked with the program directors, Shelley Mastran and Richard Hawkes ASLA, to recruit the ULI’s Ed MacMahon, Honorary ASLA, to commit to attending every single session of the program. 

Recognizing that many cities’ design challenges are profoundly impacted by state policy, Mr. Speck created a third NEA Leadership Initiative, the Governors’ Institute on Community Design.  Co-funded by the EPA, the Governors’ Institute works with state leaders and their cabinets to create programs and policies to encourage and implement smart growth.  Not every NEA design director has the opportunity to create a new initiative, and Mr. Speck lobbied support within the agency, secured matching funds from the EPA, and presided over the establishment of this program, which serves four states each year.  So far, the Governors’ Institute has invested over a million dollars in helping state leadership to conduct regional planning in Delaware, Virginia, Maryland, Arizona,  Montana, and elsewhere.

As an ambassador from the federal government to the design professions, Mr. Speck attended several of ASLA’s annual meetings, at which he spoke on a number of topics.  In one session, he introduced Mayor Joseph Riley, Honorary ASLA.  In San Francisco, he led a Mayors roundtable in which five city mayors discussed their cities’ landscapes with audience members.  His advocacy for the NEA at these meetings contributed to the number of landscape architects who chose to apply to the Endowment for financial support of their public-minded efforts.  In 2007, he was granted the status of ALSA affiliate member.

Prior to his federal service, Mr. Speck spent ten years as Director of Town Planning at Duany Plater-Zyberk and Company (DPZ), where he helped the firm solidify its status as the leading practitioner of the New Urbanism, a global effort that seeks alternatives to suburban sprawl and urban disinvestment.  During Mr. Speck’s tenure, DPZ completed designs for over one hundred and fifty new towns, regional plans, and community revitalization projects.  More than forty of these were either led or managed by Mr. Speck, including influential designs for Rosemary Beach, Florida; Cornell, Ontario; and Loreto Bay, Mexico; as well as downtown master plans for Fort Myers and Baton Rouge. 

While at DPZ, Mr. Speck conceived, and co-authored with Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, the book Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream, published March, 2000 by Farrar Straus Giroux.  Called “the bible of urbanists,” by the Wall Street Journal, it has sold over 80,000 copies and is taught in universities across the U. S. and overseas.  He is currently completing the manuscript, with Andres Duany, for The Smart Growth Manual, to be published in 2009 by McGraw Hill.

Mr. Speck received a Masters in Architecture with Distinction from the Harvard Graduate School of Design, where he studied under Raphael Moneo, Fred Koetter, and Jorge Silvetti; he also served as Head Teaching Fellow in architectural history at Harvard College.  He graduated Magna Cum Laude from Williams College, and also holds a Masters in Art History, earned as a Syracuse University Fellow in Florence, Italy.
Now returned to private practice, Mr. Speck lectures nationally, serves as a contributing editor to Metropolis magazine, and works as a consultant to private developers and public officials.
















