
Mission Statement: 

AIA Cleveland uplifts our members and profession to engage and inspire our community through the power of architecture. 

Ms. Kate Brunswick CAE, Hon. AIA, Executive Director 

AIA OHIO 

400 West Wilson Bridge Road, Suite 120 

Worthington, OH 43085 

Dear Ms. Brunswick, 

I initially became aware of Mr. Fiala’s significant architectural and community service impact while an 

architectural intern in the office of Bruce Huston Architects in Willoughby, OH in 1993.  His passion for public 

sector architectural projects was evident then, and his firm’s- ThenDesign (TDA) - countless contributions to the 

built environment within that realm have been noteworthy.  With civic and educational projects serving as the 

foundation of their expansive portfolio, Robert evolved into an expert in collaboration and forming alliances 

between both public and private entities, serving as a fulcrum between sometimes disparate and competing 

agendas and perspectives.   

Robert’s and ThenDesign’s planning, design, and construction oversight of publicly funded projects over the past 

forty (40) years have led Mr. Fiala to embrace the idea of potentially embarking on an enriching political career 

that would be buttressed by his design ethos—improving communities. The notion of melding his learned 

architectural skills and expertise with his desire to uplift communities socially and economically has resulted in a 

successful pairing. 

As evidenced by countless architectural, planning, and preservation awards, citations, and acknowledgments 

coupled with community involvement on many boards, commissions, councils, and bureaus and ultimately 

culminating in his election as Mayor of the City of Willoughby in 2018~Present Mr. Fiala’s commitment to 

utilizing his talents for the betterment of mankind is unassailable.  The culmination of years of public 

engagement and design has uniquely positioned Robert to serve as a public servant with a distinguished skillset 

that places a premium on “problem seeking and solving”- which is the bedrock of architectural design. 

Mr. Fiala's tireless efforts have not gone unnoticed.  The American Institute of Architects, at the national level, 

has honored him with the title of “Citizen Architect”.  This prestigious recognition is a testament to his 

numerous contributions to his community, particularly his political engagement with various government 

branches. 

Our chapter stands firmly behind the nomination of Mr. Robert Fiala for the 2024 Public Service Award. 

With regard, 

W. Daniel Bickerstaff, AIA

AIA Cleveland President
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Bob Fiala has spent most of his professional career as a citizen architect and dedicated public 
servant driven to improve communities through advocacy and eff ort. Involved at the local, region-
al, state, and federal levels of government, Bob has been a tireless advocate for the environment, 
education, and the arts. The interplay of these contributes to a holisitic undertsanding of our world 
and supports the social and economic health of our communities. Bob is also actively involved with 
non-profi t and non-governmental organizations to further promote improved quality of life.

PROFESSIONAL REGISTRATIONS:
Registered Architect in Ohio, Florida,Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Nevada, 
New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennesse, Texas, Virgina, and West 
Virginia.

PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS:
Member of AIA, NCARB, and APA

CURRENT POSITIONS: 
Mayor and Safety Director, City of Willoughby
Executive Chairman and Founder of ThenDesign Architecture

EDUCATION:
University of Notre Dame, Bachelor of Architecture
University of Southern California, Masters in Urban Design

AIA INVOLVEMENT:
AIA Cleveland President 1993
AIA Cleveland Vice President 1992
AIA Cleveland Secretary 1991
AIA Public Architects Committee
AIA Committee on Architecture for Education

 

   
 

4230 River Street, Willoughby, OH 44094 | 440 269 2266 
  thendesign.com 

June 24, 2024 
 
 

Dear Nominating Committee, 

Through various roles including architectural firm principal, City of Willoughby Councilperson 
and Mayor of Willoughby, Robert ‘Bob' Fiala has made a significant impact on his community 
through public service. His work and office in downtown Willoughby have helped stabilize the 
original downtown core and maintain the character of historic Erie Street. When his firm’s 
office needed more space, the firm was able to acquire an abandoned Jr. High School, 
adjacent to the downtown core, that had been vacant for years and restore it to an 
architectural design studio.  Portions of the former school property have been sold off to a 
developer who is developing in-city housing with a mixture of three-story rowhouses and 
one-story townhouses which are helping to stabilize the downtown by making it a more 
walkable community providing additional patrons for the local coffeeshops, restaurants, bars, 
bakeries, and other small businesses. Bob fostered the growth of an Experience Economy in 
Downtown Willoughby with a focus on arts, entertainment, and culture. This development 
took years to bring together, requiring patience and perseverance.  His office now provides 
space for community meetings including Leadership Lake County, The Lake County 
Development Council and the Willoughby Arts Collaborative. 

In his role as Mayor of Willoughby, Bob Fiala has expanded his regional outlook and 
responsibilities by serving on regional committees including Habitat for Humanity, The Lake 
County Visitors Bureau, multi county stormwater management entities, and interacting with 
officials from adjacent counties including Geauga, Ashtabula, and Cuyahoga.  

I enthusiastically   nominate Robert Fiala for this award; he has been engaged in public 
service as a Citizen Architect contributing meaningfully, beyond personal gain, to the 
improvement of the community and human condition. Please give careful consideration to 
his candidacy. 

Thank you, 

 

E. Bradford Gellert, A.I.A. 

ThenDesign Architecture  
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AIA Ohio Public Service Award

Dear Committee Members,

I have known Robert (Bob) Fiala since I graduated from Kent State University in 1981. He was an 
established architect at my first place of employment, Richard L. Bowen and Associates, and became a 
go-to mentor and friend. Years later we reconnected at an AutoCAD class at a Lakeland Community 
College, located in Lake County where we both live. By that time Bob had established his own firm, Then 
Design in downtown Willoughby, OH and was also serving the city as a Councilman. We reconnected on 
both a professional and personal level. 

As a resident of Lake County, I witnessed Bob’s many years of service to the community as a Councilman 
and in his service to various boards in the area. When the long time Mayor of Willoughby retired in 2018, 
Bob ran for and won the election to become Mayor, all the while maintaining his connection to and 
leadership of Then Design which has grown to become one of the largest firms in Ohio, specializing in 
public school design. 

Willoughby always had a historic and popular downtown area and Bob’s recent efforts to connect the city 
to a local park and the Chagrin River will create a walkable community that will be enjoyed by future 
generations. His administration has also created community opportunities in the downtown area that have 
made it a gathering place for many residents of Lake County, including an annual Arts Fest which is 
heavily attended. 

As a past recipient of the AIA Ohio Public Service Award, I highly recommend Bob for this award for his 
many years of dedication to his city, his community and northeast Ohio. He has and continues to make 
a significant impact on our local Lake County community!

Sincerely

Mike Crislip, AIA

President
Onyx Creative, Inc.

ARCHITECT AS PUBLIC SERVANT
Bob Fiala has spent most of his professional career as a citizen architect in service to both the 
profession and the public. In these capacities, he has served as both an elected offi  cial and 
board member and volunteer to organizations that provide vital community services. Former 
board member of Habitat for Humanity, an early board member of the Heart of Willoughby, a 
501(c)3 non-profi t dedicated to preserving Willoughby’s Historic Downtown, and a supporter 
of the McKinley Community Outreach Center through The Mayor’s Charity Golf Classic, where 
100% of the profi ts go towards important Lake County social services, Bob has maintained a 
steadfast commitment to his community. As the founding Partner of ThenDesign Architecture
(tda), He has been applauded for his leadership in the profession and in business. During the 
pandemic, Bob was honored by the University of Notre Dame as part of the “Be the Light” series 
that recognized professionals that exemplifi ed leadership and guidance through the pandemic. 
He was also recognized and “Distinguished Business Leader” in 2015 acknowledged by local, 
state and federal offi  cials.     
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June 25, 2024 
 
AIA Ohio Public Service Award Review Committee 
400 W. Wilson Bridge Road Suite 120  
Worthington, OH 43085 
 
Re: Letter of Recommendation for Robert A. Fiala for the AIA Ohio Public Service Award 
 
Dear Committee Members: 
 
I am writing to recommend Robert A. Fiala, mayor of Willoughby, Ohio and founding partner of 
ThenDesign Architecture, for the AIA Ohio Public Service Award.  
 
Mayor Fiala is working with Chagrin River Watershed Partners (CRWP) and others to conserve and 
protect Willoughby’s waterfronts along the Chagrin River and Lake Erie as key community assets. 
Through his leadership and vision, the City and its partners are connecting people with the river, 
improving water quality, providing habitat for fish and wildlife, and supporting resilience to 
flooding and severe storms. CRWP recently partnered with the City to restore 1,400 linear feet of 
river, protect 7,000 linear feet of streams, and protect and enhance over 78 acres of land along the 
Chagrin River. Building on this project, Mayor Fiala led the City in acquiring and protecting 105 
acres of additional riverfront land where the City will restore floodplains, streams, and wetlands 
and construct a trail and two pedestrian bridges connecting to city parks across the river. This is an 
important first step toward creating a regional trail that will connect people to the Chagrin River 
and Lake Erie. Mayor Fiala has also spearheaded a project to tackle coastal erosion at Osborne Park 
through a nature-based shoreline that will protect bluffs, homes and infrastructure, enhance 
habitat, and improve access to Lake Erie. These projects are improving quality of life and making 
Willoughby more resilient to hazards such as flooding and erosion. 
 
Mayor Fiala is a highly engaged member of Chagrin River Watershed Partners. He served on our 
Board of Directors for several years and is a valued partner and tireless champion of our work to 
achieve healthy watersheds supporting vibrant communities. As a founding partner of ThenDesign 
Architecture (TDA), he developed an operating model focused on identifying and executing a 
shared vision for publicly funded projects such as schools and civic architecture. Mayor Fiala is 
intentional about getting input from the community to inform our important work together. For 
example, he invited arts and conservation stakeholders to inform the design of public amenities for 
the arts and environmental education in the Chagrin River Corridor. Additionally, Mayor Fiala’s 
experience in the private sector as a professional architect contributes a useful perspective for our 
work which must consider both the natural landscape and human interaction with the 
environment.  
 
The AIA Ohio Public Service Award recognizes a member who has made a significant impact in 
his/her community, as well as to the profession, through public service. Mayor Fiala embodies the 
role of the citizen architect through his community leadership, collaborative spirit and tireless 
energy to make our region a great place to live, work and play. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Heather Elmer 
Executive Director 
Chagrin River Watershed Partners  
(440) 975-3870 

 

PO Box 229 
Willoughby, OH 44096 
 
440.975.3870 
  
OOUR MEMBERS 
Auburn Township 
Aurora 
Bainbridge Township 
Beachwood 
Bentleyville 
Chagrin Falls Township 
Chagrin Falls Village 
Chardon 
Chardon Township 
Cleveland Metroparks 
Eastlake 
Gates Mills 
Geauga Park District 
Hunting Valley 
Kirtland 
Kirtland Hills 
Lake County 
Lake Metroparks 
Mantua Township 
Mayfield Heights 
Mayfield Village 
Mentor 
Moreland Hills 
Munson Township 
Newbury Township 
Orange Village 
Pepper Pike 
Russell Township 
Solon 
South Russell 
Waite Hill 
Wickliffe 
Willoughby 
Willoughby Hills 
Woodmere 
 
www.crwp.org 
 
 

The Western Reserve Land Conservancy and Willoughby Mayor Robert Fiala are
currently working with other local, and regional partners to develop the Chagrin River
Corridor and Lakefront Trail Connection. SHANA BOYD

ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP
As a founding board member of the Chagrin Watershed partners, Bob Fiala has been a staunch 
supporter of the protection of our natural assets. An organization that includes 35 municipalities and 
county governments, Bob collaborated with CRWP and the Western Reserve Land Conservancy 
in acquiring 105 acres along the riparian corridor. Working with both federal and state EPA, ODNR, 
NOAA,and state and federal elected offi  cials, Bob was able to garner funds for the environmental 
restoration of this site, which is intended to be a showcase for stormwater management and water 
quality through the creation of wetlands,
vernal pools, removal of invasive
species and reforestation. The eff ort
was lauded by Dr. Richard Spinrad, 
Under Secretary of Commerce for
Oceans and Atmosphere and NOAA
Administrator, who personally visited the 
site to observe progress. Once complete
and when aggregated with other adjacent
protected lands, Willoughby will have 
acquired and protected over 200 acres of
riverfront lands or nearly 60%of the riparian
corridor transecting the city.
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ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP
Signifi cant erosion along Willoughby’s north coast, beginning about 2018, witnessed the loss of about 
40’ of shoreline and threatened critical infrastructure. Working to mitigate the erosion and create a 
more resilient waterfront, Bob worked with coastal engineers and landscape architects to develop 
solution that recreates natural habitat and allows public access to Lake Erie. It is hoped that the 
project will see native bird species inhabit the area to support Eco-tourism. As part of this project the 
City of Willoughby also assisted the University of Michigan School for Environment and Sustainability 
assess coastal resilience in the Great Lakes.
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Granted 5 internships and provided

28 youth with summer
employment giving them over

$50,000 in compensation

Helped to make Slavic Village

the first Little Free Library 
Neighborhood in the world! $1.5 million:

Third Federal’s annual investment
in Slavic Village P-16 programs

and services10 Years
of Third Federal

Foundation

10 Years
of MyCom

Summer Employment model

was replicated in 11 other
Cleveland communities with the
support of Mayor Frank Jackson

Has been recognized
by media throughout

the country

Worked with stakeholders to increase 
number of high-quality preschool seats 

in the community from

30 to 360. We have a goal of 

500 by 2020

Slavic Village P-16
has more than 70 partners

and continues to grow

Number of visits

to Mound School Health Clinic:

360

SL
AV

IC
  V

IL
LA

GE
  P

-1
6/

A 
M

YC
OM

  N
EI

GH
BO

RH
OO

D
20

15
-2

01
7 

IM
PA

CT
 R

EP
OR

T

INVESTING IN THE COMMUNITIES –
BY THE NUMBERS

SLAVIC 
VILLAGE

As a founding member of the Third Federal Foundation Bob Fiala has been an integral part 
in supporting education and social services in the Cleveland Metropolitan area. The Foun-
dation, funded with $50million though the banks IPO, has a primary focus on stabilizing the 
Slavic Village neighborhood, where the bank is headquartered. Considered “ground zero” 
during the mortgage crisis, Third Federal was on of the very few mortgage lenders refusing 
to participate in predatory lending. Using the bank’s and the Foundation’s resources, TFS 
stabilized the community and introduced a highly praised P16 program that provides wrap-
around family services for students in the Cleveland Metropolitan School District. Through 
this program, the foundation has worked tirelessly to support Cleveland’s youth, a city with 
one of the highest childhood illiteracy rates in the country. The foundation also supports 
housing equity in Cleveland neighborhoods and has received numerous awards from local 
non-profi t housing authorities for their Community Reinvestment initiatives. Finally, with 
the Chairman’s untimely loss of his wife to cancer, Marc Stefanski initiated Rhonda’s Kiss, 
focused on supporting families of cancer patients through diffi  cult times.

Also signifi cant is Bob’s 30-years of experience in
K-12 educational facilities design, Bob used this
knowledge to forge a relationship with Andrews
Osborne Academy, Willoughby-Eastlake Schools,
and Lakeland Community College in creating a
K through College curriculum in Environmental
Sciences that will be taught, in part, on the 200+ 
acres of environmentally protected lands along
the Chagrin River. This is the fi rst such eff ort in
the State of Ohio.

EDUCATION
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EDUCATION
Through his career as an architect and as a public servant Bob has been an advocate for 
education, leadership development, and diversity. By 2017, when Bob ceded controlling interest 
of the fi rm to his partner, ThenDesign had employees from 7 diff erent countries, a staff  with 
over 50% female professionals, and employed twice the average of minority architects than the 
industry. TDA was one of the founding fi rms of Cleveland’s ACE Mentor program, through the 
Cleveland Educational Design Alliance, a collaboration of several local architectural fi rms. Two 
of TDA’s employees have received awards for there eff orts in this program. The fi rm also has 
invested signifi cantly in a robust emerging professionals development program. Bob continues 
this commitment as Mayor, frequently working with the school districts, non-profi ts, and local 
leadership development organizations.



THE ARTS I Arts as a Catalyst

Willoughby Western Lake County Chamber of Commerce
28 Public Square •Willoughby, OH  44094
Phone: (440)942-1632 • Fax: (440)942-0586

Email: info@wwlcchamber.com  Website: www.wwlcchamber.com

June 24, 2024

Dear AIA Public Service Award Panel Members: 

I am honored to write this letter of recommendation for Robert A. Fiala, Mayor and Safety Director 
for the City of Willoughby, in support of his nomination for the AIA Ohio Public Service Award. Bob’s 

residents and businesses.

Bob’s unique ability to forge connections between creative spaces, art, education, and the 
environment has transformed Lake County into a vibrant hub. His vision has elevated Willoughby, 
making it an attractive place to work, live, and conduct business. Through strategic partnerships, 
Bob has fostered an environment where local business leaders collaborate to enhance 
opportunities and quality of life for all.

One remarkable achievement is the annual ArtsFest in Downtown Willoughby (DTW). Under Bob’s 

spectators. The festival celebrates art, culture, and community, reinforcing the holistic 
understanding of our world. Notably, ArtsFest has grown by an impressive 50% in the past year 
alone, a testament to Bob’s commitment to sustainability and enriching experiences.

neighboring cities in Lake County to embrace creativity, critical thinking, and environmental 
consciousness. As a servant leader with decades of accolades, Bob ex
Public Service Awards.

I wholeheartedly endorse Robert A. Fiala for this prestigious honor. His unwavering dedication has 
made Willoughby a beacon of progress and community spirit.

Sincerely,

Dana Wolfe
Executive Director

THE ARTS
Recognizing the shift from a Service Economy to an Experience Economy, the City of Willoughby 
has placed an intense focus on the arts as a tool to enhance well being, cultural awareness, and 
sense of place. The arts are the glue that binds our city’s commitment to the environment and edu-
cation. Arts districts are a proven economic development driver. In 2022 arts and culture contribut-
ed $1.1 trillion to the U.S. economy. Forging relationships with local educational and arts institu-
tions, Bob has moved the City to becoming a recognized arts center in Lake County and beyond. 
Shortly after becoming Mayor, Bob created the Willoughby Arts Collaborative, a 501(c)3 non-profi t 
organization dedicated to promoting the arts in the city. Comprised of artists, arts administrators, 
and community leaders, the collaborative already has an impressive list of events, performances, 
and installations to their credit. Bob also authored th Willoughby Public Art Code, a Public Art Com-
mittee, and developed a funding strategy for public art.



THE ARTS I Arts as a Catalyst

THE ARTS
Bob also helps raise awareness of the arts through his tireless eff orts advocating for his 
initiatives. Collaborating and sharing ideas with other arts districts throughout the state, Bob 
has off ered  and learned best practices. He was also the featured speaker in the “Thriving 
Cities” broadcast that discussed the connectionbetween the arts and economic development. 
Bob has delivered similar presentation to area service organizations, business owners, and 
economic development organizations.
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ACHIEVEMENTS AND AWARDS

Mayor City of Willoughby 2018-Present
Third Federal Foundation Board of Directors 2007-Present
Lake County Development Council 2018-Present
Willoughby Arts Collaborative 2018-Present, Founder
Lake County Visitors Bureau 2020-Present
Ohio Living Advisory Board 2023-Present
Chagrin River Watershed Partners Trustee 1996-Present (founding board member)
Willoughby City Council 1997-2017
Willoughby Planning Commission 1990-2017
Willoughby Airport Planning Commission 1988-1990
Willoughby Sign Review Board 1985-1988
Habitat for Humanity 2022-2023
Willoughby Western Lake County Chamber of Commerce 2002-2013 (co-president 2013)
Heart of Willoughby 1982-1986

American Planning Association (APA) Great Places Award 2022 (Downtown Willoughby) 
Memorial Junior High School Adaptive Reuse 202 (Cleveland Restoration Society Cleveland AIA 
Award)
Willoughby Western Lake County Chamber of Commerce Distinguished Leader/CEO Award 2017
Goodyear Hall-Ohio Savings Trust Company 2016
(2016 AIA/Cleveland Restoration Society Distinguished Adaptive Use Award, 2016 NAIOP North-
ern Ohio Mixed-Use Renovation of the Year, 2016 Ohio Preservation Offi  ce Merit Award)
Willoughby Western Lake County Chamber of Commerce Bright Star Award 2013
Downtown Willoughby Preservation Award (Cleveland AIA) 
Downtown Willoughby Preservation Award (Cleveland Restoration Society)
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