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Architects Have Designs on Meeting Demand for Infill Work
HOUSING: Downtown 
Land-Use Constraints 
Drive Creative Approaches
■ By EMMET PIERCE

During the worst days of the reces-
sion, there was little work for San Diego 
architects, but that has changed in recent 
months, leading some firms to begin hir-
ing in preparation for a busy year ahead.

There is a pent-up demand for archi-
tecture and design projects, particularly 
in the housing industry, said Douglas 
H. Austin chairman and CEO at AVRP 
Studios and chair of the American Insti-
tute of Architects’ local public awareness 
commission.

“There seems to be money out there,” 
Austin said. “We have not even come 
close to catching up with the need. Retail 
and commercial are not as strong, but 
they are stronger than they were. San Di-
ego Unified (School District) has a lot of 
work that is coming up. There have been a 
number of school districts that have had 
bond issues that were approved. That is 
impacting what is going on.”

Much of the construction work will 
take place in established neighborhoods, 
such as downtown San Diego, he said. 

“Downtown is one of the hot spots 
and East Village is particularly hot,” he 
said. “We are doing several projects in 
East Village.”

Land-use constraints are forcing de-
velopers to get creative when it comes to 
adding new businesses to urban areas. 
Some existing buildings are being mod-
ernized or “repositioned” to make them 
more appealing to commercial tenants 
and retail customers.

Embracing Urban Infill 
“People are looking for infill opportu-

nities,” Austin said. “We are not going to 
see the big developments like we used to 
see with North City West, which became 
Carmel Valley. There just aren’t those 
opportunities anymore.”

Jennifer Luce, principal and founder 
at Luce et Studio Architects, recalled just 
how tough things got after the recession 
hit in 2008.

“We had really challenging years,” 
she said. 

Things began changing significantly 
in 2014, “our best year ever in terms of 
financial stability and also the number 
of potential clients who have approached 
us,” she said. “It’s really exciting to see 
that happen. As a design professional, it 
was very difficult to survive those other 
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Melissa Jacobs
Jennifer Luce, principal of Luce et Studio Architects, says there is a sort of call to arms from local clients for more creative work in the 
commercial real estate segment.

Photo courtesy of domusstudio architecture
Wayne Holton of domusstudio architecture says he and his local peers expect more business 
opportunities in 2015 than in recent years.Architects page 24

years. When there are no banks lending 
money, there is no building and no ar-
chitecture.”

Getting Ready to Rock and Roll
With the building industry on the 

rebound, Luce expects clients to begin 
demanding more creativity in design. As 
money becomes more available, there is 
a growing desire among clients to begin 
trying new things.

“They have put their toes in the water 
in 2014 and they are ready to rock and 
roll this year,” she said. “There is a call 
to arms for creative work again.”

At Luce’s studio, there has been a shift 
from relying on national clients to serving 
local firms.

“We’ve been fortunate to connect with 
a number of companies here that were 
startups,” she said. “They have grown 
over the years and now they are at the 
point of being acquired by larger com-
panies. Two of the companies we have 
started working with are prAna clothing 
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WORKSPACE: Retrofits
Growing in Popularity 
To Attract, Retain Tenants
■ By EMMET PIERCE 

Now that the economy is improving, 
owners of older commercial buildings in 
San Diego County are looking for ways 
to make their properties more attractive 

to tenants.
“Building owners 

need to make their 
buildings more at-
tractive for today’s 
work environment 
and work needs,” 
said Rachel Inmon, 
project director at 
LPA Inc., an archi-

tecture and planning firm. “The way 
buildings were configured when they were 
built several decades ago doesn’t really 
work today.”

Repositioning Gives New Life to Older Commercial Properties 

Photo courtesy of Costea Photography
One Columbia Place has been redesigned with more of a sense of community.

they need to have the best space.”
Kristine Woolsey, director of + culture 

at Carrier Johnson + Culture, said reposi-
tioning and modernizing older buildings 
to appeal to today’s companies is part of 
a cultural shift.

“The world is changing,” Woolsey said 
“Building owners are really needing to 
update their facilities to create a more so-
cial environment. It used to be you would 
never see anybody sitting in the lobby of 
a corporate building. Now the building 
has a coffee stand and free Wi-Fi.”

The idea is to create a sense of com-
munity.

“You really have to think about the hu-
man element, the psychological element, 
and the way that you can use design to 
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New Perspectives
As interest in architecture and design 

heats up, local architects expect to be 
spending more time retrofitting older 
commercial structures. 

Mobile Internet devices have made it 
possible for many workers to do their 
jobs almost anywhere. They need not 
be sitting at a desk. Because of that, the 
look, feel and function of office buildings 
gradually are becoming more casual. 
Older buildings are being redesigned 
to include shared workspaces that look 
more like living rooms than traditional 
offices.   

Retrofitting and redesign is happening 
in low-and high-rise structures in San 
Diego, Inmon said. 

“We have several downtown high-rise 
projects where we have added outdoor 
spaces, patio spaces, places where people 
can gather,” she said. “Even in single-sto-
ry buildings in Sorrento Valley, there are 
campuses that are almost concrete jun-
gles, with no space that invites people out, 
and we live in such a gorgeous climate. It 
is sad not to take advantage of it.”

Attracting the Best
Many businesses want to have these 

amenities for their employees when they 
lease space, Inmon continued. “They 
want to attract the best employees and so 

Photo courtesy of Costea Photography
There are several outdoor patios and 
terraces in the redesigned One Columbia 
Place.

Rachel Inmon
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Architects:
and Electra Bicycle Co.  Then there is 
our ongoing work with Nissan Design 
America . All three of those are local.”

There will be opportunities to design 
building retrofi ts, she noted. 

“We have all these buildings built in 
the ’60s and ’70s,” she said. “What do 
we do with them? How do we retrofi t 
them? What is their ultimate use? Archi-
tecturally, how do we change them and 
still respect what they are? All in all, it is 
very exciting.”

Seeing Brighter Spirits 
At domusstudio architecture , Principal 

Wayne Holton  said that there has been a 
major increase in business. The profes-
sion is no longer treading water.

“We have seen the last quarter of last 

year improve dramatically,” he said. 
The change made for some joyous 

year-end holiday parties within the in-
dustry, he said.

“Everybody’s spirits are a lot better 
than they were last year. In general, the 
optimism is there, the anticipation of a 
better 2015.”

This new business has enabled archi-
tectural fi rms to loosen their purse strings 
enough to hire young professionals to 
help with the anticipated workload.

“The opportunities have increased for 
those new graduates and young interns,” 
he said. “We just hired two interns before 
the end of the year. We were able to easily 
fi nd qualifi ed people. There are people 
out there, available to the fi rms that need 
them.”

At the NewSchool of Architecture & 
Design , professor Michael Stepner said 
the surge in business has been welcomed 
by students who are approaching grad-
uation. It’s much easier to get a job than 
it was during the worst of the economic 
downturn.

“We are seeing more employment for 
the graduates,” he said. “We are start-
ing to come out of it (the recession). 
Downtown, you can see buildings under 
construction.”

Kristine Woolsey , director of + cul-
ture at Carrier Johnson + Culture , said 
her fi rm will be involved in a variety of 
projects in the year ahead.

“We are working on a lot of multifam-
ily projects, a lot of mixed-use retail,” she 
said. “The downtown housing market 
is really hot right now. We have a lot 
of people who are interested in being 
downtown.”

Envisioning a New San Diego
All of  the anticipated construction 

and design projects will bring opportu-
nities to change the city for the better, 
said Luce. 

“My hope is that with all of this posi-
tive energy, we can really think about the 
urban fabric of the city and make sure all 
the projects coming forward contribute 
to that,” she said. 

Melissa Jacobs
Jennifer Luce says a lot of buildings constructed in the 1960s and ‘70s are being retrofi t, 
which calls for a lot creativity on the part of the designers.
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really speak to people,” she said. 
Inmon said today’s young comput-

er-savvy employees want to feel at ease 
when they come to work. Rather than sit 
at the same desk all day, young workers 
want to be able to move to common areas 
where they can meet with co-workers and 
get a change of scenery. 

Blurring the Lines
“It is blurring the lines between home 

and work,” she said. “People are working 
a lot, and they want to feel comfortable.”

She said repositioning or reimaging 
now makes up about 40 percent of her 
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Reposition:

Photo courtesy of Larny Mack Photography
Carrier Johnson + Culture designed the CoMerge workspace at Fourth Avenue and A Street 
in downtown San Diego. Co-working spaces in offices have roughly doubled every year for 
the past eight years. 

Photo courtesy of Lanny Mack Photography
Lobbies and common areas of office buildings are being repurposed with areas to relax or 
work. It’s not unusual to see big-screen TVs and comfortable seating.

Photo courtesy of Lanny Mack Photography
Rachel Inmon of LPA Inc. says many younger employers prefer to be able to move around 
throughout the day and not work at the same desk.

company’s work in the San Diego region.
Designer Pauly De Bartolo , a partner 

at the De Bartolo + Rimanic Design 
Studio , agrees that repositioning is an 
important trend in San Diego.

“Whether it is small organic urban 
infi ll rejuvenation or large-scale towers, 
we have a lot of built environment that 
is not being used to its maximum poten-
tial,” he said.

Repositioning buildings can be much 
cheaper than building new ones. An 
added attraction is that the work is en-
vironmentally friendly, said De Bartolo. 
There is no need to tear down buildings 
and dispose of the debris. 

“It is sustainable by virtue of utilizing 
what we have already,” he said.


