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BY DAvID R.  MACAULAY

TWELVE |WEST
NEW BEGINNINGS FOR AN OLD NEIGHBORHOOD

Elegant, functional and sustainable, 
this new green high-rise is a catalyst 
for change in Portland’s West End.

TransforMaTional DesiGn
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At 22 stories high and wrapped 
in its bright façade, the 
building literally gleams even 
under cloudy skies. 

Portland’s plentiful rainfall feeds a green roof, supporting 
four wind turbines, interior spaces filled with light and 
fresh air. It is a place, too, that invites interaction, modern, 
alive, while respecting the history of surrounding streets 
and structures. And most important, this half-block 
development offers a clear statement about sustainability 
and place and people – the promise, a catalyst even, of 
urban transformation.

Among the newest additions to the city’s West End neigh-
borhood, Twelve|West dominates this area of mostly low-
rise buildings and parking lots. Located on Southwest 
Washington between 12th and 13th Avenues, the tower 
houses the Portland offices of Zimmer Gunsul Frasca Ar-
chitects LLP (ZGF), internationally known for their grow-
ing portfolio of LEED® projects. The 85,000-square-foot 

building also features ground-floor retail, 17 floors of 
apartments and penthouse homes, and five floors of be-
low-grade parking. This mixed-used facility is on track to 
achieve two LEED Platinum certifications – for New Con-
struction and Commercial Interiors – while serving as a 
laboratory for cutting edge, sustainable design strategies.
“Twelve|West represents who we are as a firm,” notes 
Gene Sandoval, Assoc. AIA, a partner at ZGF and the build-
ing’s lead designer. “We felt it is our responsibility to cre-
ate a new space that reflects our beliefs, our commitment 
to sustainability and urban place-making as a firm.”

Also instrumental to the project was Gerding Edlen Devel-
opment, responsible for more than 40 LEED properties 
along the West Coast, including the 1.7 million-square-foot 
Brewery Blocks project in Portland’s adjacent Pearl Dis-
trict. For Mark Edlen, the firm’s managing principal, ZGF’s 
new office “embraces many sustainable features that have 
become standard to our projects: a raised floor plenum 
system, solar hot water, recycled content, operable win-
dows, and a highly energy-efficient skin system. And yet, 
he adds, “Twelve|West presented an exciting new oppor-
tunity as well – a pioneering building in a re-emerging 
neighborhood.”
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The decision to locate ZGF’s practice within Portland’s 
downtown core, in fact, became a central expression that 
defines the entire project. Wedged between West Burnside 
and Portland’s Central Business District, the West End has 
been considered prime for redevelopment for more than 30 
years. Amid churches, movie screens, park blocks, locally-
owned businesses and the Central Library is an urban mix 
of public housing, surface parking and dilapidated build-
ings. Throughout the neighborhood, too, exist remnants of 
the past: single-room occupancy hotels, left over from the 
turn of the last century to house railroad and mill workers 
during the time of the Lewis & Clark Pavilion. Where private 
investment has led to several high-profile developments in 
the area’s southern half (Fox Tower, Museum Place), the 
blocks closest to the acclaimed Pearl District were still 
mostly overlooked, forgotten. That was about to change.

TRANSFORMED: A RETURN TO PLACE

Named AIA’s Firm of the Year for 1991, ZGF has garnered 
more than 400 national, regional and local awards over 
the last 50 years – establishing itself as an early leader in 
sustainable design and completing one of the first LEED 

Platinum projects in the U.S. (University of California-San-
ta Barbara’s Donald Bren School of Environmental Science 
and Management). With five offices coast to coast, the 
firm’s partners needed more space to accommodate its 
growing workforce in Portland. Pursuing several possible 
locations in the city, they finally narrowed their search to 
several blocks just across Burnside from the Pearl District. 
Their interest coincided with Mark Edlen’s desire to “ex-
tend the energy and street life of the Brewery Blocks to 
the West End as well” and those of a third party, the Good-
man family, who were interested in seeing some of their 
parking lots converted into highly sustainable, mixed-use 
buildings over time.

Neighborhood revitalization remained a consistent theme 
for ZGF – to bring more people into the city’s core and stim-
ulate both economic and cultural development by combin-
ing its new office with market-rate apartments and retail. 
Above all, they wanted to create a 24/7 work environment, 
for employees as well as tenants. Another clear goal for 
Twelve|West centered on sustainability: to highlight the 
firm’s own design principles and capabilities while putting 
a broad range of strategies on display, from lighting, indoor 
air quality and materials to water and energy use.
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As one response to city initiatives such as Central City 2000, 
Prosperous Portland and, The West End Plan of 2002, the 
$137.86 million mixed-use building became the first ma-
jor new commercial structure in this part of the West End 
in more than 20 years. In return, the project attracted sup-
port from a number of sources, including a 2008 Green In-
vestment Fund grant and $29 million in New Markets Tax 
Credits through the Portland Family of Funds to help move 
this project into the construction phase.

COLLABORATIVE DESIGN, A MODEL 
OF SUSTAINABILITY

Creating ZGF’s greenest building ever began with a series 
of staff-driven ‘culture’ charrettes to define an open office 
layout that would encourage interaction and innovation 
among employees. This led to further brainstorming on 
workstation design, project workflow, use of private and 
public spaces, and other considerations. For ZGF as owner 
and design, assembling a strong project team was equally 
essential. They selected consultants and contractors based 
on competencies, but also chemistry. “We wanted to part-

ner with firms willing to take some chances ultimately to 
achieve something very special.” In addition to Gerding 
Edlen, the team included Hoffman Construction as general 
contractor, Glumac as MEP engineer, KPFF Consulting En-
gineers for lighting design, and David Evans and Associ-
ates for structural engineering.

With broad input from team members, the design char-
rettes for Twelve|West further resulted in several key ob-
jectives for the high-rise:

To carefully unite live/work/learn/play components •	
of the building
To connect the building’s occupants to the urban land-•	
scape, while maximizing natural light
To ground the building in a manner that promotes ac-•	
tive street life
To use exterior gardens and terraces for areas of inter-•	
action as well as respite
To incorporate advanced building systems to promote •	
natural resource conservation
To design apartments that maximize space, light, •	
views and energy saving
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Additionally, ZGF, Glumac and Gerding Edlen had all re-
cently signed on to the 2030 Challenge, committing to the 
team to aggressive design and construction targets for 
emissions and energy reductions.

Eco-Roof: Building performance begins at the top with a 
green roof, utilized for storm water management, to in-
crease the roof’s R-value and moderate the heat island ef-
fect in warmer months. A two-foot-deep layer of soil covers 
80 percent of the roof membrane, estimated to increase 
its life by two to six times. Further, the landscaped rooftop 
garden and terrace offer accessible outdoor spaces for ten-
ants and ZGF employees. Also integrated into the roof is a 
rainwater harvesting system, diverting water to an under-
ground storage tank for treatment and reuse. This system 
collects an estimated 273,000 gallons of rainwater annu-
ally and stores an additional 13,000 gallons of condensa-
tion water from air handlers during the summer. Together, 
this meets 100 percent of irrigation requirements for the 
green roof and 90 percent of toilet flushing demands for 
the office.

Wind Energy: Four wind turbines mounted on the roof of-
fer the building’s most visible, and perhaps iconic, symbols 
of renewable energy to passersby. As designed and built, 
these 40-foot-tall turbines represent one of the first urban 
applications of small-scale wind energy in the nation. ZGF, 
Gerding Edlen and the Goodmans were all intrigued with 
the idea of including wind in the overall design to under-
write the cost of further study. And yet, this is not simply 
for demonstration purposes: combined, the turbines gen-
erate approximately 1 percent of electrical requirements, 
enough to power the building’s core (elevators); in addi-
tion, all energy produced is net metered, feeding any ex-
cess power back to the grid.

Comfort: Heating, cooling and natural ventilation schemes 
provide an essential framework for meeting the 2030 Chal-
lenge while achieving healthy live and work environments 
throughout the building. Designed by Glumac’s Portland 
office, all systems reflect a desire by ZGF for maximum 
flexibility so employees and studios can move around the 
office as needed. Ensuring comfort and energy-efficient 
use of space was a chief priority as well, further explored 
through night flushing, radiant heating and cooling and 
an architectural emphasis on exposed concrete to further 
condition the building and help stabilize internal tem-
peratures. Still, the biggest direct impact on performance 
at Twelve|West results from the use of passive chilled 
beams for perimeter cooling and underfloor air distribu-
tion across all office floors. MEP engineers recommended 

Twelve|wesT: JusT The FacTs

locaTion:  Portland, oregon

building TyPe(s): mixed-use commercial office/retail/
apartments/new construction/85,000 
sq. feet

comPleTed:  July 2009

archiTecT:  Zimmer gunsul Frasca architects llP, 
Portland

clienT/owner:  Zimmer gunsul Frasca architects llP, 
Portland

develoPer:  gerding edlen development company, 
llc, Portland

conTracTor:  hoffman construction company, 
Portland

consulTanTs:  glumac, Portland (m/e/P engineer and 
lighting design); kPFF consulting en-
gineers, Portland (structural engineer); 
david evans and associates, Portland 
(civil engineers); altermatt associates, 
Portland (acoustics); benson indus-
tries, Portland (curtain wall); southwest 
windpower, Flagstaff, arizona (wind 
turbines); heliodyne inc., richmond, 
california (solar hot water panels)
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Four Wind Turbines produce 
10–12,000 kWh of electricity per 
year. Monitoring of wind conditions 
and turbine performance will improve 
knowledge for future projects. 

Solar Thermal panels heat 24% 
of hot water used in the building, 
offsetting natural gas use. 

Roof Gardens clean, detain and filter 
rainwater and significantly reduce 
roof temperatures in warmer months.

Low-e Glass admits 35% of visible 
sunlight but reflects 74% of the 
associated heat, reducing energy use 
for lighting and space cooling.

Rainwater Re-use in toilet flushing 
on the office floors, and to irrigate 
the green roofs, reduces use of city 
water by 286,000 gallons per year.

Water-efficient Plumbing Fixtures 
help reduce water use by more than 
44%.

Operable Windows provide  
occupants fresh air, cooling, and a  
connection to the outdoors.

Daylight Sensors switch off electric 
lights when there is ample daylight, 
reducing lighting energy use by 60%.

 Exposed Concrete moderates 
indoor air temperatures. Mass is 
cooled with cool night air in the 
summer months and absorbs excess 
heat throughout the day.

Passive / Chilled Beams provide    
energy-efficient cooling on the  
hottest days. 

Under-Floor Air Distribution 
efficiently delivers moderate-
temperature air directly to occupants. 
Personal adjustable floor vents 
provide control over ventilation.

Water Storage Tank temporarily  
stores up to 23,000 gallons of rain-
water and condensation for re-use.

Efficient Central Cooling plant in 
the nearby Brewery Blocks provides 
chilled water for space cooling.

Rain Water Harvesting piping 
gathers 273,000 gallons of rainwater 
from the roofs.

Condensation of 13,000 gallons of 
water from the air handler system will 
collect during summer months.
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these strategies in combination after completing a detailed 
energy analysis and multiple CFD simulations of the space 
early in the design phase.

TO BRING THE OUTDOORS IN, THE 
INDOORS OUT

Light: Inside and out, Twelve|West’s most defining char-
acteristic is light. ZGF placed a high priority on daylighting 
for their office, enhanced due to the south-facing building 
site. As a result, the south façade features floor-to-ceiling, 
85 percent vision glass to maximize views while maintain-
ing comfortable interior conditions. “The south wall of our 
building speaks for the technical proficiency of the team,” 
says Sandoval, “because you could easily overheat it or 
over-glare it. So we’re receiving a lot of sun and able to see 
the changes of the day and the movement of the light like 
never before.” More than 90 percent of all occupied spac-
es within the office and apartments feature natural light, 
even ZGF’s materials library. Using Glumac’s daylighting 
models as a baseline, remaining spaces rely on address-
able and dimmable lighting controls to sense occupancy, 
shading and demand response. This sophisticated systems 
allows the firm to fine-tune light levels in areas with suf-
ficient daylight as well as theme pre-sets for meeting areas 
as they modify how spaces are used within the office.

Materials: Recycled, rapidly-renewable and sustainably-
harvested materials play an important part in demon-
strating interior finishes as well. FSC-certified wood fig-
ures prominently within the office space, featuring white 
oak floors in the reception area and extensive white oak 
paneling on every floor. Designers also specified bamboo 
veneers for doors and casework, bamboo flooring, and 
100 percent corn fiber curtains and linoleum flooring. In 
addition to exposed concrete, ZGF selected a wide pal-
ette of sustainable materials and finishes such as recycled 
blue jeans for insulation and 96 percent recycled, locally-
manufactured gypsum wallboard; residential housing also 
features carpet in bedrooms with 25 percent recycled con-
tent, granite countertops in kitchens and baths, PVC-free 
window coverings, and zero-VOC paints.

Like the materials, daylight and other design decisions, 
Twelve|West’s program itself contributes to a sense of 
open space, movement, connection and sustainability – 
beginning at street level. Sandoval wanted to make a clear 
statement about approachability and was deliberate in his 
placement of the building entrances: “It’s nice when our 
associates can enter the office in early morning just as the 
sun is hitting that south wall, and for apartment dwellers 

who are welcomed by the sun reflecting off the west fa-
çade when they come home in the evening.”

The ZGF Portland office begins at the second level recep-
tion area, where visitors are greeted by a slide wall dis-
playing 8,000 backlit images of the firm’s work over five 
decades. Each office floor is then connected by alternating 
interior stairs – the 2nd to 3rd floor stairway on the build-
ing’s east end, the 3rd to 4th floor stairway on the west 
end, and so forth. To further encourage innovation and 
collaboration, the practice also opted for custom-designed 
workstations, widescreen TVs for video-conference and/
or presentation viewing in each of the office’s 13 confer-
ence rooms, and a resource library with 1,000 lineal feet of 
layout/workout space and 1,200 lineal feet of high-density 
shelf/drawer space for storage.

Immediately above, one-, two-, and three-bedroom rent-
al units start on the building’s 6th floor. The “Indigo @ 
Twelve|West” apartments and three floors of penthouse 
homes feature interior materials and colors carefully cho-
sen to enhance the effects of daylighting, each with unob-
structed views to the city, mountains or rivers outside. All 
housing includes Energy Star appliances and water-effi-
cient fixtures, with a central trash and recycling station on 
every floor. Indigo residents also have access to several on-
site amenities, including a 21-seat screening room theatre, 
a workout room and the rooftop terrace.

Urban, vital, sustainable and alive: on July 19, 2009 ZGF 
and its 240 Portland employees moved into their new 
office at the corner of 12th and Washington; and three 
months later the first new occupants began moving into 
the upper floor apartments, with every space leased by 
year end. Twelve|West appears to be the start of some-
thing special – remembering the past, taking this neigh-
borhood to a bright new future.

Dave Macaulay  is author of Inte-
grated Design: Mithun (Ecotone Pub-
lishing, 2008) and co-author of The 
Ecological Engineer: KEEN Engineer-
ing (Ecotone Publishing, 2005) and a 
contributor to AIA COTEnotes and Eco-
Structure and GreenSource magazines.
.




