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Designs Feature Skylights
And Lush Greenery in Effort
To Please and Lure Tenants

BY RAY A. SMITH

WAREHOUSE DEVELOPERS are 
thinking outside the plain brown, no-
frills box.

 Minimal attention had been paid to aesthetics 
on warehouses and industrial parks often located 
off the beaten path. But now creeping into some 
new warehouse projects are elements of high-end 
design—glass curtain walls, precast concrete, 
skylights, ornamental awnings, elaborate canopies 
and tasteful earth tones. 
 Developers are hiring renowned, high- profi le 
architects, such as Skidmore, Owings & Merrill. 
Industrial buildings are winning prizes for 
design. Earlier this year, the American Institute of 
Architects recognized a warehouse used to store 
airport snow removal equipment in Oklahoma City 
with an honor award for architecture. And there’s 
even a new coffee table book on cool-looking 
warehouses.
 Reasons for the move toward fancier warehouses 
vary-from tenant companies wanting buildings that 
refl ect their brands or their image, to the shaking 
up of corporate architecture that was ushered in 
by dot-com companies in the 1990s, to restrictive 
zoning boards. Some of the trend also is related to 
the sluggish economy: To attract and retain tenants, 
owner-developers are willing to go the extra mile, 
letting tenants call the shots and dictate what they 
want and need their buildings to be. 

‘A Step Up’ 
 Whatever the genesis, the-new warehouse 
movement wins plaudits from both companies and 
employees. When Jim Wood, a general manager 
at GPS Logistics, moved some of its distribution 
operations to the World Houston International 
Business Center in Houston last month, he felt like 
he had arrived. 
 “We defi nitely made a step up,” says Mr. Wood, 
recalling with some disdain the outdated and worn-
out Houston facility from which the Chicago-based 
company had just moved. “It’s a professional, 
classy, nice-looking building.” One GPS employee 
compared the move to going from the slums into a 
luxury neighborhood. 
 The 16 buildings that make up the center, 
designed by Houston-based Architects Plus and 
built by EastGroup Properties Inc., Jackson, Miss., 
feature aluminum trellises and canopies, reveal 
work in the concrete, and green refl ective glass 

to bring in natural light. Decorative light sconces 
adorn outdoor walls.
  The Houston center is among 20 warehouses 
and industrial parks featured in a new book entitled 
“Exceptional Industrial Projects: Beyond the Box.” 
A panel of eight judges selected the ‘facilities based 
on criteria such as visual appeal and responsiveness 
to surrounding environments. The book is scheduled 
to go on sale next week at a National Association 
of Industrial and Offi ce Properties conference in 
Newport Beach, Calif. 

Patios and Parapets 
 Another building featured in the book, the 
Marshalls National Distribution Center in 
Philadelphia, has paint stripes and panels of pastel 
earth tones. These are coupled with reveals in its 
precast wall panels. The one-million-square-foot 
warehouse facility also contains a landscaped 
boulevard and an outdoor patio.
 The 835,000-square-foot warehouse distribution 
hub for Thomson Learning, a division of Thomson 
Corp., in Independence, Ky., is embellished with 
a dark bronze entry way and a color-coordinated, 
tinted glass curtain wall. Thomson “wanted to have 
a corporate feel and look to their facility but didn’t 
want a standard industrial big box,” says Daniel N. 
Frasca, a vice president of development at Alter 
Group, Skokie, Ill., the facility’s developer.
 Even the truck drivers get their own exclusive, 
well-kept parking lots and air-conditioned lounges.
  The Irwindale Business Center, in Irwindale, 
Calif., incorporates Spanish architectural themes 

in an effort to blend in with the community, says 
Gilbert Aja, president of GAA Architects Inc., 
Irvine, Calif., which helped design the distribution 
warehouse campus. These include curved parapets, 
arched entry ways, curvilinear covered entries and 
covered pedestrian colonnades.
 Newer facilities also commonly feature lush 
landscaping. Ninigret Park in Salt Lake City, 
for example, is surrounded by trees: maples, 
evergreens, linden and indigenous olive trees. “It 
takes away from the starkness of all that concrete,” 
says Randolph G. Abood, chairman of New York-
based developer Ninigret Group LC, which built 
and co-owns the 2.5-million-square-foot, 15-
building industrial park and retained Skidmore to 
design the park’s next phase. “It gives the whole 
park a much softer look.” 
 Not all of the changes are superfi cial, though. 
For companies consolidating numerous warehouses 
into one, developers are accommodating them by 
constructing facilities with higher ceilings-to stack 
more goods-more doors, larger truck courts. They 
also are offering more column spacing options.
 Some designs are inspired by personal hobbies. 
A few buildings at the Ninigret Park are shaped 
to look like a wave and a mountain. Granted, the 
facility is located near mountains and the ocean. 
But that wasn’t the only reason for the design. 
Mountains and waves “are my two passions,” Mr. 
Abood says.
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New Warehouses Take On a Luxe Look

A warehouse in Ninigret Park in Salt Lake City.

Building Out of the Box
Warehouse developers say improving 

aesthetics pays off; Warehouses 
getting a cool, new look

HEN DEVELOPER RANDY 
ABOOD decided to build an 
industrial park in Salt Lake City, 
he knew what he didn’t want: rows 

upon rows of identical gray box warehouses.
   He wanted something cool.
   That’s why the earth-toned industrial buildings 
in Abood’s Ninigret Park have features such as 
towering pillars, huge glass windows and high 
ceilings that blend with the park’s offi ce buildings. 
Trees, fl owers and landscaping break up a parking 
lot that otherwise would be a sea of asphalt. Even 
the tenants’ cars look shiny and new: Abood 
pays to have a number of them washed weekly.
   Abood’s approach to building an industrial 
park is showcased in the new book Exceptional 
Industrial Projects: Beyond the Box. Published by 
the National Association of Industrial and Offi ce 
Properties (NAIOP), the book, which chronicles 
efforts by developers to make warehouses less 
boxy and boring and more stylish includes one 
of Ninigret Park’s warehouses. Other industrial 
buildings featured in the book  --  none of which 
is in Utah  --  include those owned by direct sales 
company Pampered Chef and upscale cooking and 
dinnerware products company Williams-Sonoma.
   “There’s a real trend toward making [industrial] 
buildings much more inviting,” said Daniel 
DeMarco, a partner with Braintree, Mass.-based 
Campanelli Cos. and chairman of NAIOP.
   He said employee recruitment and retention are 
one force driving the trend: No one really wants to 
work in a dark boxy building without any windows.
   Ninigret does not have a corner on 
creativity along the Wasatch Front.
   Other business parks, such as Landmark 
Industrial Park on the northeast corner of 5600 
West and 2100 South in Salt Lake City and 
Crossroads Corporate Center on the northeast 
corner of California Avenue and Bangerter 
Highway, are building and marketing snazzy 
warehouses as well, said Rad Dye, an industrial 
broker with CB Richard Ellis in Salt Lake City.
   Dye said newer buildings such as those at 
Ninigret, Landmark and Crossroads have a 
competitive advantage over the older more 
traditional warehouses in trying to attract tenants.
   “The functionality of the building matters 
more than anything,” he said. “But if 
you’re looking at two pretty functional 

buildings, aesthetics becomes an issue.”
   Abood said the cost of his warehouses in Ninigret 
Park  --  designed by architect Dave Robinson  
--  is not driven up by the aesthetic elements.
   “There’s a marginal increase in costs but our 
feeling is that you get that investment back by 
the fact that aesthetics can help keep buildings 
more fully occupied,” said Robinson, who said he 
strove for an “open and friendly” look in Ninigret. 
Originally from Chicago, he moved to Utah in 1993.
   Abood, a New York tax attorney who bought 178 
acres near Salt Lake City International Airport in 1994 
and began building Ninigret in 1995, acknowledges 
some companies do not care at all about aesthetics.
   Those that do care about how their warehouses look 
are those that have some or all of their offi ce workers 
housed in their distribution and warehouse facilities. 
   Logistics company Salt Lake Air Cargo, for 
example, sought a warehouse with enough 
space to accommodate the company’s offi ce 
workers. But Dave Hagblom, president, 
didn’t want his offi ce workers to feel 
like they were jammed into a warehouse.
   “I knew they didn’t want to be stuck in a dingy and 
dirty place where they can’t look out,” Hagblom said.
   In addition, he said, he wanted a building 
that projected a more upscale image 
when clients or other people visited.
   He found that look at Ninigret, where the company 
occupies 44,000 square feet of space. Landscaped 
walkways lead to an entrance framed by tall white 
pillars. Once inside, offi ces with walls of windows 
are next to an airy warehouse with high ceilings.
   “All the windows and the bright light 
make a big difference,” Hagblom said.
   Like other developers, however, Abood has 
lost tenants and revenue during the nationwide 
economic downturn. But he is bullish on Salt Lake 
City and the idea of a new look in warehouses. He 

plans a more than 400-acre expansion of Ninigret 
with more offi ce buildings and warehouses.
   Abood plans to retain ownership of the original 
park, bordered by 1300 South on the north, 2100 
South on the South, 4800 West on the west and 
4400 West on the east. The new development 
will be a mix of buildings he owns and those 
developed by other companies. He sold the fi rst 
part of the new development  --  6 1/2 acres  -
-  for a company planning to build a warehouse.
   For some companies, aesthetics pays big dividends.
   Black Diamond Equipment Ltd. in Salt 
Lake City, for example, passed on some older 
warehouses in favor of Ninigret Park three years 
ago when shopping for a new industrial building 
because of the cost savings associated with 
high ceilings and skylights, said Mark Ritchie, 
Black Diamond vice president of operations.
   The high ceilings allow Black Diamond to stack 
boxes higher. And unlike old warehouses, there are 
few columns to eat up fl oor space. Plus, skylights 
that bring in more natural light cut utility bills. 
   Bill Martin of commercial real estate brokerage 
Colliers Commerce CRG in Salt Lake City, 
which handles some leasing work for Ninigret, 
said many warehouses built in past decades may 
face the same type of challenges that plague 
retail malls built in the 1970s and 1980s. Those 
malls, many of which have a fortress-like design, 
have struggled to keep tenants from fl ocking to 
the more aesthetically appealing open-air malls 
and other new types of shopping complexes.
   Like the older malls, “the older warehouses are 
functionally OK, but they are becoming aesthetically 
obsolete.” Martin said. “With warehouses, a lot of 
developers are realizing that it doesn’t take a whole 
lot more money to make an attractive building, so 
why not do it?” 
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