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Article and Photos By Todd Matthews, Edi-
tor

Visitors to Paci� c Plaza in downtown Tacoma will 
require a good deal of convincing to believe that a 
decades-old crumbling parking garage -- the very 
de� nition of the word 'eyesore' -- once occupied this 
spot near the corner of South 13th Street and Pa-
ci� c Avenue.

It will require even more convincing to believe the 
parking garage was never torn down. What stands 
there today seems more like a magic trick than a 
$30 million building renovation.

During a tour of the new building last week, 
BLRB Architects Senior Associate Dave Pool ex-
plained the development team -- the City of Tacoma, 
which owns and operates all parking; and Paci� c 
Plaza LLC (BLRB Architects, Dan Putnam of PCS 
Structural Solutions, and Absher Construction), 
which owns and operates retail and of� ce space -- 
always saw the project in terms of how to preserve 
the old structure instead of how to demolish it. 

"BLRB has a long history renovating schools," he 
said. "But what comes with that is a lot of historical 
buildings. So we have that experience of taking old 
historical buildings and retro� tting them with the 
current technology. [Paci� c Plaza] is really a preser-
vation project. We're keeping the existing structure 
and shrouding it in a skin."

Indeed, the building now boasts an additional 
level of parking (four levels total with stalls for 500 
cars), two new � oors of Class A of� ce space above 
the parking levels (each � oor offers 34,000 square 
feet), and approximately 35,000 square feet of retail 
space along Paci� c Avenue. Dark metal surrounds 
the sleek glass that now mark a stairway and the 
lobby entrance. Cream-colored concrete provides 
a contrast along the retail and garage levels. The 
building is crowned with a 30,000 square foot green 
roof that is starting to grow brightly colored wild-
� owers.

BLRB Architects and PCS Structural Solutions 
have already moved into the seventh � oor. Accord-
ing to BLRB Managing Principal Thomas Bates, 
leases were recently signed for two tenants to occu-
py a large portion of the eighth � oor: the U.S. Drug 
Enforcement Administration will occupy 13,000 
square feet; and Grantmaker Consultants will oc-
cupy 3,000 square feet. 

Inside BLRB's 
20,000-square-foot head-

Inside Pacifi c Plaza
From blight to beauty, a $30 
million downtown high-rise 

sets a new standard
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quarters, natural light pours 
over rows of work spaces, 
there are wrap-around 
views of the skyline and 

Mount Rainier, and spacious decks offer the � rm's 
62 employees a chance to take a break outside.

According to Pool, the building is on track to re-
ceive Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) Platinum certi� cation. The seventh 
� oor interior of� ce spaces already received LEED 
gold certi� cation. Pool says there are only two other 
buildings in Washington State with LEED Platinum 
certi� cation; Paci� c Plaza would be the only one in 
Tacoma.

The LEED certi� cations speak to a variety of 
cutting-edge environmental technologies: high-ef� -
ciency lighting; recycled carpet; bamboo � oors; the 
ability to collect rainwater for use in the building's 
toilets and as irrigation for the rooftop garden; re-
cycling 90 per cent of construction waste; and even 
the location of the project (near Link light rail and 
major bus routes).

The Index recently spoke with Pool about the 
project. Tomorrow's edition of the Index will focus 
on the innovative rooftop garden. For additional 
photos, visit the Index's blog at i.feedtacoma.com/
TDI-Reporters-Notebook/.

TACOMA DAILY INDEX: The original Park 
Plaza South parking garage was an eyesore 
for decades, correct?

DAVE POOL: It's been called a number of things. 
It was essentially a parking structure that was built 
back in the early-1960s in response to the develop-
ment of the Tacoma Mall, which took all the busi-
ness away from downtown Tacoma. The City said, 
"We'll rip out all these buildings and put in this new 
parking structure." Over the years, the building was 
dilapidated. In fact, Dan Putnam was commissioned 
by the City about 10 years ago to look at the build-
ing and see what needed to be done. Dan has always 
had a real passion about saving this building. [He 
thought it] would be a shame to take this building 
away and put it in a land� ll. Four years ago, the 

city came out with a Request For Proposal. Our pro-
posal was to renovate the building, whereas other 
builders said, "Let's tear it down." Since the build-
ing was originally designed to have two more levels 
of parking on top of it, Dan had the idea of using 
steel on top of the existing structure so it would be 
light weight. We could add one more level of park-
ing and two levels of Class A of� ce. So we actually 
added three levels.

INDEX: One idea for improving the build-
ing was to wrap it in nature murals. Were you 
familiar with some of the early renovation 
ideas?

POOL: I didn't really follow it until this project. 
I think they came up with some creative ideas, but 
they were hampered by not having any money. It 
was kind of a Band-Aid approach. Before I even got 
involved in the project, I would walk underneath 
the building, along the sidewalk, and there were pi-
geons above doing their business. It was just scary 
and not very inviting. I think our initial idea was to 
push that urban edge out toward the street where 
the building stops and create a regular sidewalk. I 
think that's been huge. As you walk along that edge, 
it's such a nice human scale and nice retail experi-
ence.

INDEX: Was it a challenge to introduce new 
designs to an old building?

POOL: I think that was part of our creative design 
process, part of the resolution to make the structure 
work again. Our original design was to have a build-
ing sitting on top of a building. It was kind of like a 
metal box sitting on a concrete box. Through the de-
sign process, our team came up with this idea of in-
stead of having it sitting on top, what about if it was 

overhanging. So if you look at the building, there's 
a metal box protruding about four feet off the side. 
That actually helped the developer get more square 
footage. It also created these interesting views be-
cause you can look down the street. When the City 
of Tacoma originally had the property, they were 
allowed to build 10 or 15 feet beyond the original 
property line. That was because you needed a cer-
tain distance for a parking drive aisle. 

Also, there was the idea of having the main en-
try be a lantern. So you see that big glass box that 
protrudes beyond the metal box. We have another 
additional three or four feet in that vertical piece of 
glass that goes up and over the building to identify 
the main entry. 

The other part of that is the building used to be 
kind of scary, particularly in the exit stairs. Water 
was coming through and it was smelly. Our goal was 
to try and make it more safe. We saw-cut the con-
crete between the whole landing so you can see out 
now -- not only if you are traveling as a pedestrian 
inside, but also from the outside. So there is this in-
teraction with the outside. At night it's really neat 
because there is this glowing box.

TOP: "[Paci� c Plaza] is really a preserva-
tion project," says BLRB Architects' Senior 

Associate Dave Pool; FAR LEFT: One unique 
design element allows visitors to peer over 

Paci� c Avenue and all the way to downtown 
Tacoma's north end; BOTTOM LEFT: The 

$30 million Paci� c Plaza project; BELOW:  
Spacious decks offer BLRB's 62 employees a 

chance to take a break outside.
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