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Workers in the

Wells Fargo tower on
Pacific Avenue have a
bird's-eye view of the
new green roof atop
Pacific Plaza.
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Outside Pacific Plaza

A garden grows high above

downtown Tacoma

Article and Photos By Todd Matthews, Edi-
tor

It is downtown Tacoma's hideaway. Pedestrians
and motorists pass beneath it each day, unaware of
its existence. But for workers in nearby office tow-
ers, the 30,000-square-foot green roof atop an eight-
story building known as Pacific Plaza is downtown's
hidden gem.

No one would have complained if the green roof
wasn't included in the $30 million building. Indeed,
it would have been enough to take the 40-year-old
dilapidated parking garage, formerly known as
Park Plaza South, and renovate it into Pacific Plaza
-- a building that has received much attention for
its cutting-edge environmental design (see "Inside
Pacific Plaza: From blight to beauty, a $30 million
downtown high-rise sets a new standard," TDI,
09/02/09).

But the development team -- which includes the
City of Tacoma, owner and operator of the parking
garage; and Pacific Plaza LLC (BLRB Architects,
Dan Putnam of PCS Structural Solutions, and Ab-
sher Construction), which owns and operates retail
and office space -- decided to do more.

The biggest example of this commitment is the
green roof.

During a recent visit, bees darted in and out of
tall purple flowers that thrived under ample sun-
light, a unique irrigation system, and a new Tagro
product specifically designed for the green roof. The
city's usual sounds -- obnoxious honks of impatient
drivers, labored groans of Pierce Transit buses, and
the hum of mechanical systems from nearby office
buildings -- were suddenly strange when surround-
ed by nature. The contrast will be greater in 18
months, when the hair-like coconut husks that now
protect the seedlings against wind and heat will de-
grade, and the roof will be a sprawling meadow.

Yesterday, the Index focused on the overall proj-
ect and spoke with BLRB Architects Senior Asso-
ciate Dave Pool about the building design and the
firm's new headquarters at Pacific Plaza. Today, we
speak with BLRB Architects Associate Ben Fergu-
son about the green roof.

TACOMA DAILY INDEX: What factors con-
tributed to including a green roof in the Pa-
cific Plaza project?

BEN FERGUSON: The City
of Tacoma sent us research
they saw in Engineering News-
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FROM PAGE 1 of green roofs. That changed
the paradigm to being some-
thing where both the city and the development team
saw it as a net benefit. The biggest thing that al-
lowed this to happen was City of Tacoma Environ-
mental Services came to the table with an idea to
use their Tagro product as the growing medium for
this roof. They saw this as an opportunity to make a
new market for Tagro. They offered to develop a soil
mix using Tagro that met the standards of the green
roof distributor. As you can see, it's doing quite well.
I think the city's goal is to turn their Tagro product
into a profit center to make better use of the city's
use of resources. It's a win-win for everybody.

TACOMA DAILY INDEX: What are the ben-
efits of having the green roof?

BEN FERGUSON: There are a lot of variables.

First, the green roof creates a micro-climate,
which makes it a lot cooler on the roof's surface than
a normal building. Our building doesn't take heat
on the roof like a normal building. That means our
energy use is lower.

Also, cities are a lot warmer than the environ-
ment around them because of so much heat-sinking
material. By having green roofs, you start to defray
some of that and you start taking away that prob-
lem. If all new buildings had green roofs, over time
that heat-sink problem in cities would be gone. This
is an incremental step.

The third part deals with water. The stormwater
system in the city goes straight into Thea Foss Wa-
terway. Before, this parking garage was basically a
surface lot and all the grease and gunk would go
into the drains and right into the Foss. So people
are out there cleaning it up, and it was just being
polluted all the time. Our goal is for as little water
as possible to make its way into the stormwater sys-
tem.

INDEX: Describe the innovative irrigation
system.
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FERGUSON: All the water for the green roof [is
provided by a] drip irrigation system. That system
runs multiple times during the day, a couple times
a week. The point is to keep the dirt saturated.
Whatever is left over drains into the cistern under-
neath the walkway area [adjacent to this building].
There are 190,000 gallons that go into that cistern
[Editor's Note: The cistern is a former underground
Turkish bath that was discovered during the build-
ing renovation]. That water is then pumped back to
the roof to irrigate the green roof. Also, our toilets
and urinals are flushed with that same water. So
we are taking the water that used to mix with all
the gas and oil and went into Thea Foss Waterway
and now storing it, flushing toilets with it, flushing
urinals with it, and irrigating the green roof.

We don't know yet how much of the total water
we collect will stay on-site. Our estimate is that
from September through February, no water will
leave the site. We think we're going to fill up the
cistern in February. From February to April, it will
be overflow, just as it always would be. From April
to September, we'll be irrigating so much that we'll
be using more water than we take on. We're hoping
we'll run out of water and start over again in Octo-
ber. What's neat about this is it's a closed loop. The
more we can water, the more water we get rid of and
the less that goes into the stormwater system.

INDEX: How much of a factor was the green
roof in terms of pursuing LEED Platinum cer-
tification for the project?

FERGUSON: Initially, we wanted to become a
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TOP: "Our goal is for as little water as
possible to make its way into the stormwater
system," says BLRB Architects Associate Ben

Ferguson; FAR LEFT: Ferguson shows off part
of Pacific Plaza's innovative green roof irriga-
tion system; BOTTOM LEFT: The $30 million
Pacific Plaza in downtown Tacoma; BELOW:
Thanks to the green roof, Tacoma's skyline
now includes flowers.

LEED Silver building. It turned out we were able
to do that quite easily. As we were going, we felt like
there was a huge opportunity to go way further than
LEED Silver because the building kind of lent it-
self to more sustainable methods. But it just wasn't
in our budget. As a team, we wrestled with it for a
while and determined that if we all came together
we could set a higher level. We were almost LEED
Gold without the green roof. The green roof put us
solidly into a high level of gold -- almost to platinum.
The cistern came later. We realized what an asset
we had right next to us. Once we realized the cistern
was possible, it put us solidly into LEED Platinum.
That is the highest. It's a standard we're proud to
have met.




