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Redesigning a workplace
Architects SmithGroupJJR’s local 
boss is working on a blueprint 
for diversity and equity.
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A family tradition 
of giving joins 

generations
John Sobrato and Lisa Sobrato 
Sonsini oversee a network of 

philanthropic organizations that 
has contributed $400 million to 

Bay Area causes.  
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Appliance of science 
Former researcher Jayant Kulkarni 
made a discovery in the lab: Quartzy, 
his scientific supply business. 
NATHAN FALSTREAU, 14

STRUCTURES 

Housing gets a hand 
Facing state pressure, Brisbane 
officials ag eed to 2,200 homes at 
Baylands — if voters approve. 
BLANCA TORRES, 4

COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE QUARTERLY

PREFAB COULD   
BE DEVELOPERS’ 

NEW SECRET WEAPON

While modular homes get the attention, 
a quieter but more influential revolution 
is underway, with large parts of major 
commercial projects now built in factories. 
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COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE

Major hospitals, billion-dollar arenas and even office 
towers can now be manufactured and pre-assembled, 
a move that could cut construction costs in half

THE PREFAB REVOLUTION 
COMES TO COMMERCIAL

ast year, when Apple Inc. opened 
up its new $5 billion, 2.8 million-
square-foot starship headquarters 
campus in Cupertino, few people 
would have guessed that among its 

many accolades it is also the largest prefabricated 
concrete building in the world.

One of the companies involved in the project, 
West Sacramento-based Clark Pacifi , has supplied 
pre-made building components in the Bay Area for 
more than a decade.

Demand for its products is booming, however, 
as more developers and general contractors look 
for ways to keep up with demand, speed up proj-
ects and cut costs. Mirroring the rise in prefabri-
cated homes and multifamily residential buildings, 
factory-produced pieces are increasingly making 
their way into larger commercial projects, includ-
ing schools, apartment buildings, office towers and 
hospitals.

“Part of the reason (pre-fab) is growing is that 
we’re developing new products and new technolo-
gy,” said Don Clark, CEO of Clark Pacifi . Tools such 
as 3-D modeling, specialized software and virtual 
reality, “allow for more complicated projects to be 
pre-fabricated.”

The company manufactures pieces of buildings 
— walls, fl ors, support beams and ceilings — and 
brings them to sites instead of building them from 
scratch onsite.

Clark Pacifi  has supplied pre-fab building com-
ponents for a variety of Bay Area projects such as 
the new arena for the Golden State Warriors, the 
rebuild of Saint Luke’s Hospital in San Francisco 
and the parking structures for Menlo Gateway, a 
three-building 773,000-square-foot office com-
plex in Menlo Park fully leased by Facebook.  

The shift toward making buildings or parts of 
them in factories rather than on site is a decades-
old idea, but has recently gained traction as con-
struction costs have soared high enough to make 

many developments financially 
infeasible to build using tradition-
al methods.

In general, pre-fabrication comes 
in one of two types: modular or indi-
vidual building components. Mod-
ular refers to self-contained mod-
ules complete with fl ors, walls, 
ceilings and windows that are built 
in a factory and then stacked onsite. 
That type of construction has been 
popular for housing and hotels.

The other option is to manufac-
ture a section of building, say a piece of a building 
exterior, and then install it onsite, which is much 
more common for commercial buildings.

For decades, contractors have built buildings 
as one-off , each designed and constructed indi-
vidually. Today’s time and cost pressures are forc-

L
BY BLANCA TORRES | btorres@bizjournals.com

ing contractors to think about how to standardize 
parts of the process, said Jitendra Pahilajani, vice 
president of preconstruction and estimating with 
San Francisco-based Webcor Builders. The com-
pany is working with Clark Pacifi  on the Menlo 
Gateway project.

“We’re looking at designs of buildings and ask-
ing, what can we do during the design phase of  
projects?” he said. “We look at mass customization, 
where we can use prefabrication systems from a 
safety and efficiency standpoint?”

Some parts or types of buildings are relatively 
easy to make in a factory, such as parking garag-
es, Clark said. Other uses require more planning. 
A large building, for example, could typically 
have more than a dozen bathroom designs, when 
instead, the building could have maybe four bath-
room designs using pre-fab components.

“We’re trying to get things standardized where 
you can customize what’s important,” Clark said. 
He estimates that pre-fab can result in time savings 
of 25 to 50 percent and cost savings of up to 10 per-
cent on projects such as a parking garage.

The burgeoning interest in shifting construc-
tion to factories is one way companies are looking 
to disrupt an industry that is known 
as resistant to change or innovation. 
While tools, technologies and mate-
rials have changed, the basic process 
used to construct most buildings has 
evolved little over several decades.

“It’s a very complex industry, very 
fragmented, you have owners, archi-
tects, engineers, contractors, and 
we’ve all had a way of doing things,” 
Clark said.

Last year, consulting firm McK-
insey published a study that found 
that construction, one of the world’s 
largest industries, could be 50 to 60 
percent more efficient.

“Many barriers to higher produc-
tivity and ways of overcoming them 
have been known for some time, but 
the industry has been in deadlock,” 
the report states. “Most individual 
players lack both the incentives and the scale to 
change the system.”

An ongoing labor shortage is also a factor. The 
Bay Area has lots of jobs for construction workers, 
but many of those workers can’t afford to live here 
and are commuting from one or two hours away. 
With pre-fab, workers commute to a factory and 
not a jobsite, which means less traffic and shorter 
commutes, Clark said. His company’s factory north 
of Sacramento and an upcoming factory in South-
ern California are in places with a lower cost of 
living than the metropolitan areas where most of 
their pre-fab products end up.

Clark Pacifi  sees itself as a partner to general 

contractors looking for ways to improve. Katerra, 
based in Menlo Park, started up in 2015 with a mis-
sion to disrupt the construction industry.

The company, which declined to participate in 
this article, has raised $1.1 billion in venture cap-
ital funding, according to Crunchbase, and said 
it has $3.7 billion in projects booked. The com-
pany has acquired two architecture firms, a New 
Jersey-based construction company, operates a 
factory in Phoenix, is building out a timber fac-
tory in Spokane, Wash., and is also building a 
577,000-square-foot factory in Tracy that will have 
more 500 workers.

“The construction industry is ripe for digital 

Jitendra 
Pahilajani
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New technologies ‘allow for 
more complicated projects 
to be pre-fabricated,” says 
Don Clark of Clark Pacific.
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disruption” said Michael Marks, chairman and 
co-founder of Katerra, in a statement from Janu-
ary. “Katerra leverages its own software platform to 
remove time and costs from building development 
and construction.”

While some companies are focused on scale, 
others are thinking more nimbly. Blach Construc-
tion, based in San Jose, rolled out a line of pre-fab-
ricated education buildings called Folia that are 
manufactured locally.

The idea for Folia came after the company kept 
fiel ing similar requests from school districts for 
two-story buildings that could be erected quickly 
and under tight budgets. Blach brought on Quat-

trocchi Kwok Architects and Gregory P. Luth & 
Associates Structural Engineers, to create a design 
that could be replicated easily.

The contractor operates its own pre-fab factory 
and also works with subcontractors that can pro-
duce pre-fabricated components.

“Folia has become a big hit,” Blach CEO Dan 
Rogers said. “We can achieve a 25-to-35 percent 
cost savings. It’s huge. It can be millions of dollars.”

One project, Cupertino High School, was com-
pleted in about a year — half the time traditional 
construction would have taken — and helped the 
district save around $6 million.

The company is now looking to create product 

lines for small office or retail buildings. Rogers esti-
mates that with a standardized design, about 60 
percent of construction can be prefabricated.

“We saw the need was so great for this partic-
ular project,” Rogers said. “Owners have wanted 
this for years, but none of them had the ability to 
figure out how to do it.”

Clark, from Clark Pacifi , agrees. The company 
has do a lot of educating and convincing to show 
developers and contractors the value of pre-fab.

“Our greatest competition is business as usu-
al,” he said. “The best way to spread our message 
is directly to owners, so that’s what we’re trying 
to do.”  
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Workers at Clark 
Pacific load prefab 
panels for delivery.

Blach Construction offers 
Folia, a prefabricated 
educational building 
(rendering, left). 
Cupertino High School 
being assembled (right).
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