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Not just playing cards
NerdWallet started out with just credit  
cards, but CEO Tim Chen wants to play 
a bigger role in Americans’ finances. 
MARK CALVEY, 67

HIGHRISE
GOES 
MODULAR

It’s taken him five years to figure it out, 
but Randy Miller of RAD Urban is about 
to start building towers of 20 stories and 
more using prefabricated construction.
BY BLANCA TORRES, pages 20-22
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T H E  F A S T E S T - G R O W I N G 
P R I V A T E  C O M P A N I E S 

I N  T H E  B A Y  A R E A
SPECIAL PULLOUT
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Th y’re losing the 
lunch bunch 

Restaurateurs and advocates like 
Gwyneth Borden of the Golden Gate 
Restaurant Association say company 
cafeterias are killing the lunch trade. 

A proposed ban is getting little 
traction at City Hall. 

 KATIE BURKE, 12

BIOFLASH

Reaching the 
 pain point

Pamela Palmer and AcelRx 
Pharmaceuticals say their new 

pain-fighting drug device can be a 
weapon against the opioid epidemic. 
Critics say it’s likelier to end up being 

a contributor to it. 
 RON LEUTY, 10
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G
iven the Bay Area’s soaring housing demand 
and scarce land, building taller residential 
buildings seems like an ideal solution.

In practice, however, highrise buildings 
require steel or concrete framing and are far 

more expensive to build per square foot than lowrise, wood 
buildings. To cover those costs, highrise developers must 
target the upper end of the housing market where margins 
are fattest. But it doesn’t have to be that way, argues Randy 
Miller, co-founder of RAD Urban, an Oakland-based hous-
ing developer that started a modular factory in the Central 
Valley with the goal of building highrises.

Next year, RAD is scheduled to start churning out mod-
ules for two towers in Oakland — the first modular highris-
es on the West Coast.

“Th re’s a genuine housing crisis out there and the costs 
of construction are a huge factor in it,” Miller said. “There’s 
this desperate demand for housing and yet the majority of 
(consumers) can’t actually afford new construction.”

RAD Urban has been working for five years 
toward a new generation of modular highrises 
that cost less and can be built faster. Next year, 
its first two towers will start to rise in Oakland
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Modular revolution 
Like many housing developers, Miller’s interest 
in modular started from necessity. He wasn’t 
able to find a manufacturer that could produce 
the type of homes he wanted, so five years ago, 
he started working on his own factory.

While demand for modular construction is 
picking up, the biggest challenge for many devel-
opers is finding a manufacturer. One company, 
Zeta Communities, folded its Sacramento factory 
in 2016. Others, like Guerdon out of Boise, Ida-
ho, have long backlogs of orders.

RAD started with lowrise projects while it 
refined its process. So far, its factory  in Lathrop, 
about two hours east of San Francisco, has com-
pleted 125 apartments using modules and is in 
the middle of building two projects in Temescal: 
the six-story 5110 Telegraph Ave. and five-story 
4700 Telegraph Ave.

Modern techniques for modular housing 
promise to provide high-quality homes at a low-
er cost and in less time than traditional, site-
built housing. RAD Urban, for example, says it 
can deliver housing 25 percent cheaper and 25 

percent faster than site-
built construction.   

The desire for more 
efficient housing produc-
tion prompted anoth-
er Bay Area developer, 
Rick Holliday of Holliday 

Development, to jump into the manufactur-
ing side. He and partner Cannon Construction 
founded Factory OS in Vallejo to build wooden 
modules. That factory’s initial production is slat-
ed for Holliday Development projects and will 
later take on projects for outside developers as 
well.

Most of the focus on pre-fabricated construc-
tion has centered on wooden modules, which 
are six-sided housing building blocks that are 
later stacked on top of each other onsite.

RAD Urban’s factory is making modules 
framed with steel that are connected onsite. 
Unlike a wooden module, some sides of RAD 
Urban’s modules are open so that the fl or of 
one home is the ceiling of another home. The 
other advantage of steel is the ability to build tall-
er buildings than when using wood, which is 
typically limited to five stories.

“The benefits of modular construction have 
been well-known but mostly theoretical for 
decades. RAD Urban is particularly well-posi-
tioned to deliver on these promised benefits,” 
said Joseph Schottland, a partner at Innovatus, 

an investor that recently pumped $28 million 
into RAD Urban.

Thegrowing interest in modular comes as the 
steep uptick in construction costs is stopping 
many entitled Bay Area housing projects from 
moving forward, said Todd Vitzthum, a land bro-
ker with Greystone Real Estate Advisors.

“In a market where we are in desperate need 
of housing, feasibility seems to be a constantly 
moving target,” he said. With construction costs 
rising as well other costs going up — such as city 
fees or interest rates — developers have a hard 
time making money on new housing despite the 
high prices and demand.

He views Miller as a “pioneer” who has carved 
out a niche in both pre-fabricated construction 
and high-density housing. Highrise towers are 
only feasible, however, in urban centers such as 
San Francisco or Oakland, he said.

“It’s important to look for efficient ways to 
build housing so that housing can be delivered at 
lower price points,” said Darin Ranelletti, policy 
director for housing security for Oakland Mayor 
Libby Schaaf. The mayor set up a housing task 
force in 2016 with a goal of producing 17,000 
new homes in Oakland by 2024. One strategy 
the task force outlined was to look for new ways 
to build.

“Construction costs are always a challenge 

RAD URBAN

Left: Working 
with steel 
framing rather 
than wood will 
allow taller 
prefabricated 
buildings.

Top: 1433 
Webster St. 
will be 168 
apartments 
in 15 stories 
and cost $80 
million. 

Above: Randy 
Miller, CEO of 
RAD Urban: 
“There’s this 
desperate 
demand for 
housing and 
yet the majority 
of (consumers) 
can’t 
afford new 
construction.”
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MODULAR HIGH-RISE SHOWS 
PROMISE IN N.Y. AND EUROPE

While lowrise modular housing and hotel 
developments are popping up around the country, 
modular towers remain a very rare breed.

The nation’s only highrise modular building is 
461 Dean St. in Brooklyn, N.Y., a 32-story, 363-unit 
apartment tower. The building made up the first 
of 15 buildings in Forest City’s Pacific Park, a 22-
acre housing development slated for 1,500 homes 
previously known as Atlantic Yards, according to the 
New York Times.

The tower didn’t go as planned. Soon after starting 
construction, disputes and several lawsuits broke 
out between Forest City and contractor Skanska. 
The developer started a modular factory in Brooklyn 
to build out the entire development, but ran into 
delays and other issues with the contractor, which 
took on the role of operating the factory. The Dean 
Street tower finally opened in 2016, four years after 
construction started. That was much longer than the 
18-month turnaround Forest City had estimated, the 
New York Times reported.

After finishing 461 Dean, Forest City spun off the
Brooklyn factory it had started to another company 
now called Full Stack Modular, which is run by a former 
Forest City employee, Roger Krulak.

Full Stack can produce about 1,200 modules per 
year and has completed two lowrise projects with four 
more in its pipeline.

While the Forest City project has marred the 
reputation of modular construction, the problem was 
a dispute between the developer and contractor — a 
common occurance on construction projects — not a 
fight about the modular method, Krulak said.

“Modular building manufacturing is younger, so 
the manufacturing process needs to go through a 
maturation,” he said.

In the meantime, he sees demand for more 
prefabricated construction factories throughout the 
country. Full Stack and RAD Urban’s are the only two 
that specialize in highrise modular.

“We will definitely expand to other regions of the 
country, that’s something in our game plan,” Krulak 
said.   

Abroad, highrise modular towers are springing up 
in Asia, Australia and Europe.

In London, South Carolina-based Greystar Real 
Estate Partners and Henderson Park, a European real 
estate investor, bought a development site for 550 
apartments in 44-story and 38-story modular towers. 
Greystar said the towers will be the tallest of their kind 
in the world.

The developer, which owns several thousand 
apartments in the Bay Area, has built three other 

modular apartment projects in London with partner 
Tide Construction totaling 1,700 units.

“Building high-quality homes faster, and with 
less disruption to the local area, is of paramount 
importance in such a fast-evolving area of south 
London,” said Christy Hayes, CEO of Tide Construction, 
in a statement from January. “Modular construction is 
highly suited to rental developments as investors and 
operators can welcome residents into their homes 
sooner and open the revenue streams earlier.”

because they are rising so rapidly,” Ranelletti said. 
“Even though we have some supply coming online 
in Oakland, it’s important for jurisdictions to look at 
reducing construction costs while maintaining wages.”

Proving the concept
While pre-fabricated and modular construction is 
gaining popularity worldwide, making modules with 
steel has been slower to catch on. In addition to allow-
ing for taller buildings, Miller said steel is a sturdier 
material than wood. It’s less likely to have variations 
and travels better from the factory to the project site.

Some aspects of RAD Urban’s home factory in Lath-
rop resemble a typical construction site. The fl ors are 
dusty, workers scurry around in hard hats and sturdy 
boots, and piles of materials abound.

But unlike a typical housing development site, 
future homes start out here as steel beams that work-
ers will form into fl ors, walls and rooms as they pass 
through 40 workstations and are then shrink wrapped 
as they await delivery on the back of a truck. By the 
time each module is completed, the walls will be paint-
ed and appliances and finishes will be installed ready 
for stacking in Oakland.

“We wanted to be as close to the central Bay Area as 
possible, but be in the Central Valley labor market and 
industrial real estate market,” Miller said.

RAD Urban ended up buying its building in Lathrop. 
After adding a mezzanine fl or, the factory now has 
about 170,000 square feet of manufacturing space with 
additional land to expand the factory in the future. 
The factory employs about 125 production workers 
represented by the Carpenter’s Union and another 35 
administrative staff.  

Many contractors say they can’t find enough labor 
for all the demand in the Bay Area. At the same time, 
many workers on active sites are commuting from two 
or three hours away where housing is more affordable, 
Miller said.

“For us, it made sense to go to where the workers 
are,” he said. “Th re’s a bigger workforce here and we 
can make an offering to the workforce here: Th y work 

under cover. It’s safer and drier. You’re going to work 
year-round. You’re not going to get sent home because 
it’s raining outside and you’re going to save 600 miles 
a week in driving.”

This year, the Lathrop factory will produce about 
500 modules, but the goal is to reach 1,000 or 1,500 
modules per year and increase efficiency.

“Our goal is to deliver highrise projects at half the 
cost of conventional construction and in half the time 
frame and to be there within five years,” Miller said.

RAD Urban chose to ramp up slowly starting with 
a five-unit pilot project and then two student housing 
projects in Berkeley consisting of 77 and 43 units. Next 
up is the developer’s two Telegraph Avenue projects.

Thefactory is in the middle of pushing out 120 mod-
ules for 4700 Telegraph Ave. that will contain 48 apart-
ments ranging from studios to two-bedrooms.

Next year, RAD will start producing modules for its 
first Oakland highrise at 1433 Webster St. that will con-
sist of 168 apartments in 15 stories and cost roughly $80 
million or $476,000 per unit. 

The second high-rise involves a 357-unit, 22-story 
tower at 2044 Franklin St. RAD anticipates that both 
towers will be complete by the end of 2020.

RAD Urban already has some orders from outside 
developers and an onslaught of inquiries.

“It’s embarrassing,” Miller said. “We actually can’t 
respond to everybody who calls. It’s nice to have 
demand.”

Prefab towers 
ready for their 
real-world test
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 21
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MAX TOUHEY / FULL STACK MODULAR

RAD URBAN

Many of RAD Urban’s 
modules are open, 
so one unit’s floor 
and the ceiling of the 
unit below it can be a 
single component. 

The 2044 
Franklin 
St. project 
will rise 22 
stories.

The building 
at 461 
Dean St. in 
Brooklyn 
is the 
nation’s first 
completed 
modular 
highrise. 
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