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INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPERS, ARCHITECTS PLACE 
UTMOST IMPORTANCE ON FLEXIBILITY 
With the amount of speculative construction, project teams value ability to cater to one or multiple tenants.

By Kristin Hiller

I
t’s no secret that industrial project 
teams remain busy. New develop-
ments continuously pop up within 

the Midwest region near airports and 
interstates. Against this backdrop, 
Heartland Real Estate Business spoke 
with two developers and two architec-
tural firms for their expertise in today’s 
industrial design, and how to flexibly 
build a speculative project meant to 
accommodate a variety of uses.

The participants included Brian 
Quigley, executive vice president at 
Rosemont, Illinois-based Conor Com-
mercial Real Estate; Patrick Holleran, 
vice president at St. Louis-based HDA 
Architects; Michael Podboy, presi-
dent, and Jim McGill, executive vice 
president, at CA Industrial, the indus-
trial investment and development di-
vision of Chicago-based CA Ventures; 
and Cameron Trefry, principal with 
the Chicago and Oak Brook, Illinois 
offices of design firm Ware Malcomb.

What follows are their edited re-
sponses. 

Heartland Real Estate Business: 
What design features are you imple-
menting in new industrial develop-
ments? What are tenants looking for? 
Quigley: Creat-

ing a better work 
environment for 
employees is a top 
priority for Conor 
when designing a 
new building. Labor 
availability rates are 
at an all-time low, 
and what we are 
hearing from our 
tenants is that the 
biggest roadblock 
for growth is the 
scarcity of quality employees. 

Our goal is to create an environment 
that attracts and retains employees, 
particularly warehouse employees. 
The first thing we do is install cleresto-
ry windows along the south and west 
exposures of the building to bring in 
as much natural light as possible. We 
also think about truck accessibility 
and make sure to build truck courts 
with 36-foot-wide aprons and 135 feet 
of depth to make the flow of traffic in 
and out of the truck court more effi-
cient. 

One of the more recent trends that 
we have experienced, particularly 
from our tenants involved in e-com-
merce, is hanging conveyor equip-
ment from the building frame. To 
make our speculative buildings ready 
for this, we are beefing up the steel 
package to allow for greater live loads 
on the steel columns.

Holleran: We’re 
implementing a lot 
of interesting ele-
ments, including: 
solar arrays to off-
set electricity con-
sumption; planned 
expansions of new 
facilities for future 
growth of the cli-
ent; large training 
rooms that have 
access to outdoor 
barbecue and beer 
garden areas for company functions 
and entertainment; 32-foot minimum 
clear heights for cube utilization and 
future resale of the building; extra-
large company logos stenciled on the 
side of the buildings; exercise rooms 
and showers for company health and 
recruitment; and concrete-insulated 
tilt walls.
Podboy: At CA Industrial, we are 

focused on developing buildings that 
not only meet tenants’ needs today 
but can evolve as their respective busi-
nesses grow or change over time. This 
means holistically designing the space 
with the end user in mind. We’re of-
fering 32- to 40-foot clear heights and 
level floors capable of accommodat-
ing higher racking and advanced au-
tomation like robotics. We also add 
state-of-the-art technology, including 
T1 and cable lines, smart meters and 
advanced security. Other consider-
ations include everything from pylon 
placement to cell tower antennas.

 Sustainability measures have also 
grown more important to industrial 
users. Outdoors, these features in-
clude eco-landscaping and stormwa-
ter management systems. The facili-
ties themselves include expanses of 
windows and skylights for natural 
lighting, which helps users attract and 
retain talent while also reducing the 
overall carbon footprint. Today’s us-
ers are also looking for outdoor space, 
more sophisticated breakrooms for 
employees and proximity to retail and 
restaurant offerings.
Trefry: In new industrial develop-

ments, demand is increasing for park 
and building amenities. Similar to the 
office and multifamily product types, 
we are seeing the desire for an ame-
nity-rich environment for industrial 
tenants to attract and retain employ-
ees. We are designing more outdoor 
space for tenants to utilize such as 
patios, walking/bike paths and more 
bicycling parking areas. 

Increased sustainability consid-
erations are also being discussed in 
new industrial developments. One ex-
ample is the desire to provide clean, 

idling outlets for trucks. We are de-
signing new truck dock plugins to al-
low for clean idling to decrease pol-
lution in the development. Electric 
vehicle parking with charging stations 
is also becoming more prevalent. 

Solar energy continues to be a topic 
of discussion in industrial develop-
ment, although not widespread in 
the Midwest market yet. Prices of so-
lar panels continue to decrease, but I 
don’t expect this to gain full market 
acceptance until the building incen-
tives have further increased. On spe-
cial occasions, select industrial de-
velopers use upgraded steel in their 
facilities with the intention of adding 
solar panels in the future. 

From a building functionality stand-
point, clear heights continue to rise. In 
the Midwest, the industry standard 
is 36-foot clear height for building 
sizes ranging from 150,000 to 200,000 
square feet and greater. With higher 
clear heights, the bay spacing require-
ments also increase. 

HREB: Which markets are you most 
active in? Are you seeing more specu-
lative or build-to-suit activity?
Quigley: Conor Commercial is most 

active in metropolitan Chicago. We 
currently have 1.5 million square feet 
of industrial development projects 
underway in the city of Chicago, Win-
field, Elgin, Hoffman Estates, Pros-
pect Heights and Palatine. Our mix 
between speculative and build-to-suit 
projects is 80 percent speculative and 
20 percent build-to-suit. We expect 
that product mix to trend toward 
50/50 over the next few years, as the 
vacancy rate that currently averages 
6.25 percent in Chicago is predicted 
to trend higher toward the historical 
average of 8 percent.

Holleran: We are active in the bev-
erage distribution, brewery, industrial 
and e-commerce markets, both build-
to-suit and speculative buildings for 
developers. 
McGill: We are fo-

cusing our efforts on 
prime markets that 
are an integral part 
of the supply chain 
— those that have a 
strong flow of goods 
and are propelled 
by robust demo-
graphics, including 
job and population 
growth. For ex-
ample, we recently 
broke ground on CA 
Elk Grove near O’Hare International 
Airport, one of Chicago’s most active 
industrial submarkets. The develop-
ment boasts high visibility and prox-
imity to not only the airport, but also 
several major expressways.

 CA Elk Grove, as well as our proj-
ects near Cincinnati and Indianapolis, 
are all being built on a speculative ba-
sis near major air cargo terminals amid 
historically low vacancy rates. While 
demand has kept pace with supply 
and the long-term fundamentals of 
the sector are strong, we’re always 
looking ahead to identify submarkets 
that may become overbuilt and ad-
justing our strategies accordingly.
Trefry: Firmwide, Ware Malcomb 

is active across all major markets in 
North America. Our offices in the 
Chicagoland area — in Chicago and 
Oak Brook — work on projects across 
the Midwest, not only industrial but 
office, retail, healthcare, science and 
technology. In the Midwest, we are 
experiencing good volume for both 
speculative and build-to-suit devel-

Conor Commercial Real Estate is developing Northwest Pointe III, a two-building 

project that totals 350,000 square feet in Elgin, Illinois.
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opments. Earlier in the year, there was 
higher demand for speculative de-
velopment, and now the demand for 
build-to-suit is increasing. 

HREB: What is the sweet spot in 
terms of size of building? 
Quigley: The perfect building size 

depends on supply/demand condi-
tions within each submarket. We are 
generally seeing strong demand in the 
range of 75,000 to 100,000 square feet. 
Our strategy is focused on infill de-
velopment, and the size range we see 
most in demand and underserved cur-
rently is 50,000 to 150,000 square feet. 
We often will build larger buildings if 
the site allows and then incorporate 
features that allow for the division of 
the larger building into smaller units, 
such as center entrance storefronts 
and mid-building drive-in doors.
Holleran: There is no sweet spot. 

Every project is unique with different 
requirements, business models and 
goals. A large project doesn’t always 
mean it’s going to be a complicated 
project. It really depends on the type 
of user and client. Our projects typi-
cally range between 100,000 to 750,000 
square feet.
McGill: Our aim is to develop in-

dustrial buildings in the range of 
250,000 to 500,000 expandable square 
feet. This gives us the flexibility to ac-
commodate a single large user or sev-
eral smaller users.
Trefry: The ideal building size de-

pends on the market and submarket 
in reference. We’re experiencing high-
er demand for smaller industrial ten-
ant spaces anywhere from 20,000 to 
70,000 square feet. We design flexible 
buildings in this size range so they can 
be divided for one or more tenants. 

HREB: Are you implementing more 
amenities and services for warehouse 
workers? If so, what are some exam-
ples?
Quigley: Hiring and retaining 

warehouse workers is the number 
one complaint we hear from our cus-
tomers. We can combat this issue by 
improving the working conditions 
within the facility. One way we do 
this is by bringing in as much natural 
light into the warehouse as possible. 
We build clerestory windows into ev-
ery new project, which has multiple 
benefits as it improves worker morale 
and also reduces utility bills by using 
natural light rather than warehouse 
lights.
Holleran: We are implementing 

new amenities. LED lighting that im-
proves visual comfort and accuracy, 
air rotation fans that provide constant 
air flow, company slogans and inspi-
rational messages high on the interior 
warehouse walls, access to internal of-
fice exercise and locker rooms, raised 
warehouse offices that provide a clear 
view of the warehouse operation and 
access to outdoor areas that include 
barbecue grills, fire pits and comfort-

able outdoor seating for company 
functions.
Podboy: Yes. As 

labor costs continue 
to rise, we’re evalu-
ating the needs of 
the tenant both in-
side and outside of 
the buildings we 
develop and deter-
mining ways the 
built environment 
can enhance work-
place satisfaction. In 
our developments, 
we are contemplat-
ing including bike racks, charging 
stations for electric cars, well-lit and 
secure outdoor parking and dedicated 
green space for employees. When pos-
sible, we are also targeting locations 
that are close to retail and restaurants.
Trefry: Yes, de-

mand for employee 
amenities is increas-
ing. Amenities can 
include expansive 
cafeterias, outdoor 
patio spaces, em-
ployee lounges and 
upgraded office 
environments. For 
example, in Ware 
Malcomb’s recent 
School Health proj-
ect, our team pro-
vided architecture and interior design 
services for a 130,000-square-foot fa-
cility comprised of 30,000 square feet 
of office and 100,000 square feet of 
warehouse space with a cafeteria and 
an outdoor patio space for employees 
to enjoy. 

The primary goal of the amenities 
is to provide an aesthetic, encourag-
ing workplace for staff. The new facil-
ity will help to attract and retain em-
ployees. School Health has received 
great feedback from its team members 
about the new workplace. 

HREB: What about flex space? 
Would you say you’re including more 
office space?
Quigley: The trend over the last 

several years has been for companies 
to combine office and warehousing 
within the same building. The reason 
is that business owners and senior 
management want to be on site at all 
times so that both groups can better 
engage and manage employees, and 
also save money on multiple site man-
agers. Several years ago, the average 
requirement in a warehouse would 
be about 2 or 3 percent office. Today, 
those same customers are requesting 
10 or 20 percent office.
Holleran: Yes, we are definitely see-

ing an increase in office space. We en-
courage our clients to have their future 
growth in mind when we’re program-
ming their needs. Growth can occur 
in the newly built space, into the in-
ternal warehouse/industrial area and 
externally. We’re seeing office spaces 

that are more open with demountable 
walls and furniture systems that can 
be easily reconfigured. This allows for 
a quick and affordable option when 
you need to put more bodies within 
the built space.
Podboy: Yes, we’re in discussion 

with stakeholders about allowing for 
more office space to accommodate 
users with a greater concentration of 
workers.
Trefry: Yes, the demand for more 

office space and upgraded workplace 
environments is increasing in indus-
trial facilities. A smaller tenant typi-
cally has a higher square footage re-
quirement. This higher requirement 
in turn drives an increased need for 
parking in the development.

HREB: What technologies are being 
incorporated in newer buildings? 
Quigley: Every building we devel-

op includes carrier-neutral fiber optic 
installed into the building together 
with development of the shell. We 
view fiber service as a critical utility, 
just the same as water and electricity.
Holleran: Security, HVAC, audio-

visual, electrical systems and build-
ing management software controls 
have greatly improved over the last 10 
years.
Podboy: Some technologies we 

foresee being incorporated in newer 

buildings include advanced automa-
tion and high-tech security such as 
facial recognition.

HREB: How do you design a specu-
lative development to fit various ten-
ants?
Quigley: Our goal is to be flexible in 

terms of the ability to divide a build-
ing into small units and truck access. 
We make sure our buildings are de-
signed to accommodate up to four 
users that can be as small as 50,000 
square feet. The temptation of every 
developer is to build the largest build-
ing that a site can accommodate with-
out regard to functionality. However, 
we focus on putting functionality first.  
Holleran: We start with a demand 

study, which allows us to program 
the size of the target tenant. Once we 
know the size of the tenant, we then 
can layout the automobile parking, 
dock doors, office location, structural 
grid and clear height of the building.
McGill: When designing a specula-

tive project, we contemplate myriad 
features we know will appeal to a 
wide range of users — high ceilings, 
deep truck courts, circular access and 
ample parking, among others. We also 
design the truck court so that it can be 
divided into securable sub-sections to 
accommodate multiple tenants, if nec-
essary. 
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All of this makes it easier for users 
to customize the facility to meet their 
business needs. By building in this 
flexibility from the beginning, we en-
hance the overall marketability and, 
therefore, profitability of these devel-
opments.
Trefry: The key to speculative devel-

opment is to design with flexibility in 
mind. Every building we design could 
be a good fit for a single tenant but 
should have the ability to divide into 
multiple spaces since the end user is 
unknown. Making good design deci-
sions to increase flexibility in a space 
is important, as is customizing the de-
sign to fit the submarket you are in. De-
pending on the market, the typical size 
of a speculative building will vary. 

HREB: What else would you like to 
discuss regarding new builds and de-
sign trends?  
Quigley: Higher clear heights, wid-

er column spacing, wider speed bays, 
more natural light and heavier car 
parking counts to facilitate more office 
buildouts are top of the list of design 
trends. We also choose to beef up the 
steel frame package in our buildings 
to allow tenants to hang most types of 
material conveyors from the building 
frame.
Podboy: One trend we are mindful 

of is ESG investing, through which 

environmental, social and governance 
criteria are considered as a means of 
promoting responsible, sustainable 
investment. This is a topic of discus-
sion across numerous industries, in-
cluding commercial real estate. At 
CA, we are aligned with the broader 
investment community in looking 
for innovative ways we can apply 
these principles across our portfolio 
to increase performance, promote the 
wellbeing of building occupants, and 
ensure we are good stewards of both 
the environment and the communities 

in which we do business.
Trefry: A new development type 

across the country is speculative cold 
storage facilities. This product type 
is being driven by a strong economy 
and the availability of capital. Since 
the cost per square foot is significantly 
higher than a typical industrial ware-
house building, speculative cold stor-
age facilities have been less prevalent. 
We are designing a few in select areas 
across the country and have seen in-
creased interest. 

Another trend in the industrial 

space is multi-story distribution fa-
cilities. Firmwide, Ware Malcomb is 
currently working on five multi-story 
distribution projects in various stages 
of production. 

We have master planned over 50 
sites to accommodate these facilities 
across North America in major mar-
kets such as New York, Los Angeles, 
Atlanta, Boston, Toronto and Vancou-
ver. The population density, availabil-
ity and cost of land will continue to 
drive future demand of multi-story 
distribution facilities. n

HDA Architects served as the architect for a 112,000-square-foot corporate headquarters and distribution center for 7G Distributing 

in Davenport, Iowa. The building features a large-scale company logo painted on two sides.


