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ABSTRACT



ADAPT IVE VALUE: DESIGN FOR CHANGING ECONOMIES
 

The intent of this thesis is to better understand how architects can increase the value of under utilized sites 

amidst changing economies. Initial explorations of material reuse, reconstruction, deconstruction, and adaptive 

reuse have culminated in a better understanding of the value of architecture. 

Inherent to any building design is the initial program for its construction. These programs help defi ne the building 

and set up parameters upon which architects base their designs. The problem that often arises is that nothing 

happens to these spaces once the programs have changed. This thesis looks to examine how an adaptive 

reconstruction process can take an abandoned building and through a series of alterations over a period of time, 

change the building to adapt to a radically different program. This strategy begins to address principles of adaptive 

reuse, life cycle building, sustainability, material waste, deconstruction, and building construction techniques. 

The fi rst stage of the project recognizes that the existing Lincoln Steel site is in a light industrial area near 

downtown Lincoln. It also became apparent in the studying of this site that there was a large amount of vacant 

properties in close proximity to the site. What used to be a historically strong auto retail location has now become 

a series of vacant used car dealers and construction industry tenants. This relatively large quantity of vacant 

properties will help support a new program of an Eco-stores architectural salvage. As the site changes over time 

it is important to understand how this specifi c building changes with it. Speculating that the continued decline 

of the surrounding context leads to an increasing number of vacant properties, the site can adapt to this new 

resource by capitalizing on its proximity and thus, an Urban farm is developed. This change is facilitated through 

a common core of program that remains through out the buildings life cycle. 

 

This common core become crucial to the future value of the building. Containing the critical element of many 

building typologies, this core helps facilitate the adaptive value process. As the value of the site begins to change 

again, this project again forecasts a dramatic change in the context. Looking much further into the future, it is 

again speculated that as a new community begins to develop around this site, a potential community center 

develops. Again, this site can change to adapt to the new program with little trouble. This process is then repeated 

as the building needs of the site change over time. As the downtown grows and economy changes, different 

programs will fi nd the site attractive and through this process of creating value through adaptation, the long term 

value of the building increases as well. 

Over the long term development of this site, different architectural solutions can be used to help increase its 

value, thus increasing the role of architectural design in the construction process. 
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INTRODUCT ION

 
 As I began to think about what a thesis should 

be interested in exploring I started to question what role 

architecture plays in the average person daily routine. 

This made me think about the places I frequent and 

how little concern architecture as a profession seems 

to have with these places. These places become purely 

manifestations of an economic model that values cheap 

and effi cient design. 

 I began to ask myself how I might begin to deal 

with these spaces. As I researched these spaces in areas 

that I was familiar with, specifi cally Lincoln and Omaha, 

Nebraska, I found that the severe lack of design energy 

invested in these spaces creates very limited uses for 

them once the outlive their intended use. What happens 

to my barber shop once my barber no longer is making 

any profi t and has to close his doors? Do we just forget 

about what the existing use was and start fresh or can we 

begin to design in a way that facilitates future uses?

 It was these questions that drove my research 

throughout the fi rst semester. As the semester 

progressed, issues brought up in books such as Alan 

Berger’s “Drosscapes” and Paul Lukez’s “Suburban 

Transformations” really began to resonate with what 

I wanted to investigate with this thesis. Both of these 

books talk a lot about changing conditions affecting the 

built environment and ultimately both propose ways in 

which architects can begin to address these issues. This  

thesis looks to expand on those thoughts. 
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 For me, it really became about how architecture 

begins to deal with change. As economies change, 

buildings need to change. In our current society, we have 

become very used to this idea of a “throw away” mentality 

however, this notion that things have such a limited 

lifespan doesn’t work well with architecture. Research 

led me to begin to realize that the value in these sites 

that most people frequent in there everyday lives really 

is a result from that sites ability to adapt to economic 

changes.

 Material reuse and building reconstruction was 

what I originally thought to be a solution to this need 

for adaptation. Buildings designed to facilitate their own 

deconstruction and repurposing would have increased 

value as their surrounding site changed and could then 

adapt to meet these changing needs. However, as I 

continued looking into this idea of how buildings could 

adapt to changing economies, what I began to realize 

was that the value of a building was not solely derived 

from its materials. The value of a building also came from 

its physical location, cultural value, environmental value,  

and historical value. 

 Ultimately, three proposals were created that 

being to look at how value can be created through 

architecture in response to changing economies. I 

wanted to understand how even as the site changed over 

time, this proposal might still address different needs. 

This thesis provided me with a better understanding of 

how, if architects take advantage of under valued sites, 

they might be create a competitive advantage facilitating 

future design opportunities. The following work attempts 

to document and present this project.  



“Most of us live and work in environments that have 
received little consideration beyond that of economic 
necessity.”
Chr is Krager.  Expanding Archi tecture: Design as Act iv ism.
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ANALYSIS
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136
170
44

Million Tons

Thousand

Thousand

of C and D waste is produced in the US each year.

commercial buildings are built in the US each year.

commercial buildings are demolished in the US each year. 

 In researching how value can be created in 
architecture, material reuse become a topic of interest. 
Buildings make up a large majority of the United States 
annual waste production with a majority of that coming 
from demolition of abandoned buildings. If there is a way 
for a building to be designed and built that anticipates 
its own deconstruction and reconstruction, perhaps the 
value of that building can be improved. 

 The accompanying graphic illustrates what 
comprises this massive amount of waste as well as the 
percentages of what is the result of new construction 
versus’s demolition. It also highlights what types of 
construction create the most  types of waste, separating 
residential from non-residential construction. What is 
surprising in this graphic is that concrete creates nearly 
44% of the waste generated but only 58% of that is 
recycled. Where as metals create only 8% of the waste 
which is a direct result of the fact that 85% of all metals 
are recycled. 

 These fi ndings help illustrate the importance of 
building sustainably in order to increase the value of an 
architectural proposal. If a building begins to consider 
its own material reuse then its long term value might be 
increased. When adapting to changing economies this 
becomes an important design issue.



BUILDING PROCESS
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Natural Resource Extraction
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 There is potential to change the typical building 

material process when thinking about the adaptation of 

buildings in response to changing economies. If instead 

of thinking of the process as a linear thing but rather as 

cycle then there is potential to improve a feedback loop 

that happens in the building process. The design of one 

building can, when that building’s life cycle is completed,  

be set up so that it facilitates the deconstruction and 

reuse of materials which can impact a new building. 

 This process can also help inform new 

construction techniques that over time, begin to make 

a more effi cient and valuable building system. If the 

entire system of construction can be rethought, then 

the fl exibility of that construction has potential to be 

increased, further facilitating this adaptation to changing 

economies. Being able to easily physically adapt a 

building is important to the sustained adaptation of that 

site to changing economies.



BUILDING LIFE CYCLE

STUFF                   5-15 yrs

SPACE PLAN       5-20 yrs

SERVICES           5-30 yrs

SKIN                   30-60 yrs

STRUCTURE   60-200 yrs

SITE                  > buildingStewart Brand’s Six S’s diagram Building outlive intended use.

?
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Building is modified to accommodate new program Building is demolishedNew program is made to work within existing space

W
A S T E

 Traditionally buildings are designed around the “stuff” inside. This includes the stuff, space plan, 

and services which all have a relatively short life span when compared to the skin, structure, and site that 

actually make up the physical construction. The problem arises when that “stuff” changes. This is where 

the core to this thesis is interested. How do you design a building to deal with change? Currently the issue 

is changing economies and it is this notion of designing for changing economies that the ultimate thesis 

attempts to address.



PRECEDENTS
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BIG DIG HOUSE
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SINGLE SPEED DESIGN. 2006
 
 The Big Dig House creates value in that it reuse’s 

material salvaged from another project. Rather than build 

entirely new construction, the Big Dig House capitalizes 

on pieces of discarded infrastructure and uses them in a 

new and creative way. The house does not come close to 

stressing the strength of these massive supports but it 

does take advantage of a found object. 

 The inherent value in these found supports help 

to reduce the overall cost of the new construction and 

provided the architects more opportunities in other areas 

of the house. In addition to the new design opportunities, 

the reuse of materials create unique design challenges 

that in this case provide a more provocative architectural 

solution. As economies change, being able to take 

advantage of found conditions and found objects will 

facilitate an improved architectural value of the site.



LOBLOLLY HOUSE
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KIERANTIMBERLAKE. 2010

 The Loblolly house really capitalizes on the value 

of material after a building has outlived its useful life. 

Designed in a way that considered its own deconstruction, 

this house looks into issues of sustainability and building 

life cycle costs. Taking this long term approach forced the 

designers to create a better building in the present. 

 Buildings that consider their own deconstruction 

offer greater value over the course of their use and as 

a result, should offer the designer more opportunities. 

In dealing with changing economies, buildings like the 

Loblolly house provide examples of how a building can 

adapt once its use is no longer needed. 



KRAANSPOOR
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OTH. (1952)2007  

 This project really is a good example of the 

potential architecture can have on its surrounding site. 

Located in on an abandoned ship building craneway, this 

offi ce building capitalized on an undervalued site while 

offering a view of the surrounding ocean that no other 

building can match. The Kraanspoor offi ce building has 

helped to further instigate offi ce development in the 

region and the entire area has made a gradual transition 

from manufacturing to retail and offi ce space. 

 Taking advantage of existing infrastructure 

provided unique opportunities for the architects to create 

spaces that are unlike any other. The entire project was 

able to reuse existing stairways and structural members 

reducing the cost and allowing the architects to focus 

their design energy in other areas. The project greatly 

increased the value of the existing site while reusing an 

existing piece of abandoned infrastructure.



URBAN OUTFITTERS CORPORATE CAMPUS
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MEYER SCHERER & ROCKCASTLE. 2006
 
 Urban Outfi tters, a clothing company, purchased 

these abandoned buildings previously used to build ships. 

They were the fi rst non-ship manufacturer in the location. 

Through an intense process of renovation, they were able 

to take these dilapidated buildings and create a well lit 

space to house their corporate headquarters. 

 This project helped to inform the thesis in its use 

of abandoned buildings. The architects of the project were 

critical of art, culture, the environment, and the economy 

to develop a solution that worked with all four. The value 

of the site was greatly increased and the project helped 

transition the site from an economy of manufacturing into 

one focused on retail and offi ce needs. 



SITE ANALYSIS



PG.25



97,407

487,872

267,156

198,280

249,000

210,340

101,000

41,056

38,812

Built Sq Ft.Site Property Sq Ft. Built Timeline
(year built - year vacated)

O Street (30,550 cars/day)

(13,150 cars/day) 66th Stre
et

O Street  (32,400 cars/day)

West O Street (24,100 cars/day)

Vine Street  (19,900 cars/day)

1937

1967

1973

1977

Westfe
ild Mall

NA

VALUE ANALYSIS



Light Industrial $1,115,000

Big Box Retail $1,476,500

Hotel 

(Cleared in ‘09)

$1,561,900

New Car Dealer 2,841,500

Crocery Retail 2,673,100
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 Understanding that potential exists for architects 

to greater infl uence the built environment in areas that 

otherwise under utilized, an analysis of potential sites in 

Lincoln, NE was completed. Looking at the size, previous 

use, estimated property value, built time line including 

abandonment, and location helped to narrow down 

potential site selections. 

 Ultimately the Lincoln Steel site was selected 

as it offered the greatest possibilities for improvement. 

Its large size, close proximity to downtown, extended 

abandonment,  and low value made it a great site for an 

architect to potentially develop. This site, in contrast to 

the others on this page, does not appear to be a good 

development opportunity for a traditional developer. 

Changing economies of the region make it a challenging 

site to begin to speculate what should be developed on it.  
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SITE CONDITIONS

BNSF Hobson Yard

Lakeview Elementary School

Capitol Beach Neighborhood

* Less than 1000 residents 

* Average 10 min commute

* Mainly composed of middle class 

* Large young professional demographic 

Light Industrial Park

* Mostly Construction Industry businesses 

* Major tenant is Speedway Motors

* Located primarly in a flood plain

* Steel site is only one of a couple properties 

with rail access

* Underdeveloped, high vacancies

BNSF Hobson Yard

* Average 70+ trains a day

* Routes to Wyoming (Coal), Denver, Kansas 

City, and Chicago (thru Omaha)

* Takes on average 2+ days to ship from 

Lincoln to Omaha

* Not a major shipping yard, mostly switching 

operations take place



Pinnacle Bank Arena

Relocated Tracks

Salt Creek Spillway

Homeless Shelter

On the wrong side of the Tracks

* Homeless shelter, Auto Recycler,  Meat processor

* Low income housing

* Dead zone between downtown and Capitol Beach

* Located entirely in flood plain

* Industries include: meat processing, Auto salvage, 

Construction Industry, Highway retail

Downtown

* Approx. 4000 residents 

* Expanding haymarket with new arena

* Manufacturing being slowly relocated to 

ouskirts of city

* Intense spike in activity around Husker 

gamedays
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SITE MODEL
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SITE INVENTORY
Buildings to be Reused

Gantry Cranes

Structural Frame

Lightweight Skin

Buildings with inherent existing value. 

Suitable for existing practices of adaptive 

reuse.

Specialty Steel Structure. Gantry Cranes 

made to support more than 15 tons. 

Structural and cultural potential .

Structural steel frame with large spans and 

heavier construction. Potential for reuse 

instead of recycling/down cycling.

Corrugated steel skin and insulated 

infi ll. Potential to be reused but short 

term lifespan merit recycling.
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Low Value Construction

Existing buildings that are quickly made with materials 

that are either to small to practically be reused or 

with materials that have very short term life spans. 

Buildings can be disassembled and sold for other less 

intensive uses.



SITE PHOTOGRAPHS



PG.43

























?
How can architecture create value here?





Can a design approach that considers the long term 
fl exibility of a building bring value to an otherwise 
undervalued site?



DESIGN PROCESS
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 After analyzing a series of precedents it was 

found that most building types contained a set of core 

program that remained the same no matter what the 

program. These bathrooms, storage areas, entrances, 

offi ces, and other service functions were often located 

in a core of program that fi t amongst the other more site 

specifi c program. 

 In addition to this core of program, the precedents 

almost always had a clear entrance that helped delineate 

private verse public space. By adapting the existing 

site conditions to create this public entrance, the site 

immediately has a very different character. The buildings 

are no longer isolated from the street and new uses can 

already be envisioned. 
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 Throughout the course of the project, it evolved 

from a look into how the building could reconstruction 

itself over the site throughout time, into a how the site 

could deal with changing economies. An iterative series of 

sketch models was done to explore these ideas and then 

these were placed within the larger site model to help 

determine programmatic and site specifi c relationships.

 A larger mock up was also used to explore more 

detailed issues associated with the main building on the 

site. These quick studies helped defi ne relationships of 

program as well as how the new program would interact 

with the existing structure. Throughout the entire design 

process, there was an emphasis on making sure that 

the there was a minimal amount of editing done to the 

existing structure. 
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 After a general idea was established regarding 

the approach to how to deal with the existing building, 

a series of images were generated looking at how new 

program might work within these existing spaces. These 

images helped inform future material choices as well as 

future programmatic relationships. 

 More study models were also constructed 

narrowing down the formal changes happening to the 

site over time. What remained consistent was this idea 

of a fi xed core of program that could be utilized by each 

of the changing program. Again it was important that the 

entire project was looked at through three different time 

periods to see how this project facilitated that adaptation 

of the building to changing economies.  



DESIGN PROPOSAL
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Eco-Stores
Reuse

~5
0y

rs

~20yrs

~5yrs Eco-Stores

Urban Farm

Community Center

 The fi rst stage in developing the site comes in the form of the 

relocation of Eco-stores. Eco-stores is a used building material store and 

offers a wide range of materials for projects. This move benefi ts Eco-stores 

in that they now have expanded street frontage on one of the busiest roads 

in Lincoln. In addition they are afforded to possibility of expanding their 

offering beyond material resale. They additional space facilitates the growth 

of a design offi ce, education program, and artist studio in conjunction with 

Eco-stores. This increase breadth of program located on the single site will 

bring more foot traffi c to all of the business located in this region. 

There is already a strong manufacturing presence and Eco-stores capitalizes 

on that by continuing to offer its services and products to the area. This 

cluster of businesses focused around the construction industry remain 

the main anchor tenants in a decaying region of Lincoln. What once was a 

location containing many auto dealers, has now changed into a more light 

industrial use.
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 Being that the existing site is already heavily contaminated with 

toxins from its previous uses, this initial phase of development looks to 

remediate those through a passive plant process. Rather than invest 

in a physical heavy cleanup, planting large plats of sunfl owers will aid in 

this process. The surrounding context is not developing and thus, further 

development on this site would be unnecessary. Removing the toxins now 

makes the site more valuable in the future.
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~5
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~20yrs

~5yrs Eco-Stores

Urban Farm

Community Center

 Forecasting into the future, the surrounding site continues to 

degrade. Assuming the worst, local business have moved out and an 

increasing number of vacant lots continues to grow. This trend is already 

happening with the movement of major auto dealers to the North 27th street 

location. These swaths of land, have an under utilized potential that can be 

capitalized on by this project. Projecting that Eco-stores has moved out of 

the building, a proposal is developed in which the site transitions toward an 

Urban Farm. 

 The ever increasing cost of transportation, growing downtown 

population, increasing land prices, and just general concern over having 

fresh produce creates a demand for this program. Adapting the building 

to contain a fresh foods market, automated greenhouse, processing and 

cleaning areas, as well as community gardens helps it fi ll this need.

Repurpose
Urban Farm
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 In developing the site to contain community gardens, there is an 

increased presence of ownership on the site. While not actually “owning” 

the land, individuals begin to have a vested stake in the site and as a result, 

the overall community value increases. Maintaining these gardens and this 

fresh food facilitates further development in the region and eventually land 

can be once again repurposed into new program. The program developed on 

the site over the course of time are not meant to be permanent solutions but 

rather program that facilitate future adaptations depending on the economic, 

cultural, and environmental conditions. 
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Restart
Community Center

 Again projecting into the future, the project speculates that with the 

increase in community ownership of the site, there becomes an increasing 

demand for a community center. Once again, this potential program can be 

implemented into the building as it adapts to meet the new needs of the 

time. Minimizing the amount of changing elements that get repeated in the 

series of buildings helps to maintain this adaptability. 

 The community center not only provides for the existing community 

in the region but also helps to spur new growth of a surrounding community.  

No longer seen as an industrial zone, the site becomes a prime location for 

a near downtown residential community. 

 The community center not only helps to increase the cultural value 

of the site but through its program it can help to facilitate more sustainable 

ways of living, thus having a environmental impact as well. Economically, the 

site generates value through its ability to facilitate the growth of residential. 

This becomes an ideal location to direct the redevelopment of this region in 

anticipation of continued changing economies.
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 The sites impact is not only felt by its local neighborhood but also on 

downtown Lincoln as well as the other surrounding neighborhoods. It near 

proximity to downtown and easy access to Lincoln’s extensive trail network 

make it a perfect location for a community center. The size of the site also 

allows for the planning of several sports fi elds that would otherwise need to 

be located further away. By only slightly modifying the existing construction, 

the community center can have a large impact on the site with very little 

cost. 
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REVIEW MATERIAL
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SEMESTER REVIEW
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STUFF                   5-15 yrs

SPACE PLAN       5-20 yrs

SERVICES           5-30 yrs

SKIN                   30-60 yrs

STRUCTURE   60-200 yrs

SITE                  > buildingStewart Brand’s Six S’s diagram Building is modified to accommodate new program Building is demolishedNew program is made to work within existing space

W
A S T E

Material and Programattic Inventory takes place Building is reassembled into optimum configuration for new use. Building is disassembled 

*Material better suited for another project or 
more valuable sold for different material.

*New material to complete reconfiguration.

Building outlive intended use.
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Project Description

The intent of this thesis is to better understand the lifecycle of buildings and propose a method of 
construction that minimizes waste and create a more fl exible adaptive buildings system. By designing 
for reconstruction, architects can create adaptive buildings that adjust to the ever changing nature of 
the market economy. 

Inherent to any building design is the initial program for its construction. These programs help defi ne 
the building and set up parameters upon which architects base their designs. The problem that often 
arises is that nothing happens to these spaces once the programs have changed. This thesis looks to 
examine how an adaptive reconstruction process can take an abandoned building and through a series 
of alterations over a period of time, change the building to adapt to a radically different program. This 
strategy begins to address principles of adaptive reuse, lifecycle building, sustainability, material waste, 
deconstruction, and building construction techniques. 

The fi rst stage of the project recognizes that the existing Lincoln Steel site is in a light industrial area 
near downtown Lincoln. It also became apparent in the studying of this site that there was a large 
amount of vacant properties in close proximity to the site. What used to be a historically strong auto 
retail location has now become a series of vacant used car dealers. This relatively large quantity of 
vacant properties will help support a new program of a building materials warehouse. In adapting 
the site to this new program, a change of scale is necessary. Currently there are a series of smaller 
buildings on the site and two larger buildings. An inventory of these buildings led to the conclusion 
that the two larger buildings were most suited for the new program while, the majority of the smaller 
buildings were better suited for recycling. There are two historic brick buildings on the site that have 
both cultural and historical value. These buildings are more suited for a tradition historic preservation 
or adaptive reuse method. 

In analyzing the existing buildings, it was found that these buildings should be reconstructed in a 
way that better suites the new program. If the existing materials on the site are insuffi cient than new 
materials should be brought in that are designed in a way that facilitaes their future deconstruction and 
reassembly into fl exible confi gurations. Existing materials not used can be sold to help offset the cost 
of construction. 

This process is then repeated as the building needs of the site change over time. As the downtown 
grows and economy changes, different programs will fi nd the site attractive and through this process of 
reconstruction the long term value of the building materials on the site is greatly increased. 
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Natural Resource Extraction

Processing of materials
Reprocessing of materials

Recycling of materials

Reuse of materials

Relocation of entire building

Manufacture into components

Assembly into buildings

Building use

Disassembly

Waste for Landfill
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“Don’t just reinvent the recipe, rethinkrethink the menu.”
William McDonough. Cradle to Cradle

D e s i g n i n g  f o r  R e c o n s t r u c t i o n

“Most of us live and work in environments that have 
recieved little consideration beyond that of economic 
necessity.” Chris Krager. Expanding Architecture: Design as Activism.

“Cannot the architect and planner, by slight adjustments to the conventional 
elements of the townscape, existing or proposed, promote signi  cant effects? 
By modifying or adding conventional elements to still other conventional 
elements they can, by a twist of context, gain a maximum of effect through a 
minimum of means. They can make us see the same things in a different way.”They can make us see the same things in a different way.”
Robert Venturi. Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture.

Buildings to be Reused

Gantry Cranes

Structural Frame

Low Value Construction

Lightweight Skin

Buildings wth inherent existing value. 
Suitable for existing practices of 
adaptive reuse.

Specialty Steel Structure. Gantry 
Cranes made to support more than 15 
tons. Structural and cultural potential .

Structural steel frame with large spans 
and heavier construction. Potential for 
reuse instead of recycling/downcycling.

Existing buildings that are quickly made 
with materials that are either to small to 
practically be reused or with materials 
that have very short term life spans. 
Buildings can be disassembled and 
sold for other less intensive uses.

Corrugated steel skin and insulated 
infi ll. Potential to be reused but short 
term lifespan merit recycling.

A D A P T I N G  B U I L D I N G S  T O  C H A N G E

I n s t e a d  o f  t h i sI n s t e a d  o f  t h i s

a n d  t h i s . . .a n d  t h i s . . .

L e t s  d o  t h i s .L e t s  d o  t h i s .
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Material LifecycleBuilding Lifecycle

97,407
487,872 Light Industrial $1,115,000

Big Box Retail $1,476,500

Hotel
(Cleared in ‘09)

$1,561,900

New Car Dealer 2,841,500

Crocery Retail 2,673,100

267,156

198,280

249,000

210,340

101,000

41,056

38,812

Built Sq Ft.Site Property Sq Ft. Built Timeline Pevious Use Value

O Street (30,550 cars/day)

(13,150 cars/day) 66th Street

O Street (32,400 cars/day)

West O Street (24,100 cars/day)

Vine Street (19,900 cars/day)

1937

1983

1967

1973

1977

2003

2010

2008

2010

2008

Westfeild Mall

NA

88yearsyears 33yearsyears 11yearyear 33yearsyears

11yearyear

• Designed around repurposed 
materials from the Big Dig Highway 
Project

• Comprised of over 600,000 lbs of 
reclaimed material

• Mimized fabrication time resulted 
from little modifi cation of found 
components

• Had an extremely detailed process 
of a assembly orchastraed in the 
drawings and cooridination of the 
project

• Capitalizes on existing strucural 
system and phenomenal view

• Maintained cultural landmark while 
adding value to site

• New consturction intertwines with 
the new, preserving site history

• Only used those existing peices 
that provided siginfi cant value for 
new construction

• New addition limited by existing 
structural conditions

• Designed to be Highly recyclable 
(99%)

• Seperates with simple hand tools 
into well-labeled components

• Contains 44% recycled material

• Easy to repair, reconfi gure, and 
upgrade

 The existing site is located at the corner of 
Sunvalley Boulevard and west O St. It is mainly 
comprised of two large steel buildings and a 
collection of other smaller buildings. The primary 
interest of this thesis is to investigate how the two 
larger steel buildings can be disassembled and 
reconstructed into more functional spaces for new 
program that will be introduced over time. 

 The remaining buildings are built of 
lightweight construction methods and their realitively 
small size limits there potential programattic uses. It 
was determined that these buildings are best suited 
for traditional recyling purposes. The money and 
material gained from taking these buildings down 
will help to support the reconstruction of the two 
larger buildings on the site.

 In searching for a site to act as a cose study to further explore this idea of desinging for reconstruction, I began to 
look at large vacant sites in the city of Lincoln, NE. These offer the potential for reconstruction as they contain large volumes
that potentially can be rework in a numerous amount of ways. In addition to physical size of the site and buildings, I also 
considered the previous uses and current property value. 

 Eventually settling on the Steel site located along west O St because of its current perceived low value and its length 
of time vacant. The other sites had potential to be developed in future case studies but they also seem to be more apt to 
a traditional development thus making them less likely to be torn down. The steel site offers great potential as it is located 
along a major axis of Lincoln, near a soon to be major four corner intersection, and is near an extensive open green space.

Site Considerations

Precedents
Deconstructing Objects Material Reuse Adaptive Structures Flexible Buildings

Think Chair. Steelcase, 2006 Big Dig House. Single Speed Design, 2006 Kraanspoor. OTH, (1952)2007 Loblolly House. KieranTimberlake, 2010

Proposed 4-lane road route

West O Street

Rosa Parks Blvd

Salt Creek Drainage way

Burlington Northern Rail Yard

I-180

Existing Bicycle trails

Flood Control Zone | Urban Park Potential

Haymarket Park Ballfeilds

Site Location

Potential Site Analysis Lincoln, NE 68528

• Designed to be Highly recyclable 
(99%)

• Seperates with simple hand tools 
into well-labeled components

• Contains 44% recycled material

• Easy to repair, reconfi gure, and 
upgrade

5 YEARS
 Reactive Re-use: Material Reuse Center

10 YEARS
 Proactive Expansion: Building Component Manufacturing

15 YEARS
 Adaptive Reconstruction: REI Sporting Goods

New Program

Existing structure

New programatic addition

Existing structure at year 10

Dramatic change in program

Existing structure at year 30

Reconstructed space

Expanded facilities to accomodate new program

Adaptive new building reconstructed for new program

Material to be purchased

Gantry supports repurposed as building supports

New structure

Oppoprtunites for profi t

New fl exible structural system

Opportunites for Profi t

The existing structure to remain from the steel site is comprised of 
relatively large span members and heavy steel construction.  These 
peices can be taken apart and reconfi gured to work with the new 
programattic needs. A limited amount of modifi cation will be necessary 
as the new program requires mostly large open spaces. However, 
if modifi cation is needed, then effort will be made to keep existing 
structural members intact and simply move them to new locations 
where they might work better.

Projecting into the future that the building market has changed and the 
building material warehouse is able to expand into a small manufacture 
as well, the previous structure needds to be adapted to a new expansion.

Education
Offi ce
Retail
Storage
Shop
Loading/Unloading

Existing program
Additional offi ce space
Assembly
Manufacturing

Retail
Indoor Climbing wall
Offi ce space
Loading/Unloading
Storage
Outdoor Education
Cycle Shop

After slight modifi cations the former steel mill is able to turn into a 
function salvage building materials warehouse. The building provides 
large enclosed storage areas for material, pleny out outside yard 
space, and with slight modifi cations it provides offi ce, educational, and 
retail space. The front building is reconstructed to a more appropriate 
leaseable size thus making the potential tenants wanting to lease the 
space increase.

The new site contains a series of buildings that now work better with 
the proposed program than what was previously existing while still 
minimizing material waste. New additions to the site are designed in 
ways that facilitate reconstruction. 

When new additions are made, materials should be sourced locally 
and designed in a way in which they facilite ease of decostruction. 
This allows for future reconstruction of the space with minimal material 
waste. Opportunities existing to slightly modify the existing buildings 
and lease out space where the current program is not needed. In doing 
so, the front building should be partially deconstructed and materials 
sold, to help pay for the cost of this change.

In the effort to reduce the waste from the site, the existing structural 
supports from part of the gantry crane can be moved and reused as 
structural supports for the new addition. Prefabricated wall components 
can be then placed between the structural supports to enclose the 
space. These components are designed in a way to facilitate their 
deconstruction and reuse.

With the seperation of the larger building in the rear of the site into two 
seperate buildings, the smaller portion can be lease out in addition 
to the remaineder of the building in the front. The strucutre that was 
added in the 5 year proposal can be reconstructed on the opposite side 
of the building in order to facilitate this seperation.

In the semester review, the premise of the project really 

stemmed from the idea of reconstruction. The project was 

focused on the idea that if materials could be salvaged 

in  a building, the ultimate value of that building would be 

increased. This received somewhat harsh criticism and  

required a deeper examination into what the thesis was 

really about.  

While the eventual project still looked at three schemes 

changing over time, this proposal looked into how at 5 

years the site could be reused, how at 10 years the site 

could begin to pro actively expand, and then how at 50 

years the site could adapt to new changes in a much 

more fl exible way. The proposal ultimately become to 

interested in the material value of a building rather than 

how the site could deal with changing conditions. 

Material value really become only one of several ways 

in which a building could maintain, or increase, its value 

over time. Flexibility, cultural signifi cance, and specifi c 

programmatic conditions could also infl uence the value.
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Renovation

Construction

Residential

Non-Residential

STUFF                   5-15 yrs

SPACE PLAN       5-20 yrs

SERVICES           5-30 yrs

SKIN                   30-60 yrs

STRUCTURE   60-200 yrs

SITE                  > buildingStewart Brand’s Six S’s diagram Building is modified to accommodate new program Building is demolishedNew program is made to work within existing space
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Building outlive intended use.

?
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Drivers of Value

Flexiblity
Cultural Impact
Sustainability
Functionality

Can a design approach that considers the long term f lexibl i ty 
of a bui lding bring value to an otherwise undervalued site?

Adaptive Value
DESIGNING FOR CHANGE

Core of Building facilitates opportunity for value

Consolidated Core provides support 
functions for fl exible fl oor plan

Core organized along an edge 
helps maximize fl oor space

Program aligned along axis of core allows 
for higher better use of core elements

Project Description

The intent of this thesis is to better understand how architects can increase the value of under utilized sites. Initial explorations of material reuse, reconstruction, 
deconstruction, and adaptive reuse have culminated a better understanding of the value of architecture. 

Inherent to any building design is the initial program for its construction. These programs help defi ne the building and set up parameters upon which architects 
base their designs. The problem that often arises is that nothing happens to these spaces once the programs have changed. This thesis looks to examine how 
an adaptive reconstruction process can take an abandoned building and through a series of alterations over a period of time, change the building to adapt to 
a radically different program. This strategy begins to address principles of adaptive reuse, lifecycle building, sustainability, material waste, deconstruction, and 
building construction techniques. 

The fi rst stage of the project recognizes that the existing Lincoln Steel site is in a light industrial area near downtown Lincoln. It also became apparent in the 
studying of this site that there was a large amount of vacant properties in close proximity to the site. What used to be a historically strong auto retail location has 
now become a series of vacant used car dealers and construction industry tenants. This relatively large quantity of vacant properties will help support a new 
program of an Ecostores architectural salvage. As the site changes over time it is important to understand how this specifi c building changes with it. Speculating 
that the continued decline of the surrounding context leads to an increasing number of vacant properties, the site can adapt to this new resource by capitalizing 
on its proximity and thus, an Urban farm is developed. This change is facilitated through a common core of program that remains through out the buildings 
lifecycle.

This common core become crucial to the future value of the building. Containing the critical element of many building typologies, this core helps facilitate the 
adaptive value process. As the value of the site begins to change again, this project again forecasts a dramatic change in the context. Looking much further 
into the future, it is again speculated that as a new community begins to develop around this site, a potential community center develops. Again, this site can 
change to adapt to the new program with little trouble. This process is then repeated as the building needs of the site change over time. As the downtown grows 
and economy changes, different programs will fi nd the site attractive and through this process of creating value through adaptation, the long term value of the 
building increases as well. 

Over the long term development of this site, different architectural solutions can be used to help increase its value, thus increasing the role of architectural design 
in the construction process. 

97,407
487,872 Light Industrial $1,115,000

Big Box Retail $1,476,500

Hotel
(Cleared in ‘09)

$1,561,900

New Car Dealer 2,841,500

Crocery Retail 2,673,100

267,156

198,280

249,000

210,340

101,000

41,056

38,812

Built Sq Ft.Site Property Sq Ft. Built Timeline Pevious Use Value

O Street (30,550 cars/day)

(13,150 cars/day) 66th Street

O Street (32,400 cars/day)

West O Street (24,100 cars/day)

Vine Street (19,900 cars/day)

1937

1983

1967

1973

1977

2003

2010

2008

2010

2008

Westfeild Mall

NA

Cultural Value

Architectural Value

Cultural Value

Architectural Value

Historical Value

Economical Value

Architectural Value

Contextual Value

Architectural Value

Historical Value

Contextual Value

Historical Value

Cultural Value

Economic Value

Contextual Value

Economic Value

Contextual Value

Economic Value

• Designed around repurposed 
materials from the Big Dig Highway 
Project

• Comprised of over 600,000 lbs of 
reclaimed material

• Minimized fabrication time resulted 
from little modifi cation of found 
components

• Had an extremely detailed process 
of a assembly orchestrated in the 
drawings and coordination of the 
project

• Capitalizes on existing structural 
system and phenomenal view

• Maintained cultural landmark while 
adding value to site

• New construction intertwines with 
the new, preserving site history

• Only used those existing pieces 
that provided signifi cant value for 
new construction

• New addition limited by existing 
structural conditions

• Designed to be Highly recyclable 
(99%)

• Separates with simple hand tools 
into well-labeled components

• Contains 44% recycled material

• Easy to repair, reconfi gure, and 
upgrade

Material Reuse Adaptive Structures Flexible Buildings
Big Dig House. Single Speed Design, 2006 Kraanspoor. OTH, (1952)2007 Loblolly House. KieranTimber lake, 2010
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1 Identify Existing Condition

2 Establish Clear Entrance

3 Inject Core Elements

4 Insert Viable Progam

6 Occupy

5 Adapt Building 
ADJUST. PUNCTURE. EXPAND. DIVIDE.

Buildings to be Reused

Gantry Cranes

Structural Frame

Low Value Construction

Lightweight Skin

Buildings wth inherent existing value. 
Suitable for existing practices of 
adaptive reuse.

Specialty Steel Structure. Gantry 
Cranes made to support more than 15 
tons. Structural and cultural potential .

Structural steel frame with large spans 
and heavier construction. Potential for 
reuse instead of recycling/downcycling.

Existing buildings that are quickly made 
with materials that are either to small to 
practically be reused or with materials 
that have very short term life spans. 
Buildings can be disassembled and 
sold for other less intensive uses.

Corrugated steel skin and insulated 
infi ll. Potential to be reused but short 
term lifespan merit recycling.

88yearsyears 33yearsyears 11yearyear 33yearsyears

11yearyear

Taking advantage of undervalued sites provides a competitive 
advantage for architects  seeking to maximize design possibilities

BNSF Hobson Yard

Lakeview Elementary School

Haymarket Park

Pinnacle Bank Arena

Relocated Tracks

Salt Creek Spillway

Homeless Shelter

Capitol Beach Neighborhood

* Less than 1000 residents 

* Average 10 min commute

* Mainly composed of middle class 

* Large young professional demographic 

Light Industrial Park

* Mostly Construction Industry businesses 

* Major tenant is Speedway Motors

* Located primarly in a flood plain

* Steel site is only one of a couple properties 

with rail access

* Underdeveloped, high vacancies

BNSF Hobson Yard

* Average 70+ trains a day

* Routes to Wyoming (Coal), Denver, Kansas 

City, and Chicago (thru Omaha)

* Takes on average 2+ days to ship from 

Lincoln to Omaha

* Not a major shipping yard, mostly switching 

operations take place

On the wrong side of the Tracks

* Homeless shelter, Auto Recycler,  Meat processor

* Low income housing

* Dead zone between downtown and Capitol Beach

* Located entirely in flood plain

* Industries include: meat processing, Auto salvage, 

Construction Industry, Highway retail

Downtown

* Approx. 4000 residents 

* Expanding haymarket with new arena

* Manufacturing being slowly relocated to 

ouskirts of city

* Intense spike in activity around Husker 

gamedays

1950 1980 2025

1960 1990 2040

1970

Urban Growth

Present 2060

In presenting at the Final Review for this project, 

a major critique was that perhaps, this real thesis 

question for this project was how architecture can 

deal with changing economies. Previously it had 

been presented as a way of developing a fl exible 

architecture that dealt with any change. This critique 

really provided some much needed clarity for the 

overall proposal and is refl ected in this book.

These presentation boards were accompanied by 

both a digital presentation as well as respective 

models for each scheme. 
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8,000

32

sunfl owers planted to help naturally remove toxins from soil 

square feet of outdoor storage yard

cars pass site on a daily basis

additional square feet available for lease to local business

square feet available for expanded Eco-stores program

square feet available for expanded Eco-stores progam

additional building  built for equipment storage

acres of land to remain a fi lter  for the abutting rail yard 

 The fi rst stage in developing the site comes in the form of the relocation fo 

Eco-stores. Eco-stores is a used building material store and offers a wide range 

of materials for projects. This move benefi ts Eco-stores in that they now have 

expanded street frontage on one of the busiest roads in Lincoln. In addition they 

are afforded to possiblity of expading their offering beyond material resale. They 

additional space facilitates the growth of a design offi ce, education program, and 

artist studio in conjunction with Eco-stores. This increase breadth of program 

located on the single site will bring more foot traffi c to all of the business located 

in this region. 

There is already a strong manufacturing presence and Eco-stores capatilzes on 

that by continueing to offer its services and products to the area. This cluster of 

businesses focused around the construction industry remain the main anchor 

tenants in a decaying region of LIncoln. What once was a location containing 

many auto dealers, has now transisitioned into a more light industrial use.

 Being that the existing site is already heavily contaminated with toxins from 

its previous uses, this initial phase of development looks to remediate those through a 

passive plant process. Rather than invest in a physical heaby cleanup, planting large plats 

of sunfl owers will aid in this process. The surrounding context is not developing and thus, 

further development on this site would be unnecessary. Removing the toxins now makes the 

site more valueable in the future.
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Entrance

Conference

Checkout

Meeting Room

Retail Floor Classroom

Checkout

Artist Studio

Design Offi ce 

Shop

Storage

 In developing the site to contain community gardens, there is an increased presence 

of ownership on the site. While not actually “owning” the land, indivuduals begin to have a 

vested stake in the site and as a result, the overall community value increases. Maintaining 

these gardens and this fresh food facilitates further development in the region and eventually 

land can be once again repurposed into new program. The program developed on the 

site over the course of time are not meant to be permanent solutions but rather program 

that facilitate future adaptations depending on the economic, cultural, and environmental 

conditions. 
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 Forcasting into the future, the surrounding site continues to degrade. Assuming the 

worst, local business have moved out and an increasing number of vacant lots continues 

to grow. This trend is already happening with the movement of major auto dealers to the 

North 27th street location. These swaths of land, have an underutilized potential that can 

be capitalized on by this project. Projecting that Eco-stores has moved out of the building, 

a proposal is developed in which the site transitions toward an Urban Farm. 

 The ever increaseing cost of transportation, growing downtown population, 

increasing land prices, and just general concern over having fresh produce creates a 

demand for this program. Adapting the building to contain a fresh foods market, automated 

greenhouse, processing and cleaning areas, as well as community gardens helps it fi ll this 

need.
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community gardens available

buildings available for organic resteraunt and city food bank

square feet available for locally grown market

food service providers within  surrounding neighborhood

acres of land available to farm within immediate vicinity

square feet available 
green house expansion

classrooms available to educate 
public on healthy living

Repurpose
Urban Farm20years
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Conference

Checkout

Offi ce

Greenhouse
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Classroom

Control Room

Storage

Market 

Packaging

Processing

Restart
Community Center

>60

15

~4,500

~5,000,000

22,000

>100,000

128

activities to currently offered at center 
providing year round engadgement

potential new residential sites 
within walking distance

residences within cycling distance

square feet of improved realestate if value of site is realized

square feet of new construction for additional community activities

square feet of open space faclitates multiple sports feilds

miles of bike trails providing citywide access

42 
plots still available for  

community gardens
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 Again projecting into the future, the project speculates that with the increase in 

community ownership of the site, there becomes an increasing demand for a community 

center. Once again, this potential program can be implemented into the building as it 

adapts to meet the new needs of the time. Minimizing the amount of changing elements 

that get repeated in the series of buildings helps to maintain this adaptablity. 

 The project relies on a core of program that stays steady through out the process. 

This contains the basic requirements of the majority of buildings including vertical circula-

tion, restrooms, service space, and a clearly defi ned entrance. As the building develops 

over time, additional progarm is added or subtracted from this core. 
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