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UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON

WEST CAMPUS
UTILITY PLANT
SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

00 INTRODUCTION

The WCUP provides chilled water and emergency power to the UW’s Seattle campus.

01 PROJECT DELIVERY

As a crucial piece of utility infrastructure that would serve rapidly growing west and south sectors of
campus, the WCUP absolutely needed to be completed and commissioned in time for other important
projects to come online. The WCUP was completed in January of 2017, on schedule and on budget.

02 PROCESS MANAGEMENT

A pioneer when it comes to effectively delivering their capital projects, the University of Washington was
the first organization to utilize the Progressive Design-Build delivery method in the state of Washington.
The early adoption of this alternative process speaks to the UW’s visionary desire to make the most
effective and efficient use of their resources.

03 SAFETY PERFORMANCE

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON

Safety was a major priority for the University and for the Design Build team. A “Zero Injuries Policy” was
implemented by construction trade partners with the ambitious goal of eliminating jobsite injuries.

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

A primary goal of this project was to assist the UW in conveying their commitment to sustainability to a
broad audience through compelling design and engaging interpretive displays. The WCUP was certified
gold under an alternative green building rating system called Envision.

WEST CAMPUS
UTILITY PLANT

Completed in early 2017, the University of Washington’s
West Campus Utility Plant (WCUP) demonstrates how a
well-established, higher-education institution can leverage
an alternative delivery method (Progressive Design-Build)
to increase the value of a highly visible and important
capital infrastructure project.

04 ENVIRONMENT

05 COMMUNITY RELATIONS

In addition to measuring buildings based on sustainability metrics, the Envision rating system also
tracks project performance with regard to social justice and stakeholder involvement. The WCUP project
ranked highly in “Quality of Life” and “Leadership” credits related to community involvement.

06 ACCOMPLISHMENTS

The WCUP is the first Envision-certified higher education project in the US and the first project to use the
Progressive Design Build delivery method in Washington State.

07 GATEWAY ARCHITECTURE

Central utility plants and other large-scale infrastructure projects are becoming a more integral part of
the campuses and communities they serve. No longer are these facilities by default hidden behind chain
link fences and considered to be out-of-sight and out-of-mind. In fact, there is an opportunity – and we
believe a responsibility – to make these facilities a much more visible, active and engaging part of the
urban fabric.

00 INTRODUCTION

CRITICAL UTILITY
EFFICIENT VISIBLE SUSTAINABLE

The WCUP provides chilled water and emergency power
to the UW’s Seattle campus. The existing Central Utility
Plant, which had served the UW for over 100 years, had
reached capacity and was unable to expand to serve over
4,000,000 sf of new development proposed by the 2018
UW Campus Master Plan on the growing south and west
campuses. The WCUP facility was developed to enable the
UW to support this targeted growth for the next 100 years.
The UW established three main priorities for the WCUP
project:
MAXIMIZE CAPACITY
Maximize the amount of chilled water and emergency
power produced at WCUP.
ARCHITECTURAL INTEGRITY
Create an appropriate “Campus Gateway” and
architectural expression at this highly visible site.
ADVANCE SUSTAINABILITY
Demonstrate the UW’s Commitment to Sustainability and
actively engage a broad audience.

01 PROJECT DELIVERY
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In addition to meeting a quick design and construction
schedule the project team was challenged to provide as
large a building envelope as possible to maximize space
for future equipment while simultaneously providing
the initial engineering capacity required to bring new
development online. The existing Central Utility Plant
(CUP), which had served the UW for over 100 years,
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01 PROJECT DELIVERY

SMALL SITE,
BIG IMPACT

ADAPTABLE INTELLIGENT RESPONSIVE
The project site was chosen based on proximity to the
west and south campuses that were slated for increased
development, and the specific lot was selected due to
adjacencies with the University’s underground tunnel
distribution system. In order to be right-sized, the WCUP
had to be as BIG as it could be to maximize the equipment
it could contain while also being as SMALL as it could be
to fit within a small site that was constrained on all sides.
The small site and existing utilities provided challenging
contraints for the design team to overcome.

02 PROCESS MANAGEMENT

PROGRESSIVE
DESIGN BUILD

INTEGRATED EFFECTIVE INNOVATIVE
The University, as a hands-on client, desired to have an
early and active role in the development of the project
and wanted to be able to balance design/construction/
cost components with informed input from the design-build
team including key trade partners. In this case, the delivery
method provided a means for integration of University’s
architectural and planning goals with engineering &
delivery requirements.

In Traditional Design-Build, the project design and
associated cost is developed by competing Design-Build
teams with minimum interactive input from the Owner’s
stakeholders. For this project, the University of Washington
chose to deliver this project using the Progressive DesignBuild delivery method – in which Design-Build teams are
selected based primarily on qualifications and approach
rather than design/cost proposals.
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03 SAFETY PERFORMANCE

ZERO INJURIES
PROGRAM
PROACTIVE EFFECTIVE SAFE

The Safety program used on the UW WCUP project
is Mortenson’s Zero Injuries Program. The program
has several elements that are standard across every
Mortenson project, but each are adapted to the unique
elements specific to the project. Our team’s focus on world
class safety through engagement included the following
strategies:
•
•
•
•

Continued focus on Leading Indicator programs
Active acknowledgment and reporting of near misses
and first aid
Documented safety walks and communication with
craft workers
Active participation by all

Planning safety begins at the very early stages of design.
Our team was as focused on safety during planning and
design as it was in establishing, maintaining, or leading
the project safety culture once construction begins. We
implemented our Zero Injury Safety Program (ZIP) to
ensure that each and every person on or around our
job site remained unharmed and healthy. The safety of
the UW and facilities staff, construction workers and all
individuals associated with our construction site was of
paramount importance to our team. Our project team was
committed to eliminating all injuries, and all subcontractors
were required to follow the guidelines of the Zero Injury
Safety Program, as defined in bid package and contract
documentation.
The WCUP project had no lost-time injuries.

04 ENVIRONMENT

ENVISION

SUSTAINABLE RESPONSIBLE EQUITABLE
Envision – an independent third party rating system
designed specifically for Sustainable Infrastructure
projects – was created to evaluate, grade and give
recognition to infrastructure projects that contribute to a
sustainable future. The LEED green building rating system

was not applicable to this project due to its nature as an
unoccupied building. However, the purpose of Envision
is similar to that of LEED: to foster a necessary and
dramatic improvement in the performance and resiliency of
physical infrastructure across the full economic, social, and

environmental dimensions of sustainability. The WCUP project
achieved an envision rating of gold, making it the first leed
certified higher-education building in the country

04 ENVIRONMENT

MAGNET AND PORTAL
INTERPRETIVE SUSTAINABILITY SCALE

Conveying the UW’s commitment to sustainability through
an interpretive element was an important aspect of the
project’s sustainability agenda. The interpretive component
of the project was conceptualized as consisting of two
primary elements: a glowing polycarbonate screen wall –
the MAGNET – that draws visitors from around the region
and a series of LCD screens at the pedestrian level – the
PORTAL – that display curated content related to the
University’s commitment to the environment.

MAGNET
PORTAL

REGIONAL
SCALE
PEDESTRIAN
SCALE

04 ENVIRONMENT

MAGNET

BEACON ATTRACTOR SPECTACLE
The polycarbonate screen wall is illuminated at night by a
series of LED fixtures, continuing the dynamic interplay of
light and shadow that is the screen wall’s hallmark during
the daytime. The building acts as a regional beacon,
attracting curiosity and drawing visitors to the building to
witness a spectacle of modern infrastructure.

04 ENVIRONMENT

PORTAL

CAPTIVATING INFORMATIVE PUBLIC
The portal consists of a series of ground-level LCD
displays that allow any visitor from the general public to
learn about the University of Washington’s utility systems
and sustainable programs on campus. The monitors can
be reprogrammed with new content, allowing the university
to curate how they tell the story of their unique approach to
sustainability.

04 ENVIRONMENT

TELLING THE STORY
SUSTAINABLE INCLUSIVE PARTICIPATORY

Facts inform, but powerful stories resonate. The UW was
interested in using the WCUP project to help tell the story
of their commitment to sustainability.
Taking advantage of the collective wisdom within the
University community, the project reached out to students,
faculty and staff who collaborated on the development and
curation of the interpretive content on the project’s display
screens. Students in the School of Information Design
participated in a design studio which ultimately developed
the initial content displayed at the opening of the project.
The students’ design features animated figures and human
silhouettes that move from one screen to the next, catching
the attention and interest of passers-by. The six bands of
monitors progress through a ten minute content cycle that
raises awareness of sustainable programs on campus
(farm, beekeeping, renewable energy usage, fisheries, etc)
as well as information for how to get involved.

AMERICAN WATER RESOURCES ASSOCIATION

UW FARM

RENEWABLE ENERGY

04 ENVIRONMENT

INFRASTRUCTURE
AS THEATER
VIBRANT COLORFUL DYNAMIC

The building is located on the Burke Gilman Trail,
an important artery for pedestrians and cyclists. The
glowing lights inside the plant signal the importance of
infrastructure within the community while serving as an
indicator to passers-by that they have reached “The Ave”
(University Way,) the main street in the university district
that is home to shops, bars, and restaurants. LED fixtures
inside the chiller gallery illuminate machines and piping at
night, creating a multi-colored backdrop that helps to call
further attention to the interpretive screens in the windows.

05 COMMUNITY RELATIONS

STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

INCLUSIVE EXTENSIVE MEANINGFUL
A stakeholder engagement program was established on
the project to incorporate broad input while maintaining
a clear process for buy-in and decision-making among
project executives. The core of the stakeholder
participation program was comprised of integration nodes
and over-the-shoulder reviews: the integration nodes
provided opportunities for any and all stakeholders to learn
about project progress and to openly comment—while
the day-long over-the-shoulder reviews provided a forum
for more technical, in-depth scrutiny of the design and
discussion with the design team.
Many departments and organizations within the University
were engaged through design: Environmental Health
and Safety, Transportation, Campus Engineering,
Sustainability, Housing, Information Technology, and
others. Given the nature of this project, members of
Campus Engineering and Operations and Facilities
Services—the project’s end users—were closely involved
every step of the way to ensure that the utility plant
design satisfied their specific technical requirements. In
order to get feedback on the overall building design and
to facilitate compatibility with long-term campus planning
goals, the team sought continuous feedback from the
campus architect and landscape architect—as well as
the University of Washington Architectural Commission
(UWAC) and the University of Washington Landscape
Architectural Commission (ULAC).
Outside of the University, members of the local community
were engaged through the City/University Community
Advisory Committee (CUCAC), a group made up of 16
local community members that advise on the development
of the greater University area and assist in the protection
of the adjacent community and business areas from the
adverse effects of University and City actions.

06 ACCOMPLISHMENTS

IMPORTANT FIRSTS
VISIONARY INNOVATIVE FORERUNNING

The WCUP project was critical in achieving a number of
important firsts for the University. It was the first project
to adopt an alternative green building rating system
(Envision) and became the first Envision-certified higher
education building in the United States. The project’s
success has lead the university to consider other green
building rating systems (such as The Living Building
Challenge and WELL) on projects that followed.
The WCUP is also pioneering with regard to its use of
Progressive Design-Build, a delivery method which was
newly approved by the State of Washington for use on
public projects. Again, the project’s success under this
method has made integrated design-build delivery the
preferred method of project procurement at the UW.

07 GATEWAY ARCHITECTURE

CAMPUS ENTRY

PROMINENT VISIBLE RESPECTFUL
One of the three project priorities established by the
University was that the WCUP create a gateway to
campus. But how can a utility plant, a building typology
usually tucked away and hidden, be a prominent
architectural statement signifying a change in the urban
character?

WCUP

FITTING IN, STANDING OUT
The team felt that a successful design would need to
balance sensitivity to the adjacent campus fabric with
a desire to mark the entry to campus with a singular
and celebrated moment. Driving east into toward the
University on Pacific Street, the building would have to
signal a transition from the woodland character of the
Burke Gilman Trail to the more architectural character of

the academic buildings along 15th Street, the campus’s
historical western boundary. This was accomplished by
designing the WCUP as a large, pure volume – a form that
simultaneously calls attention to itself while acting as a foil
both to changing foliage and to a collegiate material palette
of brick and stone.

07 GATEWAY ARCHITECTURE

COMPLEX SYSTEMS,
SIMPLE MASSING
MINIMAL ACCESSIBLE IMPACTFUL

The simple massing of the building both conceals and
reveals the equipment within.

WINDOWS INTO THE PROCESS
At the ground level, views into the building are selective.
Sensitive electrical equipment is enclosed by a stout
precast “wrapper” which opens up at the southwest corner
to provide views into the chiller gallery with its complex
network of multi-colored piping.
SHADOW CANVAS
Cooling towers and emergency power generators – both
located on the roof of the plant – are shrouded by a 47’
tall polycarbonate screen that is needed to mitigate low
frequency fan noise. The rooftop equipment is enclosed
but not hidden from view entirely: the screen wall acts
as canvas upon which changing weather conditions and
equipment shadows are projected.
screen wall
“shadow canvas”

precast concrete
“wrapper”
windows into
the process

07 GATEWAY ARCHITECTURE

SHADOW CANVAS
DYNAMIC ETHEREAL PLAYFUL

The WCUP’s polycarbonate screen wall reduces the
amount of low-frequency noise (generated by cooling
tower fans) that reaches adjacent buildings. Polycarbonate
was selected because it was durable, light-weight, costeffective, and translucent.
The diaphanous quality of the material creates a largescale canvas that dynamically responds to environmental
changes throughout the day and over the course of the
seasons. It also reduces the visual weight of the screen
wall, taking something that could have had an austere
and heavy appearance and making it feel airy and
levitated. While the screen wall denies visual access to the
equipment that lies beyond, the suggestion of industrial
infrastructure is given back in the form of a playful and
ever-changing dance of shadows.

07 GATEWAY ARCHITECTURE

WINDOWS INTO
THE PROCESS

ENGAGING APPROACHABLE EDUCATIONAL
Industrial scale infrastructure is truly fascinating but rarely
accessible to the public. A crucial part of making the
invisible visible is exposing critical systems to public view
by providing windows into the process. Massive chillers
and intertwined runs of chilled water piping are on display
behind tall curtain wall glazing that wraps the building’s
public edge.
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