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Project Description/Executive Summary 

1600 Smallman is the new gateway to Pittsburgh’s beloved Strip District. Now home to Aurora’s 
headquarters, the building’s unique 1921 envelope has been restored to house modern, industrial-chic 
contemporary office and retail space. Featuring energy-efficient 22-foot ceilings, oversized warehouse 
windows, exposed brick walls and steel beams, and on-site covered parking, this distinctive building sets 
a new standard in quality for the Strip District. PJ Dick provided CM at Risk services for the core and shell 
renovation of the 100-year-old building, and the construction of a five-story, above-ground, pre-cast 
garage, which included the conversion of the basement into a fleet garage for an autonomous 
technology company. 

Project features included: 

• Sustainable Construction: This building (core and shell construction) was certified LEED Gold 
upon completion with attributing factors such as recycled content of new materials coming out 
of the building (98% recycled); reuse of materials from the building; and high efficiency rooftop 
units, as well as an energy efficient curtain wall and windows.  

• Demolition and Debris Removal: Work included extensive demolition and debris / material 
removal. Previously, the building’s basement had been used as a haunted house and the first 
floor housed multiple nightclubs. The second, third, and fourth floors were used as tenant 
storage and various other uses, including gymnasium, indoor paintball course, and office space. 
The team removed an extensive amount of unique leftover materials, including an old school 
bus, from the site. The existing roof was demolished, and a new TPO roof was installed. 

• Construction of New Elevator Shafts and Stair Towers: Three existing elevator shafts and two 
existing stair towers were demolished. Two new, five-story elevator shafts were constructed, 
which contained two passenger elevators and one freight elevator. Helical piles were used for 
the new shaft foundations. Two new masonry stair towers were built. Work also included site 
work and new sidewalks. 

• Fitout of Commercial Space: Over halfway through the core and shell restoration work, Aurora 
Innovation, Inc., signed a building lease with McCaffery. PJ Dick performed the fitout of 
commercial office space to accommodate this self-driving vehicle technology company. Aurora 
is also using the garage as a showroom space for their autonomous semi-trailers.  
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Project Teamwork  
PJ Dick’s 12-person in-house estimating team worked closely with Illinois architect Antunovich 
Associates to identify constructable alternatives without sacrificing design intent.  

The team evaluated existing conditions and performed selective demolition to understand the condition 
of the building prior to finalizing the design and the Guaranteed Maximum Price (GMP), because there 
were minimal as-built drawings available for the building. Construction involved heavy MEP 
coordination, especially on the utilities side. By understanding the current conditions prior to the start of 
construction we were able to set an accurate GMP and allowances.  

Renovating an older building can be challenging, particularly when it comes to retrofitting new materials 
into a historic structure. During preconstruction, our in-house quality control director, Sara Sadek, 
evaluated critical building envelope features and provided detailed information on optimal design 
options. Having this information enabled the team to select an option that was economical while 
providing an air and water-tight building. 

Throughout the project, PJ Dick engaged the owner, the designer, engineers, subcontractors, and 
stakeholders to verify that the design concepts and the budget were aligned, designs were 
constructable, and installation and sequencing were properly defined.  
 

Logistics 
The project was located in the Strip District, a busy area of Pittsburgh with minimal space for laydown. 
Concurrently, PJ Dick was renovating The Produce Terminal across the street, which made for a very 
busy and congested area. The team coordinated delivery schedules with The Produce Terminal 
construction team/project team to avoid conflicting vehicular congestion.  

The team worked with the City to enclose a parking lane and sidewalk along Smallman Street to provide 
additional room for construction activities. PJ Dick installed fencing and jersey barriers to provide 
separation from the roadway and used the space for laydown, construction dumpsters, and material 
drop-offs.  

One of the biggest challenges of the project’s logistics was the delivery of materials into and removal of 
demolition debris from the building. To facilitate easier removal, one bay of windows was removed 
along Smallman Street so that crews could transport materials into and out of the building through the 
openings until the new freight elevator was installed.  

 

MEP 
The team installed all new MEP systems, including new electrical service, a new transformer, and new 
exterior concrete electrical vault, relocation of an existing transformer (10ft x 25ft), two new rooftop air 
handling units, new plumbing, and new storm and sanitation. All required close coordination with 
Duquesne Light Company and Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority.  
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Aurora Innovations Office Fit-Out 
Construction of this 86,000-sf commercial office fit-out began 
during the height of COVID-19, which presented three-month 
material and scheduling delays. Aurora, architect AP+I, and 
locally based LGA Architects were also impacted by COVID-19 
and presented a design delay. The client also modified their 
preference for floor sequencing so that they could occupy the 
facility with staff for the initially planned opening in July 2021. 
Because of these shifts, PJ Dick broke the project into phases, 
starting on the second floor, but quickly pivoted to 
accommodate Aurora’s requests, working diligently to secure 
materials and equipment to allow construction progress. 

The basement of the six-story precast garage was designed to 
be a showroom for Aurora’s semi-tractor trailers. The team 
accomplished their vision while meeting requirements for height 
and vibration levels. To verify that the garage would accommodate such large vehicles, the team 
performed load and turn tests to make sure the garage openings and ramps would safely accommodate 
the semi-tractor trailers.  

The Aurora office fit-out was completed in time for Aurora employees to start using the space in  
November 2021.  

 

 
 

(Above) Aurora office entrance off the elevator 
lobby, within 1600 Smallman Street building. 

(Above) Inside the new Pittsburgh 
headquarters of Aurora, inside the 1600 
Smallman Street building.  
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Meeting Difficult Challenges 

Due to the age of this 100-year-old warehouse, the adaptive reuse of the building presented many 
challenges, including hazardous abatement, restoration of masonry, and work in a floodplain.  

Hidden Conditions Survey 
The team performed selective demolition to determine the actual condition of the building prior to 
finalizing scopes of work for bidding. This enabled the team to proactively identify and mitigate project 
challenges and risks, and obtain accurate pricing from the market. 

Hazmat Abatement 
The project involved hazmat mitigation, including: 

• Avian Waste: For years, pigeons had accessed the vacant building through broken windows, 
so avian waste had to be abated throughout the building prior to construction.  

• Asbestos: Asbestos window glazing was abated on each floor.  
• Lead Paint: The existing structural steel was painted with lead paint so spot abatement was 

completed when welding to the existing steel.  
 
Historic Exterior Restoration 
To understand the magnitude of masonry restoration vs. replacement on this massive building, PJ Dick 
and Antunovich Associates used an articulating boom lift to evaluate the building’s exterior and 
subsequently develop a restoration and repointing plan. During construction, exterior bricks were 
cleaned, repointed, and replaced as needed.  
The team used salvaged materials during restoration of the exterior:  

• bricks from the old elevator shafts were reused on the building’s exterior.  
• existing terracotta coping from the roof was salvaged and reinstalled, and where new coping 

was required, we matched it to the existing as closely as possible.  
The team also installed new energy-efficient windows throughout the building; all complied with 
historical preservation standards. 
 

Construction of Precast Garage  
In preparation for the new garage, two existing parcels were demolished, with the exception of the 
“party wall” that adjoined the two structures. Upon soil testing, it was found that the urban fill 
extended depths of 10 to 14 feet across the site. Working with foundations subcontractor, Menard, 
the original consideration was auger cast piles for foundation support. However, Menard was able to 
provide an economical and time-saving solution with CMC rigid inclusions. The CMCs eliminated the 
need for handling and removing large amounts of spoils generally created through the process of 
auger cast piles. The CMCs also terminated at an average depth of 35 feet – 30 feet less than predicted 
average for auger cast piles. The solution included a use of 136 CMCs that were installed beneath the 
spread and strip footings to a maximum depth of 50 feet.  
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Because this work was being done 
within the city limits and included an 
existing building at the site, space 
and maneuverability were limited.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Work in an active Floodplain 
The project is located in a floodplain near the Allegheny River. This required coordination with multiple 
agencies throughout the project. PJ Dick excavated 60 feet by 40 feet and 15 feet below the elevator 
floor. Depending on the rain and the level of the river, the project sustained water that was continually 
pumped out during elevator construction.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
  

(Left) Construction of Precast 
parking garage on the parcel 
beside 1600 Smallman Street. 

(Left) Excavation activities in the 
basement of 1600 Smallman Street 
for the new building elevators. 
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New Elevators for the Building 
Two main elevators and one freight elevator were constructed in 
place of the original 1920 elevators. The team demolished the 
existing elevator shafts and infill on all floors for the old freight 
elevator cavity. Prior to excavating the 15-foot elevator pit, the 
team shored up the entire building from within the basement of 
the structure.  
 
When revisiting this part of the project, PJ Dick Superintendent 
Ron Sherman said, “The team had to excavate below the 
basement so that we could construct new elevators. We excavated 
adjacent to columns and had to structurally support the center of 
this old building. It was a modern marvel that we were able to do 
this. It took a lot of creativity to come up with the right approach.”  

PJ Dick excavated 60 feet by 40 feet and 15 feet below the 
elevator floor. Depending on the rain and the level of the river, the 
project sustained water that was continually pumped out during 
elevator construction.  
 
Because the soil was contaminated with slag, it was removed and transported to an appropriate site 
throughout excavation.  
 
The team installed three new elevators, two main and a freight elevator. New stairwells were installed 
on the outside of the east and west side of the building.   

(Left) Pouring concrete and placement of beams for new elevator shafts in the center of 1600 
Smallman Street; (Middle) Passenger elevator pit wall rebar and formwork in progress in the 
basement of the building; (Right) One of the new elevator shafts looking from the fourth floor down 
into the basement. 

(Above) Excavation of existing 
elevator shafts throughout the 
building.  
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Client Satisfaction 

“Our goal was to restore this building back to the glory that it once had. We try not to get in the way of 
the grandeur of an old building. We like to restore it. Make it what it once was, but in a modern sense. 
Where it can be useful for a modern retailer or modern office tenant, like our tenant Aurora 
Innovations,” said McCaffery Vice President Dean Welch.  

Aurora’s team was pleased with the delivery of their new home at 1600 Smallman Street in the Strip 
District and emphasized the teamwork of PJ Dick, AP+I Design, and LGA Architects that occurred to bring 
the self-driving technology teams’ vision for this space to reality.  

As part of the process of going public in late 2021, Aurora executives had to select an official 
headquarters address, and chose 1654 Smallman in the Strip District, across the street from 
the redeveloped Produce Terminal. 

“We believe that Pittsburgh is really in the position to develop this technology,” said Gerardo Interiano, 
Aurora’s vice president of government relations. “You have a community that has really embraced this 
technology that are first adopters and that are willing to work with us and alongside us to be able to 
deploy this technology safely across the state.” 

PJ Dick has included reference letters from Aurora’s Director of Real Estate Ada Wong and LGA Partners 
Associate Marianne Talarico Smith, RA to accompany this section of the submission.  

  

https://www.wesa.fm/health-science-tech/2021-07-15/driverless-technology-startup-aurora-poised-to-go-public-through-spac-merger
https://www.wesa.fm/development-transportation/2020-06-22/restoration-of-pittsburghs-produce-terminal-nears-completion
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Special Characteristics 

1600 Smallman is the new gateway to Pittsburgh’s beloved Strip District. Now home to Aurora’s 
headquarters, the building’s unique 1921 envelope has been restored to house modern, industrial-chic 
contemporary office and retail space. Featuring energy-efficient 22-foot ceilings, oversized warehouse 
windows, exposed brick walls and steel beams, and on-site covered parking, this distinctive building sets 
a new standard in quality for the Strip District. 

 

Window Replacements 
Window frames were replaced and energy 
efficient windows were installed across the 
entire building. All sills, frames, and lentils 
were reviewed for soundness and 
restoration took place where necessary. 

Specified Systems was the subcontractor 
for the window replacements and had 
been tracking this project since 1984. “It 
was a massive window project because it 
was all industrial steel framing. It was 
pretty typical of what you found in these districts in Western Pennsylvania. In the Strip District at that 
time the idea of historical restoration was popular, and we were asked to try to do some sort of 
replication. We offered them a price to give them as close to replication as possible. You have to realize 
that the exact same windows were no longer available; so, sight lines were going to change; materials 
were going to change,” said Bill Wilson, President, Specified Systems Inc. (cited: Breaking Ground Jan. 21 
Edition: Management Perspective).  

 

Existing Windows at 1600 Smallman Street 
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Subfloor Restoration 
McCaffery wanted to maintain the existing sub-flooring, which was 2x12 nail laminated timber (NLT). 
The team conducted a survey to better understand the building’s condition. As flooring was removed, 
the team discovered areas that needed restoration. Flooring was repaired/replaced and leveled where 
required.  

This project used the equivalent 80 railcars of lumber to restore and repair the subflooring (15-20% of 
existing replaced with new) throughout the entire building.  The end product is beautiful wood ceiling, 
visible from the floors below because of the open design concept.  

 

 

Ground corn cob blasting of underside of 2x12 
NLT to restore original wood finish at 1600 
Smallman Street 

Restored and replaced 2x12 nail laminated 
timber at 1600 Smallman Street 

Material storage for the new hardwood flooring 
going over top of the 2x12 NLT at 1600 
Smallman Street 

Restored and replaced 2x12 nail laminated 
timber at 1600 Smallman Street within Aurora’s 
office space 
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Safety 
Work took place along Smallman street, a high vehicular and pedestrian traffic area. PJ Dick installed 
fencing and jersey barriers to provide separation and laydown area, and construction dumpsters and 
material drop offs were stored on the closed sidewalk.  

This was a difficult project with the demolition/remediation efforts, especially seen with the roof and 
elevator shaft demolitions. The hazardous materials encountered with the pigeon waste, lead, and 
asbestos were effectively managed safely for all workers as well. The garage level structure 
reinforcement was also difficult. With project team planning and daily safety meetings, the crews were 
able to safely renovate this building into an amazing space for McCaffery and Aurora. 

PJ Dick’s team worked 56,805 hours to complete this project and there was no lost time or restricted 
cases. The team completed 849 Safety Snapshot Observations Reports with 88% of the time activities / 
behaviors observed being safe. 

In addition to the safety of the project footprint, there was a tight electrical grid and lines into the 
building, so the construction team and safety professionals had to be cognizant of the surrounding 
buildings and blocks on either side. For a part of the project, generators were placed on other buildings 
and while exterior restoration activities were taking place, safety measures were created to involve 
shielding the electrical lines from the workers and boom lifts being used.  

Additional daily coordination was required for material deliveries, concrete trucks, placement of the 
cast-in-place garage, and testing for the vehicle show room that Aurora added to the scope of work 
when they leased the basement of the garage.  

 

 

 

 

Additional Information 

https://vimeo.com/588473127 

https://www.cbsnews.com/pittsburgh/news/self-driving-technology-company-aurora-opens-new-
pittsburgh-headquarters/ 

 

https://vimeo.com/588473127
https://www.cbsnews.com/pittsburgh/news/self-driving-technology-company-aurora-opens-new-pittsburgh-headquarters/
https://www.cbsnews.com/pittsburgh/news/self-driving-technology-company-aurora-opens-new-pittsburgh-headquarters/

