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SafeStart creates its own ‘field of dreams’

riving through the small city of Belleville, 
Ontario, safety may not be top of mind. But 
for thousands of people across the globe, 

it’s home to a true field of dreams — headquartered 
here, in the rural grasslands, is the global leader in 
workplace safety: SafeStart.

SafeStart was started in 1975 by Norm Wilson and 
is now run by three of Wilson’s children. The 
company has grown from serving Canadian 
industries into an international business that 
provides safety training and resources for its 
customers. SafeStart addresses the unintentional 
human error involved in the majority of incidents 
and injuries — a key issue traditional safety 
programs don’t solve. 

Live by example

For SafeStart employees, safety is a way of life. It’s 
one that goes well beyond the workplace, affecting 
families and countless others. In early 2014, the 
business recognized its own growth was beginning 
to impact its ability to safely and effectively conduct 
business in its existing facility. As a company 
founded on saving lives and preventing injuries, 

SafeStart knew that to keep its own employees safe, 
it needed to provide a new workplace. 

SafeStart general manager Barb Tait said, “Our goal 
was, if we’re going to go to work here, how do we create 
a space that we want to be in every day for eight hours? 
What should that feel like? So, we decided to focus on 
building a space that reflected what we sell.”  

SafeStart wanted to address four states that are common 
gauges in determining workplace safety with its new 
structure: rushing, frustration, fatigue and complacency. 

“These states impact productivity, customer service 
and safety, so we wanted to build a space that would 
reduce those states — creating a healthier work style 
— sort of a ‘live by example,’” Tait said.

When dreams become reality

Creating a building that brings a client’s wish list 
to fruition is not always possible in the world of 
construction. There are numerous factors to consider, 
including location, necessities versus wants, budgets 
and accommodating room for growth. When SafeStart 

(Above) The new SafeStart headquarters puts employee experience 
at the heart of building design decisions.
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A NEW
BELLEVILLE HAVEN

decided to move ahead with its building 
plan, it decided to partner with local firm 
Bel-Con Design-Builders Ltd., a Butler Builder,®  
which demonstrated it could truly be a 
collaborative partner and make SafeStart’s 
vision a reality. 

Bel-Con wanted to include SafeStart every step 
of the way to ensure their vision for the space 
would be actualized. 

“We used modeling to generate exterior and 
interior renderings, so they could see what 
their building would look like. It helped them 
with the visual process of going from concept 
to working drawings,” said Tom Gunsinger, 
co-owner, Bel-Con Design-Builders Ltd. 
“2-D drawings are very static. People who 
aren’t used to working with them are often 
surprised when what is built is not what 
they envisioned. By providing detailed 
renderings, Barb and others at SafeStart 

The quilt hanging on the wall to the left signifies 
the number of lives the company has helped save by 
providing safety training. 

Woven into SafeStart’s new building is a powerful reminder of the lives it touches each year. 
SafeStart can statistically prove a certain number of dollars spent on safety training equals a life 
saved. This year, SafeStart has already saved 180 lives, and these lives are visible on a “safety” 
quilt that hangs inside its new facility. 

“People often make quilts to commemorate lives lost. We wanted to do something different that 
reflects what we do — save lives,” said Barb Tait, SafeStart.

SAFELY STITCHED TOGETHER

By using modeling 
throughout the 

design process, Bel-Con 
Design-Builders Ltd. 

was able to ensure the 
building would match 

their customers’ vision. 
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could really understand and visualize what 
the building would look like and that it met 
their vision.”

Let the sun shine in

Ask anyone who works in an office building 
what the keys to job satisfaction are and, 
besides the usual answers of a rewarding 
job, fair pay and great co-workers, another 
significant factor is exposure to natural light. 
Numerous studies have shown the impact of 
working in a windowless environment versus 
one with substantial light exposure. Let the 
sun shine in! 

SafeStart wanted its employees to have lots of 
light and to be able to go outside, too. Bel-Con 
planned to use the SunLite Strip® daylighting 
system to add natural daylight throughout 
the 28,000-square-foot building. Additionally, 
the building would have numerous doors, 
enabling employees to step outside and take a 
fresh air break. 

“Now, no one is more than 30 feet from a door,” 
Tait said. “There’s also a big patio with outdoor 
seating and many windows, so they can soak 
up the sunshine.

“Many companies want to build showcase 
offices with dramatic meeting rooms that 
feature the latest technologies. What was 
important to us? A great, new warehouse,” 
said Tait. 

Bel-Con constructed a new warehouse to let 
employees safely and efficiently move pallets, 
wrap packages and handle rush customer 
requests. The new warehouse is less fatiguing 
on the staff, so they aren’t as tired anymore. 

“Butler seems to create buildings from the 
inside out, considering people and their 
states of mind. This mindset completely 
aligns with what we try to do with our 
clients,” Tait added.

A new home with a view

Thanks to the collaborative efforts of Tom 
and his team, Bel-Con was awarded the Butler 
Design Award for the new SafeStart facility.

Natural light is a top employee request. The 
SunLite Strip® daylighting system brings in 
sunlight while maintaining a weathertight roof.

“  Many 
companies 
want to build 
showcase 
offices with 
dramatic 
meeting 
rooms that 
feature 
the latest 
technologies. 
What was 
important 
to us? A 
great, new 
warehouse.”  

  BARB TAIT, 
  SAFESTART 

Large, column-free 
areas in the warehouse 
help employees be more 
productive, especially 
when filling rush orders.
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The new SafeStart facility met all of the customer’s requests for the new space, including low-maintenance 
green space, big windows and room for expansion.

SAFESTART

Butler Builder®: Bel-Con Design-Builders Ltd.
Architect: Ernest A. Cromarty Architect Inc.
Size: 28,000 square feet with expansion possible 
for approximately 10,000 additional square feet
Butler® Building Systems: Widespan™ 
structural system, MR-24® roof system, SunLite Strip® 
daylighting system, eShadowall™ wall system, 
Shadowall™ wall system, StylWall™ wall system, 
ThermaLiner™ insulation system

“By integrating Butler wall systems for 
exterior appeal and future expandability, 
along with SunLite Strip daylighting systems, 
we built a bright, modern and attractive new 
office that SafeStart can leverage to recruit 
and accommodate top talent,” Gunsinger 
said. “And by providing visual preliminary 
building renderings, we helped ensure 
the building matched SafeStart’s vision 
and expectations.” 

When SafeStart initially gave Bel-Con Design-
Builders Ltd. its wish list for the new facility, 
it was a simple two-page bulleted list that 
included low-maintenance green space; big 
windows to let in lots of light; room for future 
expansion; at least 80 workstations; eight 
offices; a boardroom; four small meeting 
rooms; and a new warehouse.  

“There was no detailed plan at the beginning, 
just a vision of how I wanted the building to 
feel,” Tait explained.

“By providing 
detailed 

renderings, 
Barb and 
others at 
SafeStart 

could really 
understand and 
visualize what 

the building 
would look like 
and that it met 

their vision.”  
   TOM GUNSINGER, 

BEL-CON DESIGN-

BUILDERS LTD. 

A NEW
BELLEVILLE HAVEN

“It was amazing,” added Tait. “I went back to 
my original wish list and it was all checked 
off and done. Bel-Con Design-Builders Ltd. 
did an absolutely incredible job with the 
design and build.” 

Two-and-a-half years after the first meeting, 
SafeStart is serving more global clients 
than ever thanks to its Belleville partner. 
A partner that transformed a field with its 
vision and gave SafeStart a new home with 
a view. 
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(Above) Chad Miller and his family are changing the face of the 
steel industry with a new bright and clean manufacturing and 
office space.

“Aesthetics is everything,” said Chad Miller, owner of 
Performance Fabricating. “When our customers come to 
see how the product is made, the first thing they see is 
the building. We wanted a bright, well-lit, good working 
environment for our team and to demonstrate to our 
customers the level of quality they’ll get by working 
with us.”

The Millers paired with Kevin Johnson and his firm 
Rhoads & Johnson, a Butler Builder,®  to create the 
building that would help build their business. As another 
local, long-standing family-owned operation, Rhoads & 
Johnson offers an in-depth understanding of the Fenton 
business climate and how building design decisions can 
impact company success. From the beginning, it was a 
trusted collaboration. 

hat do you do after selling your booming 
industrial business to Berkshire Hathaway? 
Well, if you’re Tom Miller and his children, 

Chad, Michael and Matt Miller and Jennifer Sage, you get 
to work building up another company.

For 30 years, the Millers’ efforts centered on a custom air 
handling and hydronics manufacturer just outside of Flint, 
Michigan. In 2014, the family bought out metalworking and 
welding company Performance Fabricating. At the time, 
they planned to apply the same approach they used with 
their first entrepreneurial endeavor: provide premium 
quality products and treat employees like family.

With the purchase of the business, the Millers also 
acquired its 20,000-square-foot manufacturing facility 
in nearby Fenton, Michigan. But to achieve the amount 
and type of growth the Millers sought, and to attract 
the talent needed to fuel the growth, it became clear the 
business needed a new headquarters.

Successful manufacturer attracts five applicants per day 
with help of new building

Building a business 
advantage

photography by Kevin Johnson

W
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“When Kevin does work for you, he puts his 
heart and soul in it, and you can see it in 
everything Kevin does,” Chad Miller said. 

As a Butler Builder, Rhoads & Johnson also 
provides best-in-class materials, so the building 
meets the needs of a top-tier manufacturer.

Manufacturing muscle

First and foremost, to deliver on the Millers’ 
business plan, the building needed enough 
muscle to handle the company’s massive 
outputs. Performance Fabricating supplies 
major automotive companies and others 
with metal products such as steel platforms, 
mezzanines, stairs, handrails and automation 
conveyors. To be effective, the manufacturing 
space must accommodate 65 tons of high-
bay cranes, which allow technicians to easily 
assemble these large pieces of equipment and 
fulfill customer requests for custom extra-
large products when their competitors can’t.  

“Nobody in the area has a facility like this with 
80-foot bays and 10-ton cranes,” Chad Miller 
said. “We then have 23 to 26 feet underneath 
our cranes. It’s what sets us apart.” 

Another point of differentiation is all 
Performance Fabricating products are 
powder-coated. To keep operations efficient, 
the Millers brought the powder-coating line 

in-house in the new facility. They had been 
shipping products two hours away.  

The process includes two 40-by-15-by-15-
foot ovens, some of the largest in the area. 
It was imperative the building design use a 
minimal number of interior columns to house 
the large equipment and allow product to be 
moved through the building with ease.

The Widespan™ structural system was an 
ideal solution for each of the business’s 
requirements. As the workhorse of the Butler 
structural system lineup, it combines the 
practicality of a rigid frame with virtually 
unlimited design flexibility. Its modular 
framing systems are designed to minimize the 
number of interior columns and are available 
in widths from 60 to 300 feet with interior 
modules from 20 to 80 feet. The acrylic-
coated, galvanized C/Z structural members 
add durability and reduce maintenance.

Prioritizing people

At the heart of the Millers’ businesses are 
their people, and keeping the employees 
central when making building decisions helps 
the company attract and retain key talent, 
despite a manufacturing labor shortage.

“As the automotive industry in this area 
continues to ramp up, attracting labor is 

The manufacturing 
floor marries features 

to keep employees 
healthy, comfortable 

and productive with the 
muscle to handle massive 

customer requests.

BUILDING A 
BUSINESS ADVANTAGE

“We wanted a 
bright, well-lit, 
good working 
environment 

for our 
team and to 

demonstrate to 
our customers 

the level of 
quality they’ll 

get by working 
with us.”   

   CHAD MILLER, 
PERFORMANCE 

FABRICATING
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a huge issue right now,” explained Kevin 
Johnson, owner, Rhoads & Johnson. “Having 
a great place to work is a huge benefit.” 

One key element is the building’s curb 
appeal. Unlike other facilities in the area, the 
Millers’ new structure features an inviting 
design and modern office space with a 
curved exterior wall and high ceilings. 

“Not only did the Millers update their 
building design, but also they’re changing 
the perception of the industry,” Johnson said. 
“It starts with the building and the image  
it conveys.”

The new Performance Fabricating facility 
certainly speaks to the business’s people-first 
culture. Unlike traditional welding shops, it is 
clean and bright. The SunLite Strip® daylighting 
system from Butler allows natural light to 
fill the manufacturing space throughout the 
day, without glares or hot spots. Additionally, 
thoughtful HVAC design filters the air in the 
shop to keep clean air flowing throughout 
the day. The air is warm in the winter and 
cool in the summer, so employees work at a 
comfortable 65 to 70 degrees each day.

The Millers also opted for additional features 
to help keep employees healthy. Employees 
can sip on reverse-osmosis-filtered drinking 
water and no longer need to lug large tanks of 
gas or compressed air to their workstations. 
Both of these factors help reduce the chances 
for injury and illness. The manufacturing floor 
offers hookups for weld gas and compressed 
air drops throughout.

The layout includes space for employees to 
relax. The break area features a soda fountain 
and an 80-inch TV where employees can be 
found catching a Detroit Tigers game over lunch.

“People are here a big portion of their day, 
and they want to enjoy where they are,” Chad 
Miller explained. 

The investment was well worth it. Today 
about five people a day come in to fill out an 
employment application.

Optimal operations  

Welding is energy-intensive, so the Millers 
focused on maximizing efficiency everywhere 
they could. The full building features LED 
lighting controlled by motion sensors. 
Additionally, the Butler Thermawall™ wall 
system ensures the energy spent heating 
and cooling the 106,000-square-foot 
building does not go to waste. This factory-
insulated wall panel can feature up to 
4 inches of foam insulation to achieve 
an R-value up to R-29. The SunLite Strip 
daylighting system also provides significant 
energy savings by reducing the amount 
of light needed to illuminate the building 
throughout the day.

“ Not only did 
the Millers 
update their 
building 
design, but 
also they’re 
changing the 
perception of 
the industry.”   

  KEVIN JOHNSON,  
  RHOADS & JOHNSON

Butler is known for quality building products, but it’s the quality of the engineering and design 
process that stands out to the team at Asselin Mclane Architectural Group. Having early access to 
a BIM model, directly from Butler, aided the architectural team in designing everything else as it 
related to the Butler building. This ultimately contributed to plan accuracy while speeding up the 
design process. It was especially helpful when designing the Millers’ new building, as it seamlessly 
marries a Butler systems solution with a conventional building.

TECHNOLOGY MAKES INTEGRATION 
EASY

The building helps 
make the difference.  
The Millers frequently 
host potential customers 
at their new facility 
to demonstrate the 
level of quality their 
products offer.
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Built for the future

Instead of focusing solely on construction 
costs when making building-design decisions,  
the Millers kept their future needs in mind.

“A lot of times people just look at the overall 
cost of the building, and sometimes just 
going a little bit larger is not as much money 
during construction as it would be after,” 
Chad Miller said. “You’re better off doing it 
now than planning to add on later.”

With this approach, the Millers decided to bump 
up their facility footprint. Additionally, their 
building’s structural and wall systems will help 
minimize costs should it need to be expanded 
later. A benefit of Butler building systems is how 
they can be expanded with ease.

Speed to market

Because the Millers’ ability to grow their new 
business centered on the new facility, getting 
the building up and running as quickly as 
possible was crucial. 

“We put the footing in the ground in February, 
and we moved into the shop in August,” Chad 
Miller said. “That’s not messing around. Kevin 
has good subs, good suppliers, and when he 

asks them to do something, they do it, and 
they move fast. To have us in the shop in six 
months or just under was great.”

Together, the Millers and Rhoads & Johnson, 
along with architect John Asselin Jr. of 
Asselin, Mclane Architectural Group, created 
a place that is not only changing the face 
of an industry, but changing a community 
as well. 

In the six months after the project was 
completed, the business added more than 60 
jobs, nearly tripling in size. “This is the largest 
building in the Fenton township,” Chad Miller 
said. “I’m proud to bring this work to this area 
for these people. It’s good for our township. It’s 
good for Fenton. It’s good for this area.” 

PERFORMANCE FABRICATING

Butler Builder®: Rhoads & Johnson  
Architect: Asselin Mclane Architectural Group
Size: 106,000 square feet
Butler® Building Systems: Widespan™ 
structural system, MR-24® roof system, SunLite Strip® 
daylighting system, Butler Thermawall™ wall system

The SunLite Strip® 

daylighting system not 
only offers benefits for 

the occupants, crews 
were able to work on the 
building interior without 

additional lighting 
during construction.

BUILDING A 
BUSINESS ADVANTAGE

“When Kevin 
does work for 

you, he puts 
his heart and 
soul in it, and 
you can see it 
in everything 
Kevin does.”  

   CHAD MILLER, 
PERFORMANCE 

FABRICATING 
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(Above) Modern, inviting and accessible were top requests when 
designing Bethel Pentecostal Church.

photography by scott Webb

Grassmere Construction Ltd., a Butler Builder,®  to begin 
planning its new home.

Initially, Bethel Pentecostal owned a piece of property 
adjacent to its current site, which was where the proposed 
church was supposed to dwell. Another developer planned 
to build adjacent to Bethel Pentecostal, when it discovered 
its property had a natural watercourse running diagonally 
through it, making the land less desirable for housing 
development. The church, which could be positioned 
on the property in an aesthetically pleasing manner, 

nce upon a time, there was a little church 
that could. It knew that it could grow its 
congregation, as well as provide better 

accessibility to its many offerings. And so the little 
church, Bethel Pentecostal, in Tillsonburg, Ontario, 
town of 16,000, through a capital campaign, decided to 
breathe life into its already thriving congregation with an 
inspirational new home.

As a community of faith, Bethel Pentecostal wanted to 
honor both its history and the current involvement of its 
congregation in building its new church. Many community 
meetings were held to understand the needs for the 
new church. And in 2015, Bethel Pentecostal joined with 

O
A praiseworthy offering for worshippers old and new

Bethel Pentecostal 
Church and its 
spiritual reawakening
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A black sanctuary ceiling helps camouflage modern audiovisual equipment.

offered to switch properties with the housing 
developer, making it a win-win for both 
landowners.

Grassmere Construction, also in Tillsonburg, 
knew that Bethel Pentecostal, to best serve its 
parishioners, wanted more accessibility for 
the elderly and disabled. They also needed 
to ensure the new church had state-of-the-
art technology, to make it more inviting for 
younger worshippers and add multipurpose 
rooms for numerous community offerings.

With the needs of Lead Pastor Brent Shepherd 
and the Bethel Pentecostal congregation 
understood, it became apparent that 

“ It was very important to us that our new building last for many 
generations, which is why we chose a Butler metal structure.”   

   BRENT SHEPHERD, BETHEL PENTECOSTAL 

longevity needed to be a forethought instead 
of an afterthought. 

“People come and go, families change and 
grow, and as that happens there needs to 
be a flexibility that allows for the church 
to be able to respond both culturally and 
demographically,” Shepherd said. “I think our 
new design does that.” 

This meant focusing on larger multipurpose 
rooms, various space configurations and 
incorporating state-of-the-art technology. 
Many evangelical churches have moved away 
from traditional songbooks toward a visual 
“book” with words on a screen. 

BETHEL PENTECOSTAL CHURCH AND ITS 
SPIRITUAL REAWAKENING
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When Bethel Pentecostal sought a new, more contemporary worship facility, Grassmere 
Construction Ltd. knew of the perfect design — one they had recently seen in Building Profit® 
magazine. The Canadian construction firm reached out to their fellow Butler Builder,®  Kinghorn 
Construction, for more information on the Riverwood Covenant Church project the Minnesotans 
had recently completed and had written up in the publication. Kinghorn’s work and the magazine 
story were the perfect inspiration for the Bethel Pentecostal design team as they solidified the plans 
for their new church.

DESIGN INSPIRATION

Grassmere also could self-perform the work 
and control the schedule by working in 
conjunction with its sister company, KDM 
Erectors of Woodstock, Ontario.

Praise for the new space

The church’s multipurpose spaces would 
allow various groups of people to use them, as 
well as house the many programs the church 
offers for children. 

The church also gained a foyer. “Our old 
church didn’t have a foyer; you went upstairs 
or you went downstairs,” Shepherd said. “Our 
new light-filled foyer lets people gather and 
sets a real welcoming tone. A very friendly, 
welcoming church really suits us well — and 
is the heart and core of what our church is 
about.”

Unique to the church is the appearance of 
its sanctuary. Shepherd noted that although 
there’s a lot of natural light in the foyer, they 
didn’t want any natural light in the sanctuary 
because contemporary services are very 
audiovisual driven, so the ceiling and stage 
area is black. Grassmere used black fabric-
faced insulation, since the church’s ceilings 
are exposed, which also eliminated the need 
to paint. 

“Audiovisual is an important part of our 
service and helps to keep everyone focused 
in the same direction,” Shepherd said. 
“Additionally, we offer a lot of other types of 
audiovisual programs, beyond our services.”

An eye on the past with a focus 
on the future

“It was very important to us that our new 
building last for many generations, which 
is why we chose a Butler metal structure,” 
Shepherd said. “By constructing a lower 
maintenance building, we wouldn’t financially 
overburden our future congregation. With 
lower costs, they wouldn’t need to be 
concerned about raising funds for capital 
improvements in 10 years.”

Initially, Grassmere proposed a partial Butler 
solution, but as the design evolved, a total 
Butler solution was constructed.

“The new church was fairly complex from a 
geometrical perspective,” said Herman Sinke, 
Grassmere business development manager. 

It would consist of six interconnected 
units and a combination of Thermawall,™  
TextureWall™ and Shadowall™ wall systems, 
giving Bethel Pentecostal both a cost-effective 
and timesaving solution. 

“The Widespan structural system let us 
create a visually appealing space without 
having a large budgetary impact,” Sinke 
added. “In addition, this complete Butler 
building enabled us to continue with 
construction during the winter months 
without incurring costs for winter heat 
and protection.” 

“ Our new light-filled foyer lets 
people gather and sets a real 
welcoming tone.”  

   BRENT SHEPHERD,  
BETHEL PENTECOSTAL
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“We want our congregation to be the focal 
point, not the sanctuary itself,” added 
Shepherd.

A legacy to share

Building a church that accommodates a 
range of people, such as those with physical 
disabilities or limitations, and those who are 
aging — while welcoming a new generation of 
worshippers — was paramount to creating a 
building that would last for many generations. 

“It has helped our church grow in many ways,” 
Shepherd said. “We’ve dropped the barriers 
of parking and accessibility — we don’t have 
stairs — which has definitely helped grow 
our congregation. Physical barriers are one 

thing, but there are also cultural barriers. We 
want to be a welcoming building for those who 
recognize that faith is an important part of 
life and who want to engage on a deeper level, 
and now we have a legacy we can share with 
future generations.” 

BETHEL PENTECOSTAL 
CHURCH

Butler Builder®: Grassmere Construction Ltd. 
Architect: Tim Fanstone Architect
Size: More than 11,000 square feet 
Butler® Building Systems: Widespan™ 
structural system, MR-24® roof system, Butler 
Thermawall™ wall system, eShadowall™ wall system, 
TextureWall™ wall system

“ The Widespan structural system let us create a visually appealing 
space without having a large budgetary impact.”   

   HERMAN SINKE, GRASSMERE CONSTRUCTION

BETHEL PENTECOSTAL CHURCH AND ITS 
SPIRITUAL REAWAKENING

The new church was designed with the needs of future generations in mind, including this fun playroom.
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Manufacturer attracts talent, establishes itself in Alabama with 
new building

Efficient facility helps 
Minnesota company 
stay cool in the South

(Above) Polaris recently expanded operations to the southeast 
United States with this new Butler® building manufacturing plant 
in Alabama.

hen a Minnesota-based company wanted to 
open its first location in the South, there were 
a lot of new things to think about — notably, 

the heat. Polaris Industries Inc., known for dominating 
the industry with its snowmobiles, has been diversifying 
its product offerings since 1984 and is now a global 
powersports leader. The company had never manufactured 
product in the southeast United States before, but knew 
that with a strong customer base in the area and the 
availability of skilled talent, manufacturing in the region 
would be a successful venture. 

W Polaris anticipated a list of new considerations for the 
location and determined that a greenfield building 
would be the best way to incorporate all the features 
the company wanted in a building, helping it become the 
employer of choice in its area.

In 2015, that venture began with planning a new facility 
which could incorporate new manufacturing technologies, 
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EFFICIENT FACILITY HELPS MINNESOTA COMPANY 
STAY COOL IN THE SOUTH

lean material flow improvements and support 
the growth of its products like the Polaris 
RANGER® Utility Rec side-by-side vehicle. The 
company needed the building to be up and 
running quickly. 

“We knew the timeline was aggressive and 
looked specifically for a builder and architect 
that would work closely with us to make it 
happen,” said Keith Otterstatter, operations 
project director at Polaris.

After bidding several general contractors, 
Polaris met T.W. Frierson Contractor, Inc., a 
Butler Builder.®  The only builder comfortable 
and confident with the eight-month timeline, 
T.W. Frierson knew they could respond to 
the fast schedule because of its systems 
solutions division, Design Systems Builders, 
Inc., and its relationship with architect Design 
Constructors, Inc.

“The timeline was tight, but because we 
had established relationships with Butler 
Manufacturing and Design Constructors, we 
knew it was possible,” said David Bockian, 
senior vice president at T.W. Frierson. 
“Polaris came to us with a specific list of 
building features that made it clear the 
company had a significant dedication to 
the workers who would eventually be in 
the building every day. They were investing 
in the new location and the people it 
would impact.”

Moving south

The new 775,000-square-foot manufacturing 
facility in Alabama presented a unique set 
of challenges for Minnesota-based Polaris 
as it established itself in the South. One 
of the more unexpected challenges was 

“  T.W. Frierson and Design Constructors clearly understood what 
Polaris needed and translated that very quickly into a building that 
met all of our current and future needs. With this building, we’ve 
established our company in the southeast United States and we’re 
here to stay.”

  KEITH OTTERSTATTER, POLARIS INDUSTRIES INC.

This new Polaris facility could employ up to 2,000 people at full capacity. The building was designed to help 
the business become the employer of choice in the area.
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Polaris selected Guy Harris and his team at 
T.W. Frierson Contractor, Inc. because of their 
experience and ability to achieve the tight schedule 
the project demanded.

Summer temperatures often hover around 90 degrees in Huntsville, Alabama, much different 
than the 74-degree summer average in Medina, Minnesota, where the Polaris Industries Inc. 
headquarters is located. The company built a manufacturing facility in Huntsville in 2015-16 
with the goal of being one of the primary employers in the area. With that goal in mind, Polaris 
combined efficiency with comfort to ensure its presence was a positive one in the community. 
The entire facility is air-conditioned with strict door management and uses cool night air to save 
energy. Natural daylight is used to decrease the cost of electrical lighting and gives employees 
exposure to natural light as much as possible. Occupancy sensors were added to automatically 
adjust the light if people are in the space. All of this allowed Polaris to reduce its energy usage 
and environmental impact.

EFFICIENCY PLUS COMFORT

underground. The building site was clay and 
a hot summer/rainy winter made the timeline 
even more complicated. Although challenging, 
T.W. Frierson remained confident based on 
similar experiences. 

“We had worked on projects in the past that 
presented similar challenges, so we knew that 
we could overcome them with Butler systems, 
which help make up any time lost by the clay 
foundation or weather,” Bockian said. 

Among the considerations needed for the new 
warmer location, Polaris wanted the entire 
facility to be air-conditioned, yet efficient. A 
variety of systems work together to make this 
happen, saving about 30 percent in electricity. 
First, rooftop air-conditioning units paired 
with adjustable dampers use fresh, cool air at 
night and then close and recirculate that air 
with air conditioning in the hot day. Second, 
the SunLite Strip® daylighting system adds 
natural daylight while reducing electrical 
consumption related to lighting. Lastly, 
occupancy sensors and lighting controls 
automatically adjust the light level given 
the daylight and if people are in the space. 
Together, these systems create an enjoyable, 
yet efficient workspace. 

Unique structure requirements

None of these efficient systems would be 
possible without the structure and roofing 
of the new building. Innovative systems 
created by T.W. Frierson moved materials 
over the roof of the new building. A rubber-
tired trolley maneuvered roof sheets up a 
slope, while the Sky-Web® fall protection 

and insulation support system allowed 
increased productivity with enhanced 
worker safety. 

“We were immediately drawn to the Butler 
roof warranty,” Otterstatter said. “We were 
looking for long-term collaborators who would 
help us establish a new building that will be 
there for as long as we would be, without 
requiring a lot of maintenance or replacement 
every few years.”

The MR-24® roof system provides a 
weathertight surface — the perfect cover for 
a manufacturing facility like the new Polaris 
building, one that demands numerous roof 
penetrations because of complex HVAC 
requirements. The system was designed 
with movable clips to accommodate roof 
movement under changing temperatures, 

“  Polaris wanted 
to fit a lot 
of different 
processes 
under one roof, 
yet be able to 
adjust quickly 
to changing 
manufacturing 
demands.”

  DAVID BOCKIAN,    
  T.W. FRIERSON 

  CONTRACTOR, INC.
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making it ideal for the Alabama heat. 

The Widespan™ structural system provides 
support for the two large overhead cranes 
inside the facility. Together, with the 
roof and the Shadowall™ wall system, 
the building shell provides longevity 
and durability.

Dynamic manufacturing space

The structural system also helped achieve one 
of Polaris’ most important requests for the new 
building — a dynamic space. Fewer interior 
columns helped keep the manufacturing facility 
open, mitigating challenges when placing 
manufacturing processes and equipment. 

“Polaris wanted to fit a lot of different processes 
under one roof, yet be able to adjust quickly to 
changing manufacturing demands,” Bockian 
said. “If we were going to build from the ground 
up, we wanted to build something that fit their 
needs from the start and included features that 
could adjust to their changing business.”

In the past, Polaris required separate buildings 
for their many processes — steel fabrication, 
metal and liquid paint, plastic injection 
molding, final assembly, shipping and a visitor 
center. T.W. Frierson and Design Constructors 
worked together to ensure the building could 
be modified to fit each of these processes and 
the needs of each department. In doing so, 
Polaris achieved operational efficiencies. 

“The builder and architect communicated with 
us daily, providing value-engineered solutions, 
helping with customization, reducing costs 
and maintaining a tight schedule,” Otterstatter 
said. “It was only possible because of their 
experience and the resources they had for 
unique building systems.”

Here to stay

“The new building is important to Polaris’ 
business for multiple reasons. We are better 
able to attract and retain employees, as well as 
adjust to production needs and expand with 
new projects in the facility,” said Otterstatter. 

“T.W. Frierson and Design Constructors 

clearly understood what Polaris needed and 

translated that very quickly into a building 

that met all of our current and future needs. 

With this building, we’ve established our 

company in the southeast United States, and 

we’re here to stay.”

Originally driven by the need to implement 

new manufacturing technologies and 

support manufacturing of the RANGER, the 

Polaris building has since helped produce 

several other products, supporting the 

company’s continued growth. 

Polaris opted for an HVAC system that helps keep 
the building temperature comfortable during the 
day by using the cool night air.

POLARIS 
MANUFACTURING PLANT

Butler Builder®: T.W. Frierson Contractor, Inc.
Architect: Design Constructors, Inc.
Size: 775,000 square feet
Butler® Systems: Widespan™ structural system, 
Hardwall structural system, MR-24® roof system, 
Sky-Web® fall protection and insulation support 
system, SunLite Strip® daylighting system, Shadowall™ 
wall system, Butler Thermawall™ wall system

EFFICIENT FACILITY HELPS MINNESOTA COMPANY 
STAY COOL IN THE SOUTH
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(Above) This three-story facility allows Coborn’s to support its 
network of retail locations efficiently.

photography by Joel butKoWsKi

“We are ever mindful of what our role is in supporting 
our retail locations,” said Dennis Host, vice president of 
marketing with Coborn’s. “We have to operate efficiently.”

Recently, it was time for this team to grow into a new 
building that would better meet its needs. Naturally, 
Coborn’s engaged longtime Butler Builder,®  Rice Companies, 
Inc., to bring its new facility to life. Coborn’s and the 
Minnesota single-source construction services firm 
have a relationship dating back more than 40 years. 
The two organizations have constructed more than 
100 buildings together. 

oborn’s is not just a grocery store chain in the 
Upper Midwest. It’s an institution. It was founded 
nearly 100 years ago, spans 50 grocery store 

locations and operates over 120 business units with a 
network of 8,000 employee owners. This billion-dollar 
company translates its vision to be remarkable, and 
inspire happiness, healthy living and simplicity into 
big business. 

At the heart of it all is the Coborn’s Corporate Support 
Center, which houses operations, merchandising, 
marketing, human resources and other functions. The 
corporate team prides itself on being a lean group that 
shoulders a large responsibility.

C
New building puts productivity in the driver’s seat

The heart of an 
organization gets 
a face-lift
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“Rice understands us,” Host said. “They  
know us intimately. They understand how 
we work.”

The Coborn’s Corporate Support Center 
would be the most complex endeavor the two 
organizations have worked together on, but a 
challenge Rice could easily manage, with the 
right partners.

Throughout a three-year design period, a 
small team from Coborn’s, Rice and Butler 
Manufacturing,™ developed plans for a three-
story complex consisting of more than 91,000 
square feet. The building design centered on 
helping employees work better.

“The old buildings created real challenges 
for our people to most effectively conduct 
business,” Host said. “We wanted to 
provide the new office amenities 
conducive to productivity.”

Conventional approach, 
unconventional accuracy

The Coborn’s Corporate Support Center 
did not fit the requirements of the typical 
systems construction approach Butler uses, 
given the number of floors in the finished 
facility and other features. Instead, Rice 
called in Butler Conventional Steel Services 
to supply the structural components.

“We’ve had a long relationship with Butler 
Conventional Steel Services, and from the 
beginning thought of it as a project for that 
group,” said Travis Lund, vice president of 
construction, Rice Companies. “It was a team 
effort between our architects, Coborn’s and 
the Butler engineering team to identify this 
design. The Butler engineers are excellent to 
work with.”

Productivity also was a key focus during 
the design and construction phases. 

Effective conference room space was an important design requirement in the new building.

THE HEART OF AN ORGANIZATION
GETS A FACE-LIFT

“Rice 
understands us. 

They know us 
intimately. They 
understand how 

we work.”   
   DENNIS HOST, 

COBORN’S
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Butler Conventional Steel Services uses 
sophisticated modeling technology to provide 
unprecedented accuracy when designing 
the building. Additionally, its products have 
bolted connections, minimizing the amount of 
required field welding (and therefore saving 
time and labor costs).

These benefits helped Rice achieve the 
aggressive 10-month construction schedule 
when erecting the new building.

Designed for collaboration

One of the key opportunities for Coborn’s 
to help employee owners become more 
productive in the new building was creating 
spaces where they can meet and work together. 

Previously, different teams were housed 
in different buildings and frequently drove 
from place to place for in-person meetings 
throughout the workday. Additionally, similar 
to many office environments today, meeting 
rooms were in short supply.

The new office groups the core teams under 
one roof, thereby cutting down time spent 
on midday driving. It also gives employee 
owners the space and tools they need to 
conduct more effective meetings. Rooms are 
equipped with the latest in teleconference 
technology and can accommodate a range 
of needs, from small four-person huddles to 
250-person training sessions. 

“ It’s quite a building to build 
in about 10 months’ time.”   

  TRAVIS LUND,  
  RICE COMPANIES, INC.

The complexity of Coborn’s Corporate Support Center exemplifies the broadened range of 
services available to Butler Builders by utilizing the BCSS division. Rice Companies, Inc. was 
an early adopter, recognizing that Butler has made a commitment to meet builder needs for 
conventionally framed steel buildings through the BCSS division. BCSS is a resource for builders 
focused solely on the conventional steel building market. 

WHEN IS BUTLER CONVENTIONAL 
STEEL SERVICES A GOOD FIT?

A large open-air lobby area, complete with stone 
fireplace, helps retail staff feel welcome when they 
visit the building for training and other meetings.

Healthy and comfortable employees 
are productive employees

Inspiring happiness, healthy living and 

simplicity is a tenet of the Coborn’s 

corporate vision, and its space stays 

true to this perspective.

The building is situated on a large campus, 

and its design features ample windows for 

employee owners to enjoy woodland views 

and soak in natural light throughout the 
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day. Plus, a walking path crisscrosses the 
lot. Employee owners can often be found 
conducting walking meetings.

Additionally, the new office space creates a 
comfortable and inviting atmosphere. The 
interior décor features a modern look with 
many exposed steel structural supports as 
well as 8-foot-tall doors and working stone 
fireplaces in the lobby and lunch room.

“We really tried to show off the steel in many 
elements throughout the buildings,” Lund 
said. “It has an urban loft look.”

Operational efficiency

Not only was building design important, 
the Coborn’s design team also carefully 
considered how the building impacts 
operations expenses today and in the future.

“There’s the vision and creativity behind 
how the building looks, but there’s also a 
secondary level of creativity behind how the 
building functions,” Host noted. “We asked 
‘What is that cost investment going to look 
like from where we were to where we are 
once the new facility opens?’”

The building design incorporates exposed steel to provide an urban look.

THE HEART OF AN ORGANIZATION
GETS A FACE-LIFT

“  There’s the vision and creativity behind how the building looks, 
but there’s also a secondary level of creativity behind how the 
building functions.”

  DENNIS HOST, COBORN’S
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The Coborn’s team carefully considered 
operating costs while evaluating the design 
options and implemented several elements 
with efficiency in mind. They opted for 
lighting controls to help minimize one of the 
top operating expenses of a typical office 
building. Plus, the building includes numerous 
water-saving measures. Most notable is the 
natural roof over the underground parking 
structure to help assist with runoff control.

The Coborn’s team included thoughts on how 
the building can be expanded in future years 
as part of the project. 

“You have to look beyond today and the 
process of building a new building,” Host 
explained. “You have to look forward to how 
the building is going to work for you as you 
grow into it and how the building is going to 
work for you longer term, not just short term.”

The big reveal

Throughout the three years of planning and 
one year of construction, the small Coborn’s 
Corporate Support Center design team 
stayed tight-lipped about the caliber of office 
they were creating.

“We knew this was going to be a spectacular 

facility for our employees to work in, so we 
wanted to hold that element of surprise,” Host 
noted. “For those of us who worked on the 
building nonstop, it was a thrill to see their 
reactions and the joy on their faces.”

Most employee owners saw the building for 
the first time when they moved in the week 
before Thanksgiving. Their thoughts on the 
building? It’s remarkable.

“It’s visually impressive; the design speaks 
for itself,” Lund agreed. “It’s quite a building 
to build in about 10 months’ time.”

The initial first-day excitement lasted for a 
few hours, but the employee owners settled in 
quickly. They got back to doing what they do 
best — supporting all of the company’s store 
locations. Only now, they have the space they 
need to be more productive than ever. 

Large windows help ensure employees at the Coborn’s Corporate Support Center may enjoy natural light 
throughout the day.

COBORN'S CORPORATE
SUPPORT CENTER

Butler Builder®: Rice Companies, Inc.
Architect: Rice Companies, Inc.
Size: 92,000 square feet
Butler® Building Systems: Butler 
Conventional Steel Services



BUILDING PROFIT FALL/WINTER 2017

FIN
AL, 

 

CO
MMEM

ORATIV
E  

ISS
UE.

Look fo
r n

ew  

web experie
nce  

soon! 

The Polaris plant was designed to be 
flexible and can efficiently produce several 
products, supporting the company’s 
continued growth.

EFFICIENT FACILITY HELPS MINNESOTA COMPANY 
STAY COOL IN THE SOUTH


