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ALL (SUSTAINABLE)
THINGS CONSIDERED

NPR’S NEW HEADQUARTERS CELEBRATES HISTORY, INNOVATION, AND THE JOINING OF OLD
AND NEW MEDIA IN A HIGH-PERFORMANCE BUILDING THAT’S HEADED FOR LEED GOLD.

Text Kim A. O’Connell
Photos Adrian Wilson and Anice Hoachlander

36

ECOBUILDINGPULSE.COM FALL 2013

AN AIA MAGAZINE

AN AIA MAGAZINE

FALL 2013 ECOBUILDINGPULSE.COM

37

Credit tk tk

It’s not that unusual, at this point, to see a green roof
sprouting up on a new oﬃce building in Washington, D.C.,
since the city as a whole boasts about 2 million square feet
of vegetated rooﬁng. What is unusual is to see two working beehives also installed on that roof, boosting biodiversity in the district and eventually providing honey that will
sweeten the deal for the human worker bees inside.
But this is no ordinary oﬃce building; this is the new
headquarters and main broadcasting center for NPR,
which reaches 27 million listeners each week on public radio, not counting podcasts and other digital platforms. Doing something for the public good is NPR’s stock in trade.
After all, “Public” was also once its middle name; in 2010
the organization formally changed its name from “National Public Radio” to NPR.
NPR has been headquartered in the nation’s capital
since its founding in 1970, but it has changed buildings
several times as staﬃng and broadcasting needs outgrew
its allocated space. Most recently, NPR’s 850 D.C.-based
employees were spread out among three buildings in
downtown D.C. (NPR also has 17 foreign and 17 domestic
bureaus.) Designed by Hickok Cole Architects, also based
in D.C., the new building at 1111 North Capitol Street
N.E., features 330,000 square feet of occupied space in a
400,000-square-foot building, bringing all the D.C. staﬀ
under one roof. The space includes top-of-the-line audio
and multimedia equipment, 10 production studios, and

three on-air studios, where some of NPR’s most popular
shows, such as Morning Edition and All Things Considered, are broadcast. NPR oﬃcials say they hope the building will play a role in the ongoing revitalization of the
city’s emerging NOMA neighborhood (a nickname for
North of Massachusetts Avenue).
The design incorporates the bones of a four-story,
circa-1927 concrete warehouse into a new seven-story ofﬁce block that was designed with LEED Gold benchmarks
in mind (certiﬁcation is forthcoming). Sustainable features
include daylighting, third party–certiﬁed wood, recycled
and recyclable materials, and a bike room to encourage
cycling as a commuting option. The primary reporting and
broadcasting areas are centered on two ﬂoors in a bright
atrium space, with the upper ﬂoor balconied over the lower one, a move that maintains the feel of a classic, open
newsroom (one almost expects to hear the clackety-clack
of typewriters). Yet the feeling is immediately modernized
by the multiple video monitors that keep everyone upto-date — both in-house and in satellite bureaus — on
scheduled broadcasts and breaking news.
“Physically being able to see someone that you
normally wouldn’t see is game-changing,” said Maury
Schlesinger, NPR’s director of real estate and administrative services, on a recent tour. “We’ve given people
lots of diﬀerent types of venues for collaboration.” Susan
Stamberg, a longtime broadcaster for NPR whose voice

While the open
newsroom (previous
spread) is the hub of
activity at NPR, Hickok
Cole included smaller
spaces (top left) for
quieter conversation
as well, all in a bright
color palette of blues
and greens that enlivens
predominantly white and
gray workspaces. “We’ve
given people lots of
different types of venues
for collaboration,” says
Maury Schlesinger,
NPR’s director of
real estate.
Communication is the
name of the game for a
news outlet like NPR.
Words like “listen” and
“question” are written in
a reverberating font in
the bright main stairwell
(bottom left) alongside
others like “laugh” and
“delight,” that tell a
bigger story about the
NPR culture.
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1 Media Mosiac
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was used to announce the ﬂoors in the new elevators, echoed
this sentiment. “Part of the plan was good interaction between
departments,” she said on the same tour. “We’re in Oz here. It’s
really, really working.”
The new oﬃce tower is wrapped in glass and cantilevered
over the older building, with a clerestory level that brings light
into the space while setting apart the new section. Circulation
corridors run along the perimeter of the workspace, with almost
no exterior oﬃces. This allows natural light to further penetrate
the interior, according to Robert Holzbach, AIA, senior project
designer for Hickok Cole.
“The entrance to the building is set back 65 feet from North
Capitol Street, and the oﬃce block is lifted above the roof of the
historic structure and also set back,” he says. “Rather than just
do this glass box, we used prefab concrete on the entry block to
mimic the old warehouse, which was entirely cast-in-place concrete and had these solid Art Deco tower elements. It’s inspired by
the historic structure.”
The windows on the oﬃce block are outﬁtted with a series of
exterior vertical glass ﬁns, which are an abstraction of FM sound
waves and interpreted in six shades of transparent blue, Holzbach
says. This wavelength theme is further incorporated as stripes
on walls and ﬂoors throughout the interior (which incidentally
mimics the building’s street number—1111).
Stormwater management and water conservation were primary concerns for NPR and the designers, says project architect
Bryan Chun, AIA. Designed by the Washington, D.C.–based landscape architecture ﬁrm Oculus, the 32,500-square-foot green roof
is located on the existing structure and visible from the taller ofﬁce tower. In addition, the streetscape along North Capitol Street
includes a series of sunken tree planters that act as bioﬁlters for
runoﬀ. Condensate water is further collected in a 3,600-cubic-foot
cistern for reuse in on-site irrigation.
High-performance glazing, the cooling eﬀects of the green
roof, and other systems combine to reduce the building’s energy
use by 34 percent over the baseline expectation for a building
this size. A waterside economizer system allows free cooling in
the building with the chillers turned oﬀ during the winter and
partially operating during oﬀ-peak heating seasons in the fall
and spring.
In addition, an air-to-air enthalpy heat recovery wheel was
installed to precondition the outside air at the penthouse level before it enters the building. In the summer, the wheel lowers the
temperature and moisture level of entering air, which allowed for
the central plant size to be reduced by approximately 15 percent
from baseline, according to the design team. In the winter, the
enthalpy wheel preheats the outside air before delivering it to the
mechanical rooms, further reducing the energy load.
Employee health and ﬁtness was another major part of the
sustainability program. The building was chosen in part because
of its proximity to the NOMA–Gallaudet University stop on the
D.C. metro line, and it also has a bike room that can hold up
to 72 bicycles and is “maxed-out on a daily basis,” according to
Holzbach. An on-site wellness center allows employees to get
checkups or ﬁrst aid when needed, too.
Wherever possible, the Hickok Cole team reused elements
from the old building, most notably by integrating the warehouse’s original 14-foot-tall, mushroom-shaped columns into
the new space, and even reusing brick from the warehouse’s old
smokestack for a wall in the café, called Sound Bites.
“I’m really happy with the balance between old and new,”
says Yolanda Cole, AIA, the project’s principal-in-charge. “The
whole space hangs together in a wonderful way.”
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BY THE
NUMBERS
Building gross ﬂoor
area: 336,000 square feet
above grade and 110,000
square feet of belowgrade parking
Number of permanent
occupants and visitors:
800 occupants and 750
visitors per month
Total water used
(gallons per year):
1,418,795
Calculated annual
potable water use
(gallons per square foot
per year): 3.8
Total energy used (kBtu
per square foot per
year): 61.29
Percent total energy
savings: 33.9% over
baseline with respect to
energy and 37.3% with
respect to cost.
Third-party rating:
LEED Gold
Total project cost:
$201 million
Data provided by
Hickok Cole Architects
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Fourteen-foot-tall
mushroom-capped
columns incorporated
from the existing
warehouse can still be
seen in NPR’s cleverly
named Sound Bites café,
which is modernized by
modular seating from
Herman Miller and
Emeco and cylindrical
pendant lights. The
café is operated
by Guckenheimer,
a corporate dining
company based in
Redwood City, Calif.,
that focuses on health
and sustainable
menu options. The
headquarters also
includes an employee
Wellness Center that
provides an on-site
workout facility, a
bike room, and health
management classes.
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The old-school concept
gets a modern upgrade
as an LED news ticker
scrolls headlines on
the ofﬁce façade, which
blends an addition and a
renovated 1927 Art Deco
warehouse. Although
some observers
have used the new
headquarters to revive
the long-standing debate
over public funding of
radio and television,
the building itself was
funded by the sales of
NPR’s old ofﬁce, tax-free
bonds, and donations.
The addition is
cantilevered over the
older building. The large
spans of glass on the
façade feature highperformance glazing,
and are paired with a
series of exterior vertical
ﬁns from Viracon with
coloring by Vanceva,
which are an abstraction
of FM sound waves.
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