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The $1.2 billion project required 18,000 tons of steel, 
with individual pieces weighing up to 40,000 pounds. 

By Brad Fullmer 

SME Steel Key Part of 
Levi’s Stadium Success
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F
ew jobs in the steel industry 

include individual pieces 60 ft. 

long and weighing up to 15 tons 

(30,000 lbs.), but building an NFL 

Stadium is far from a typical project.

West Jordan-based SME Steel was a 

major contributor on Levi’s Stadium for 

the San Francisco 49ers, a massive 1.85 

million SF, $1.2 billion project in Santa 

Clara that finished prior to the start of the 

2014 NFL season and seats 70,000 people. 

The project is aiming to be the first NFL 

Stadium to earn LEED Gold certification. 

SME partnered with Hirschfeld 

Industries of San Angelo, Texas in a joint-

venture on steel fabrication, and SME was 

responsible for all steel erection. According 

to Tim Salak, Project Executive for SME, 

approximately three-fourths of all steel on 

the project – 13,000 tons out of 18,000 tons 

total – was fabricated in Utah, and over 

1,100 truckloads of steel were delivered to 

the job site in all.   >>

SME Steel Key Part of 
Levi’s Stadium Success

Levi’s Stadium

Peak operations saw up to 250 ironworkers on site 
simultaneously. (all photos courtesy SME Steel)
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Beyond the sheer amount of steel on 

this project, along with complex sizes and 

shapes of pieces, the two-year fast-track 

schedule also proved challenging in all 

aspects from design to erection. Salak 

said SME entered into a design-assist 

agreement with general contractor Turner-

Devcon until May 2012 and at that point 

began fabricating steel. Erection began 

July 30, 2012 and topped out on December 

2, 2012 – just over four months. 

“A lot of our projects are fast-track – 

it’s our little niche,” said Salak. “We’re able 

to accommodate fast-track projects and 

knew we could maintain the schedule. 

The biggest challenge was moving design 

along.” 

SME Project Manager CW (Charley) 

Young praised the collaborative efforts of all 

trades involved, particularly his steel crews.

“It was a very enlightening project,” he 

said. “The team worked together to get it 

done in a beneficial and timely fashion. We 

cut the schedule by a year, so that made 

things quite interesting. The pieces were 

unique in their design. Core Brace was also 

an integral aspect of the design.”

There were 529 CoreBraces (buckling 

restrained brace frame – BRBF) installed 

throughout the stadium. Young said 

erecting the large box girders in three 

Levi’s Stadium

Steel erection on the 1.85 million square foot stadium 
was completed in just over four months. 
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segments totaling 170 ft. tall on a 6% slope 

was one of the more unique challenges, 

as it required crews to maintain higher 

than average tolerances to accommodate 

connection to pre-cast elements. 

To meet the tight schedule four cranes 

ran simultaneously with upwards of 250 

ironworkers on site at peak operations. 

Salak said SME workers hung roughly 

22,000 pieces during the four-month period 

– 5,500 pieces per month. 

“We did know what was expected 

of us, so we went in with our eyes open,” 

Salak said. “If it wouldn’t have been for an 

excellent team – I mean it’s everybody, the 

City of Santa Clara, the owner, design team, 

general contractor, subs – the collaboration 

on this project would not have happened 

in the time frame it did…more so than any 

other project I’ve ever been on. All key subs 

were on board early. They bought into this 

team approach and that’s what made this 

project succeed."   >>
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Wayne Searle has been a busy man 

since being named CEO of SME Steel in 

April 2012, which seems right given the 

company’s enormous size and capacity. He 

admits that Utah is a great state to work 

in, even though 75% of the company’s 

work is exported out of state. 

“There is such a good family attitude 

here,” said Searle, who followed his 

father into the sheet metal industry 

before earning a degree in mechanical 

engineering and ultimately getting into 

the steel business. “We’ve got some of the 

greatest people. There is such an incredible 

work ethic in Utah. Everybody asks me, 

“Why are you based in Utah? The work 

ethic is phenomenal. There is nothing 

more rewarding than giving somebody an 

opportunity, and then get out of their way 

and just watch them grow.”

Searle said SME – which was founded 

in 1992 – is poised for significant growth in 

2015, after a very solid 2014 that has seen 

its top line revenue climb 20%, from $154 

million in 2013 to $180 million in 2014. He 

expects those numbers to hit the $230 to 

$250 million mark next year, which is in the 

ballpark of 2009 figures of $245 million.

“I’m extremely excited about 2015,” he 

said. “Three months ago I saw a nice climb 

in volume and now we’re seeing it take off. 

Our backlog has increased – we now have 

700,000 man hours in backlog.”

He said profit margins are also better, 

provided you can meet ever-demanding 

schedules.

“Our customer base asks ‘how fast can 

you get it here?’ Not how cheap. There has 

been an emotional and physical change 

in sheer volume alone. We’re seeing some 

improvement in the casino market, the 

commercial market, and hospitality has 

taken off.” 

Searle said SME’s strength is its 

ability to manage and coordinate design, 

fabrication and erection details with all 

parties involved at a highly efficient level, 

and the fact that it can perform all Division 

5 specifications. 

“We’re a one-stop shop for our 

customers,” said Searle. “It’s valuable, it’s 

what sets us apart from our competition. 

We get to make our own tinker toys, we get 

paid to make them, and they last forever.”

Besides Levi’s Stadium, the firm has 

worked on numerous high-profile projects 

– arenas, high-end casinos, and large 

hospitality, commercial and industrial 

projects. To keep up with demand, SME 

recently opened a plant in Pocatello, Idaho 

and hired 75 people over a four-week 

period. 

Searle said the steel industry is a 

gratifying business to work in, and relayed 

a story from his visit to Levi’s Stadium for 

the first game of the season. He spotted an 

ironworker who had been on the project 

and he was wearing an SME shirt, and was 

obviously very much enjoying himself and 

his contributions to that job.

“It was a great feeling, seeing the 

network of people, the community 

involvement,” he said. “One of the things 

I’m proud of is I’ve been in about every spot 

in the company. I can relate to people and 

what they’re dealing with.”  n

Searle Says Utah
a Great Place for SME
By Brad Fullmer

Steel Trends

Business is brisk for CEO Wayne Searle 
at West Jordan-based SME Steel. He 
projects company revenues to hit the 
$230-$250 million range next year.  
(photos by Dana Sohm)




