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ADAPTIVE REUSE TRENDS: REPURPOSING OFFICE SPACE 
POST-COVID-19                                           » by Matt Thrasher

For developers owning building metropolitan areas, one alternative to office space is converting their 
property into a hotel. Throughout the last year and a half, we have seen resiliency in the travel industry, 
one some experts predicting a travel boom. This purported travel boom has as much to do with business 
as it does tourism and relieving the restlessness many have felt during the pandemic. Situated to capitalize 
on this boom, Opwest is converting nine floors, and roughly 40% of the usable space of the One South 
Church office building into a high-end hotel in the heart of Tucson. By utilizing the lower floors and 
repurposing the lobby, the new One South Church project is expected to be one of the premier urban hotel 
offerings in Tucson. While the new hotel is expected to be a success, bringing in millions in tax revenue 
to the City of Tucson in the process, the hotel also is a value-add for the existing office space. 
 
While reuse projects may be profitable for developers, they also can serve as an investment into 
downtown centers. According to Tyler Kent, principal of Opwest Development, “We believe in the 
revitalization and future growth of downtown Tucson, and we believe the hotel can help further that and 
will become part of the downtown fabric. We also believe that the new hotel and new amenities, such as a 
new restaurant and lounge areas, will play a part in helping to revitalize the affiliated office-space post-
COVID.” 
 
Office-to-Residential Conversions 
 
Seventh Avenue Lofts, developed by ZFI Holdings, is a new, luxury residential redevelopment in close 
proximity to both the University of Arizona and downtown Tucson. Formerly home to ASARCO 
corporate offices, the 24,500 square foot building will be converted from office to approximately 40 
multifamily units on three floors, with onsite gated parking. Zach Fenton of ZFI Holdings has said, “We 
were drawn to this project because of its location and unique historic character. The building also lays out 
very well for an apartment use. When we walked in the front door on our very first tour, we immediately 
thought to ourselves ‘why hasn’t anyone converted this into residential yet?!’” 
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Due to the realities of COVID-19, many developers 
remain bearish on office space. Unlike a year ago, when seemingly 

every office tenant resolutely chose to work from home (if they had the ability 
to choose), businesses are all over the map in their response to COVID-19. 
Consequently, developers who own office space are uncertain of the future 
viability of their assets. While stalwarts remain optimistic that businesses will 
return to work, many developers are hedging their bets, and even creating 
higher returns, by repurposing their office space into other uses. 

While the future of office space is unknown, owners of office space 
should consider the various options that exist to repurpose their existing 
space. Although this article is not exhaustive, the two projects highlighted, 
Opwest Development’s One South Church conversion and ZFI Holdings’ 
Seventh Avenue Lofts projects, are local examples of adaptive reuse of 
office space in the current environment. 

Broad Trends in Office Space
Even before the pandemic, businesses were demanding greater 

flexibility from landlords. In the last decade, shared office spaces became 
more commonplace through flexible workspace providers such as WeWork. 
Increasing globalization has further put an emphasis on adaptive telework 
policies and incentivized a decentralization of corporate operations. A return 
to normal does not necessarily mean a return to the golden age of the office; 
rather, as tenants march back into their offices, they will almost certainly be 
equipped with telecommunications plans, Zoom, and other technologies. 
Lastly, there is the continued possibility of government-mandated 
restrictions. All of these drivers will likely be percolating in tenant’s heads as 
they weigh the rationality of a long-term office lease. 

With greater flexibility in day-to-work operations, many companies do 
not find their existing leases as desirable as before the pandemic. One trend 
which we have been watching are tenants moving to higher-quality office space. 
Many tenants now prefer “A-class” space, which is defined by higher ceilings, 
large floor plans, modern HVAC systems and are typically newer and easier to 
retrofit. While Class A Space is better quality and newly constructed, Class A 
space also makes social distancing and COVID-19 protocols easier to follow. 
Class B and Class C spaces typically are older and have smaller floor plates and 
are not as conducive to social distancing. Better HVAC systems and energy 
usage, a feature of Class A office space, also equates to lower utility bills. Tenants, 
who may have eyes set on other locations, will certainly account for such costs 
as well as look for efficient and well-ventilated office space. 

Potential Challenges with Adaptive Reuse
While many developers faced with vacancies will want to seize the 

opportunity for adaptive reuse, there are legal issues to consider. In some 
adaptive reuse projects, physical limitations can create difficulties for 
conversions. In these instances, developers often face issues with building 
codes, natural lighting, plumbing, and creating compliant floor plans. 
Additionally, many office buildings are in nonresidential areas and may be 
prohibited by zoning laws from converting into mixed-use or residential. 
This restriction is typically found when offices are far from grocery stores, 
schools, and other residential amenities. Please note, however, that some 
jurisdictions have passed ordinances making it easier to convert office 
space into residential without significant zoning roadblocks. Consequently, 
developers must determine on a case-by-case basis whether such adaptive 
reuse profits are both feasible and profitable. 

Office-to-Hospitality Conversions
For developers owning building metropolitan areas, one alternative 

to office space is converting their property into a hotel. Throughout the 
last year and a half, we have seen resiliency in the travel industry, one some 
experts predicting a travel boom. This purported travel boom has as much 
to do with business as it does tourism and relieving the restlessness many 
have felt during the pandemic. Situated to capitalize on this boom, Opwest 
is converting nine floors, and roughly 40% of the usable space of the One 
South Church office building into a high-end hotel in the heart of Tucson. 
By utilizing the lower floors and repurposing the lobby, the new One South 
Church project is expected to be one of the premier urban hotel offerings 
in Tucson. While the new hotel is expected to be a success, bringing in 
millions in tax revenue to the City of Tucson in the process, the hotel also 
is a value-add for the existing office space.

While reuse projects may be profitable for developers, they also can serve 
as an investment into downtown centers. According to Tyler Kent, principal 
of Opwest Development, “We believe in the revitalization and future growth 
of downtown Tucson, and we believe the hotel can help further that and will 
become part of the downtown fabric. We also believe that the new hotel and 
new amenities, such as a new restaurant and lounge areas, will play a part in 
helping to revitalize the affiliated office-space post-COVID.”

Office-to-
Residential 
Conversions

The Seventh 
Avenue Lofts, 
developed by ZFI 
Holdings, is a new, 
luxury residential 
redevelopment in 
close proximity to 
both the University 
of Arizona and 

downtown Tucson. Formerly home to ASARCO corporate offices, the 
24,500 square foot building will be converted from office to approximately 
40 multifamily units on three floors, with onsite gated parking. Zach 
Fenton of ZFI Holdings has said, “We were drawn to this project because 
of its location and unique historic character. The building also lays out 
very well for an apartment use. When we walked in the front door on our 
very first tour, we immediately thought to ourselves ‘why hasn’t anyone 
converted this into residential yet?!’”
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