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Master Builders’ Association
New Headquarters

The
Master
Builders’
Association of Western PA
(MBA) is one of those venerable
associations whose members
figure out a way to cooperate to
advance industry concerns while
constantly competing against

one another. You can imagine
that picking which of the MBA’s
members would build their new
association offices was going
to be a nightmare of delicate
negotiations for executive director
Jack Ramage.
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“Almost everyone has asked
the same question: how did we
pick which member would be
the contractor for the project? I
tell them, believe it or not, that it
was the easiest part of the entire
process,” laughs Ramage.
As it occurred, during a board
meeting in the planning stages
of the project, Ramage decided
to get the issue out on the
table, especially since the MBA
wanted to have a contractor’s
input during the design. “I asked
who was interested in bidding
the project and was surprised
that only one hand went up,” he
remembers. That hand belonged
to John Busse, president of F.
J. Busse Company. “You have
to remember that virtually all our
members had pretty full plates at
that time, and everyone respected
Busse and knew that it was the
kind of work they handled well. A
couple of board members missed
the meeting, and maybe they
would have been interested, but
from that point on everyone was
on board with Busse doing the
construction.”
F. J. Busse’s selection actually
occurred after a couple of other
tough choices were made.
While the rival members didn’t
have much wrangling over the
contractor choice, there were
a couple of tussles deciding on
where and what to build. The MBA
was in the position to build a new
office because they had received
a generous offer to buy their old
office building, at Noblestown
Road and Poplar Street, where
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the City of Pittsburgh, Crafton
and Green Tree collide. In the
discussion of locating the new
office, a number of varying
opinions about where and what
to build surfaced. Compounding
the problem of reconciling the
varying opinions was the fact
that several of the members,
Jendoco, Massaro and Mosites,
had real estate businesses with
properties that were suitable.
In the end, an opportunity
arose to purchase the former
office and warehouse of Iron City
Sash and Door, a 10,000 square
foot building on the southeast
side of Foster Plaza’s property.
The building was large enough,
centrally-located, and required
enough renovation to satisfy those
who felt new construction was the
best choice. All that was left was
to hire an architect, and develop
a design that matched the needs
of the staff and membership with
a $1.7 million budget.
In choosing an architect, the
MBA wanted to have a process
that mimicked the best selection
methods the members had
experienced, one that was
founded on qualifications and
that focused on the architects’
vision for this specific project. To
reinforce their desire to conduct
a fair search, the MBA’s board
decided to offer a $1,500 stipend
to the finalists in consideration
for the time needed to prepare a
proposal that included a design
concept. After the interviews
were conducted and design
proposals were presented, two
firms emerged as finalists, EDGE
Studio and Rothschild Doyno
Collaborative.
“The decision almost came

down to a dead heat, but I think
RDC got the nod because their
theme of opening up the central
core of the building was very
appealing to the board,” explained
Jack Ramage. “And they did the
best job of presenting the plan
to getting to the LEED rating,
which we insisted upon, and in
showing a great commitment to
sustainability throughout.”
While the competitive architect
selection was fair, the nature
of the process was limiting in
some ways, thinks Rothschild
Doyno partner Ken Doyno. “The
competition of ideas didn’t allow
for the normal dialogue you might
have with a prospective client,”
he says. “An office for a member
organization needs to reflect the
ideas of all the members, which
wasn’t possible to get during the
proposal. Once we were hired we
started to meet with more of the
members and the committee and
got more input.”
Doyno remembers that the
broader group impacted the
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evolution of the major design
element of the project.
“At first the thought was that the
MBA would occupy the top floor,
and the ground floor would be
for tenants,” he explains. “When
we examined how the building
would be used we started seeing
the building as one big building
and everyone became very
excited about the prospects. The
discussions led to a first-floor
conference room and meeting
room, with the offices on the
second, and the whole building
revolving around the open central
core. One of the great ideas was
to have a larger capacity meeting
room, one big enough to bring in
80 guys from the field for training,
for example.”
While the dialogue between
client
and
architect
was
leading to a different concept
for the building, the market
was conspiring to prolong the
development of that design well
beyond what anyone expected.
In a stroke of bad luck, the design
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phase of the project proceeded
throughout the spring and early
summer of 2008. For those who
were involved in construction (or
anything else for that matter), you
may recall that raw material costs
shifted upward at an alarming
rate between January and July
2008. The increases in steel,
copper and diesel fuel ranged
from 50% to 80% during that
time, and wreaked havoc on both
the budget and schedule for the
MBA’s project.
“We did major demolition and
exploratory demo in spring, and
had to leave it sit there until
June,” recalls John Paul Busse.
“Prices went up so fast that we
could never hit the budget. We

spent from June to October 15th
bidding and value-engineering
and then re-bidding.” Jack
Ramage remembers that the
market conditions never really let
up on the project, even though the
design changed several times to
reflect the conditions. “There was
a delay from design to build from
January to July 2008 because
costs escalated, but even then
it was hard to get the attention
of a lot of subs, because work
was good and there wasn’t an
incentive to give great numbers
at the time.” By fall, the market
began to slow, and the re-worked
design was brought in line with the
budget.
Of course, that left F. J. Busse
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with a revised schedule that
began in October, not exactly the
time of year to start a project that
included tearing a building down to
its structural steel and roof deck.
“Yeah, it made for an interesting
winter,” said John Paul Busse
ruefully. “We took the building
envelope off in October and then
did the roof and brick and glazed
the place in the middle of winter.”
While winter wasn’t an ideal time
for tearing the building apart,
there wasn’t much choice. The old
building’s central core had been
rest rooms, but was being opened
up, including cutting out the center
section of the roof and installing
clerestory and new framing. Until
that work was completed much
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of the remaining construction
couldn’t go forward.
As a member company, Busse
did its best to work frugally,
maybe to a fault. “The building
was completely open and we
didn’t want to spend $2,500 of
the MBA’s money each month
heating the place,” recalls John
Paul Busse. “One 20 degree day
(MBA board president) Cliff Rowe
stopped by to see the progress.
It must have been pretty cold
because he told Joe Zielonka
(Busse’s superintendent) to turn
on the heat, since he was one of
the guys who signs the checks.”
Rothschild Doyno’s design
transforms the old building
completely. In addition to the
new exterior and the open central
core, the building’s second floor
was opened up to accommodate
new open stairs and a bridge-like
walkway connecting the entrance
to the back of the office.
The use of glass to replace much
of the exterior metal panel system
creates day lighting that is one
of the building’s more significant
LEED design elements.
“No one will occupy this building
without feeling like they are
connected to the outside,” says
Ken Doyno. “The day lighting from
the window system and the central
core will reduce the amount of
artificial light needed.” Doyno
pointed out that the windows
are operable, which improves
ventilation in the building. A
brand new reflective roof, heavy
insulation, efficient HVAC system
and a photo selective PPG glass
coating for the glazing are some of
the other sustainable components
of the design.
One of the elements of their

former offices that the MBA
wished they could bring along was
their conference room. While that
wasn’t possible, the board agreed
to hiring designer Mary Ann
Mozelewski, who had designed
the old room, to bring the new
conference room to life.
“Anyone who was in our old
conference room could see that
it was a craftsman’s workplace,”
says Jack Ramage. “We had
worked with other architects on
the room before that but Mary Ann
just got it when we explained what
we wanted. I was very proud of
that conference room every time
I walked by it, so I was glad that
Dan (Rothschild) and Ken didn’t
mind that we wanted to have
Mary Ann’s firm, M/Design, do
the conference room in the new
building.”
The MBA staff moves into the
new offices on May 14, and is
inaugurating the building with
a safety-training seminar that
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week. While the move in date was
pushed back by the roller coaster
ride of the 2008 market, architect
Ken Doyno knows the delay will
be forgotten after the move.
“Once they are in no one will
think about the calendar; they will
just love coming to work in the
new space,” he says. Rothschild
Doyno bought and renovated a
building in early 2008, and Doyno
remembers the feelings. “People
will look back at the effort and say
it was the move of a lifetime. The
MBA will look at the end result
with enormous pride.”
“The finished product is very
impressive. It showcases the
work our members and our allied
unions do,” says Jack Ramage.
“The woodworking and masonry
work is highlighted; the cement
finishers work is showcased.
It’s not ostentatious, but if you
understand construction, you
can’t help but marvel at the
craftsmanship.”

