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In the fight for Tampa Bay office tenants, anti-virus technology has
become the ultimate amenity
Jul 10, 2020, 5:00am EDT

About this series

The New Math is a weekly analysis exploring the fast-changing economics shaping how
different classes of commercial real estate are being used and developed by tenants
and landlords in a post-Covid-19 world.

Larry Feldman’s pitch for Tampa Bay office space has changed since the novel
coronavirus pandemic took hold in the U.S.

The CEO of Feldman Equities and his longtime business partners own or manage more
than 4 million square feet of Florida office space — including some of the most premier
addresses in the urban cores of Tampa and St. Petersburg. Since he started buying Great Recession-era bargains in 2009,
Feldman has focused on modernizing 1980s office towers with sleek new conference rooms, on-site gyms, and well-lit lobbies
and parking garages. 

But in the wake of the pandemic, Feldman’s leasing spiel has nothing to do with aesthetics. Instead, he’s talking with tenants
about UV light and ionization technology to sanitize the air within his buildings. He’s spent thousands of dollars installing the
technology on select floors in some of his buildings; rolling it out across his entire portfolio will cost hundreds of thousands
of dollars.

“My MO has always been when we go into recessions, we have to outdo our competitors and take market share,” Feldman told
the Tampa Bay Business Journal. “With everybody in panic mode, this is our chance to take market share. A lot of people go
into apathy in a situation like this.”

When the pandemic hit the U.S. in March, the vast majority of office workers transitioned to remote work overnight. It’s been
billed as a national work-from-home experiment — one that’s left office landlords like Feldman in limbo. It’s too early to say
how companies will handle remote work policies once the pandemic ends or what a typical office space might look like on
the other side of the pandemic. 

Some experts say the net effect could be negligible if it reverses a yearslong densification trend of cramming as many
workers into an office space as possible. While employees may spend less time in the office and more at home, office
landlords are hopeful that decision-makers will want more space per employee to accommodate social distancing guidelines
when workers do come into the office.

“Everybody is still trying to figure it out,” Feldman said. “There’s no doubt there will be a certain percentage of people that
want to work at home at least some days a week, maybe one day, maybe four, but there is no substitute for a face-to-face
office. There’s no such thing as company culture on Zoom, and to the extent that there is, it was created face to face.” 

In a recent survey by CoreNet Global of occupiers of real estate from late May to mid-June, 38 percent of respondents said it
will be a year or more before their companies will have employees in the office at the same levels as before the pandemic.
Some 47 percent said they planned to reconfigure office layouts to reflect new workplace changes.
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The signals to landlords were more ominous in another survey by Alexandria, Virginia-based Brightline Strategies, which
found that 51 percent of real estate decision makers said they are likely to reassess their space needs based on business
impacts from the coronavirus and some 60 percent would reduce their footprints in their next lease.

But longer-term — and potentially more costly — structural changes also are at play as employers grapple with how best to
utilize office space in a post-Covid 19 world. The shifts are expected to alter the economics of doing business and how
employers engage with coworkers at all levels of the corporate hierarchy. 

That has the potential to affect millions of square feet of office space and have a ripple effect on surrounding commercial
properties, like the restaurants, retailers and service-oriented businesses like dry cleaners that fill storefronts in business
districts across the U.S.

“I think everyone’s recognized that what we’re experiencing right now is not just a blip on the radar screen. This is kind of a
marked point in history,” said Damla Gerhart, CBRE’s Chicago-based senior managing director of workplace. “Companies are
going to have to think about how they provision and operate their office spaces. ... We might experience something like this
again in our lifetime, and companies are saying maybe next time around we’ll be a bit more prepared for it.”

Many of the preparations and precautions will fall at the doorsteps of landlords, particularly when it comes to common areas
and high-traffic spaces such as elevators and stairwells. Beyond Feldman’s invisible, virus-fighting technology, he’s also
installed a plethora of hand sanitizer stations and signage throughout the buildings. He and his team are trying to stay up on
the latest news on how the virus spreads; as more evidence emerges that transmission is droplet based, he installed signage
that instructs mask wearing and no talking in elevators.

Estimating the costs and resources required to accommodate tenants already is proving a challenge, as most employers lack
clarity on when and to what degree they plan to get back to the office. As to how tenants will then equip — or demand their
landlords equip — spaces is anyone’s guess, real estate experts say.

Feldman doesn’t see office space reverting back to the ’80s era cubes — a “claustrophobic rat maze,” as he puts it — but he
does think the open office plan will be somewhat modified moving forward.

“We’re seeing it with new tenants,” he said. “They’re definitely thinking in terms of more space per person. You might see a lot
of glass walls so that it provides some Covid resistance and still feels open.” 

Yet while the nation is still living in the age of the coronavirus, shedding excess space or making other long-term changes
isn’t a prospect many are willing to commit to — at least, not yet. The indecision has broad and potentially significant financial
implications for tenants and landlords alike.

Office market properties in the Tampa Bay region have not yet been negatively affected by the pandemic, JLL Inc. wrote in its
second quarter research report.

“With our first true quarter of pandemic influences coming to light, we observe that initial shifts in fundamentals have been
minimal,” JLL wrote.

Despite the pandemic, JLL’s Tampa data shows year-over-year asking rent appreciation of more than 8 percent — but that’s
likely because landlords haven’t reduced their asking rents and instead are offering other incentives to ink deals, like free rent
or tenant improvement dollars and shorter leases. JLL reports seeing 12-, 24- and 36-month lease terms instead of the typical
five- to seven-year teams.

“Everybody wants a deal right now,” Feldman said. “We have cut deals where we’re providing extra free rent, extra TI. We’re as
aggressive as we need to be to land tenants, and we are signing leases across our portfolio. 

“We will not lose a deal over price right now as long as we get a good credit tenant with a moderate to long-term lease.”

THE SHORT�TERM FIX

Reducing fear with protective gear
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As businesses plot a return to the office, uncertainty around timing, spacing and the incremental costs of keeping workers
safe has turned what many thought would be a simple proposition into a complicated affair.

Mixed-use development

Employers made immediate technology upgrades to accommodate an all-remote model, however longer-term investments —
from monitors to furniture to more nimble and secure IT systems — could cost around $500 per employee, per Cushman &
Wakefield.

Signs of the times

Signs on doors, walls and floors to encourage the use of masks and hand sanitizers, limit capacity in common areas, and
direct foot traffic to encourage social distancing can cost between $2,000 and $4,000 per installation, according to Mission
Viejo, California-based printing and marketing services company Sir Speedy.

Clean sweep

Comprehensive cleaning can cost up to $0.75 per square foot, or $7,500 for a 10,000-square-foot office, to address a
spectrum of pathogens, per Core Team Inc. of Bethesda, Maryland. More routine cleanings can cost closer to $0.25 per
square foot and trend down to as little as $0.10 per square foot depending on the office size.

Clean hands, clean spaces

Hand-cleansing resources can vary from as little as $290 for a case of 250, 1-ounce bottles of hand sanitizer up to $816 for an
automated VersaClenz Hygiene Series liquid-dispensing stand, per Lake Forest, Illinois-based W. W. Grainger Inc. Cleansing
wipes can be as low as $6 for a Clorox 3-pack at major retailers up to $170 for packs of 100, per Custom Ink.

Hot topic

Infrared thermometers run up to $90 apiece, per Massachusetts-based office supplier W.B. Mason of Brockton.

Breathing easier

Masks cost around $350 for a 100-pack, per Custom Ink, while plexiglass for workstations and reception desks can run in the
hundreds of dollars per installation, per Green Bay, Wisconsin-based KI Furniture.

$3.50 - $8.00 per sq. ft.

The average cost of uninstalled plexiglass depending on the cut and thickness, according to online pricing guides at retailers
such as Home Depot and wholesale distributors.

THE LONG�TERM REVOLUTION TO COME

Real estate experts say the pandemic’s lessons on social distancing and a relatively smooth transition to remote workplaces
have primed the U.S. office market for stages of disruption for years to come. Here’s a breakdown of how that transformation
is expected to play out.

Accommodating “the experiential office”

Why return to the office? The short answer, experts say, is it boils down to in-person collaboration. 

That will put a premium on space flexibility, said Kent McCullough, a principal at ZGF Architects LLP. Examples include huddle
rooms that will become unassigned work areas and desks that will house a rotation of occupants depending on schedules.

https://www.bizjournals.com/tampabay/search/results?q=Kent%20McCullough
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“For professional services firms  ... the office retains its relevance,” said McCullough, who works out of ZGF’s D.C. office. 

Making more of less

Catherine Heath of HYL Architecture said the switch to remote work will encourage companies to downsize when given the
chance. She said assigned workspaces will be smaller as a result, with a de-emphasis on wasted space and areas once used
to support groups.

“If you knew that 30% or 40% of the people in your office were not going to be in the office for most of the day, would you
want to pay for the office? The answer is no for most people,” said Heath, a managing principal in the firm’s D.C. office.

Embracing the “hub and spoke”

The transition to smaller and more flexible spaces also is expected to give rise to a “hub-and-spoke” model whereby
companies will keep a modest centralized headquarters and surround it with even smaller, cheaper locations in nearby
locations. The home office, and anywhere with Wi-Fi, for that matter, will be part of the mix.

Michelle Reyman, an associate director at Fox Architects in D.C., said the model addresses multiple concerns in the
coronavirus era, particularly as it applies to the risk of virus exposure when traveling to and from the home office.

Still, Reyman said the relevance of having a location where employees can get together for mentorship, leadership training
and collaboration remains strong as ever. 

“There are aspects that they cannot replicate virtually. Mentoring. What do you do with new hires? How will they know how
we work and get to know us? They’re always going to feel like an outsider.”
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