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Aesthetic Efficiency on the 
Atlanta BeltLine 
An exposed structural concrete frame was essential for connecting the new structure 
to its neighborhood 

by Jesse Fortner, Robert M. Weilacher, and Blake Riedling 

The Atlanta BeltLine has a new landmark. Located 
between North Avenue and Ponce de Leon Avenue, 
725 Ponce is a mixed-use development with a 14-story 

tower (Fig. 1). Developed by New City Properties and 
designed by S9 Architecture and Cooper Carry, the $200 million 
project includes parking, office, and retail spaces as well as a 
public plaza. The structural engineer was Uzun+Case, LLC, 
and the mechanical, electrical, and plumbing engineer was 
Jordan & Skala Engineers. Site civil engineering and 
landscape architecture was executed by Eberly & Associates. 
The project was constructed by Brasfield & Gorrie. Thomas 
Concrete provided concrete with CarbonCure technology, 
contributing to the design and construction team’s pursuit of 
LEED Silver certification for the project.

The 949,300 gross ft2 (881,930 m2) project includes 1064 
parking spaces on the first several levels, 370,000 gross ft2 

(34,370 m2) of loft-style office space, and 65,000 gross ft2 
(6040 m2) for a Kroger grocery store. The project features 
rooftop terraces with views of the Historic Fourth Ward Park, 
Ponce City Market, and the Atlanta skyline. Due to zoning 
requirements, the building height was limited to 185 ft (56 m). 
Sightlines from the adjacent residential street helped to situate 
the building on the site and fit it within the surrounding 
neighborhood. The result is a building that steps back on higher 
floors, creating a great outdoor space overlooking the BeltLine. 

Structural Systems
Foundations

The height constraint on the structure influenced the 
decision to put three large levels of parking underground. 
Because of the adjacency of North Avenue, residential 
neighborhoods, and the BeltLine, the walls of the parking 

(a) (b)

Fig. 1: 725 Ponce is a mixed-use development: (a) the project is adjacent to the Atlanta BeltLine, a railway that has been repurposed as parks 
and trails; and (b) the new structure’s exposed concrete frame is designed to fit into the surrounding neighborhood, which includes a historic 
structure that was once a Ford Motor Company assembly plant (photo courtesy of Scott Wang, www.scottwangphoto.com)
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structure were designed with temporary retaining systems 
(soil nails and lagging walls) to allow excavation and the 
construction of permanent shotcrete basement walls (Fig. 2). 
The water table at the site was approximately 10 ft (3 m) 
above the lowest finished floor, so wall designs had to account 
for hydrostatic pressure as well as soil loads.

The foundations for 725 Ponce are a combination of drilled 
piers and spread footings bearing directly on rock. Rock 
elevations varied by about 50 ft (15 m) across the site. 
Fortunately, most of this variation was below finished grade, 
so only a small portion of bedrock extending above the lowest 
level had to be removed. 

Elevated concrete 
To optimize the design for the variety of loading conditions 

and ensure clearance was maintained below framing elements 
(a major consideration at the loading docks), 725 Ponce has 
several different types of structural systems. The office levels 
are framed with a 5 in. (125 mm) thick reinforced concrete 
slab spanning between 12 x 21 in. (300 x 530 mm) beams at 
about 11 ft (3.4 m) on center. The reinforced concrete beams 
span 30 ft (9.1 m) to post-tensioned girders. The dimensions 
of the exposed exterior concrete frame elements were largely 
prescribed by architectural aesthetics: columns are 4 ft (1.2 m) 
wide and beams are 3 ft (0.9 m) deep. The anchorages of the 
post-tensioning tendons were a significant design 
consideration due to the nature of the exposed concrete, and 
this is expanded upon in a following section. 

Much of the retail area (on Levels 4 to 6) is framed in a 
similar manner as the office levels. However, the Kroger store 
area has substantially greater loading requirements than the 
other areas, so the beam spacing is reduced significantly.

For the most part, the parking areas comprise 8 in. (200 mm) 
thick, two-way post-tensioned flat slabs. However, the parking 
area below the office building has longer spans than the area 
below the retail building, so a one-way post-tensioned flat 
slab spanning between post-tensioned girders was selected as 
the most economical design. Other locations, such as the 
multiple loading docks and the surface parking on the top of 
the deck, were designed for HS-20 and fire truck loading 
using a reinforced concrete, two-way flat slab with drop 
panels and occasional beams.

The amphitheater stair, which is part of a public plaza 
space that creates a connection from the BeltLine to Ponce de 
Leon Avenue, is framed with a 12 in. stepping flat slab with 
very limited support from columns. This area also includes a 
terraced water feature as well as a series of tree planters with 
integrated seating (Fig. 3). As shown in Fig. 1, 3, and 4, the 

Fig. 3: A public plaza space creates a connection from the Atlanta BeltLine through 725 Ponce to the Ford Factory Lofts and Ponce De Leon 
Avenue NE beyond: (a) the plaza includes a series of large tree planters with integrated seating (photo courtesy of Scott Wang, www.scottwangphoto.com); 
and (b) the plaza also includes an amphitheater with a complex combination of stairs and ramps, shown prior to installation of permanent railings 
(photo courtesy of Blake Riedling)

Fig. 2: The southern excavation for the 725 Ponce project bordered 
North Avenue. A soldier pile, soil nail, and timber lagging system 
(visible in the background) was covered with a blindside drainage 
system (black section near the center of the photo) prior to 
placement of the shotcrete basement wall (visible in the foreground). 
The excavation required the removal of over 17,000 truckloads of soil 
from the site (photo courtesy of Uzun+Case, LLC)

(a) (b)
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concrete columns in this area have unbraced lengths of up to 
55 ft (16.7 m).

Concrete Considerations
Exterior frames

The neighborhood around 725 Ponce was formerly an 
industrial area. One of the area’s more prominent structures is 
the Ford Motor Company Assembly Plant, which was used to 

assemble Model Ts, Model As, and V8s from 1915 to 1942 
and now serves as the Ford Factory Lofts. To respect this 
context, the architectural design called for the exposed 
concrete perimeter framing, and this made it essential to 
consider weather exposure as well as the color and appearance 
of the finished concrete. As a result, the concrete “facing 
mixtures” used for exterior surfaces of beams, columns, and 
walls contained both an integral color and a combined 
dampproofing and high-range water-reducing admixture. The 
former created a slightly darker and more uniform color than 
standard concrete, and the latter will help control water 
infiltration. Thomas Concrete also created patching mixtures 
to be used to address any surface imperfections. All operations 
and finishes were preapproved after several options were 
evaluated using mockups. 

To optimize the application of the facing mixtures and 
minimize overall project costs, the facing mixture was placed 
only in the exterior frame elements; and the standard mixture 
was placed in the floor slabs and interior beams and girders. A 
stay-in-place form fabricated from expanded steel sheet was 
used to keep the two mixtures separate (Fig. 5). A pump boom 
was used to place the colored concrete at the exterior frame 
and a concrete bucket was used to simultaneously place the 
standard mixture. 

Reduced carbon footprint
CarbonCure is a patented process whereby industrial waste 

CO2 is injected into a fresh concrete mixture. The CO2 
chemically reacts with calcium ions from the cement, 
resulting in a nanosized calcium carbonate mineral. The 
process provides two benefits: 
• CO2 is permanently incorporated into the concrete; and
• The resulting calcium carbonate mineral increases the 

efficiency of the binder system.

Fig. 5: The exterior framing is a key aesthetic feature: (a) stay-in-place forms were used to allow a standard concrete mixture to be placed 
inboard of the tinted concrete mixture required in the exterior frame members; and (b) reveal lines were used to define rectangular blockouts 
that were patched with the tinted concrete mixture to conceal live-end anchors of post-tensioning tendons (photo courtesy of Uzun+Case, LLC)

Fig. 4: Amphitheater concrete columns have unbraced lengths of up 
to 55 ft (16.7 m) (photo courtesy of Uzun+Case, LLC)

(a) (b)
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Depending on the concrete mixture, the process allows 
reductions of 5 to 12% in the cement content, so it can 
significantly reduce the carbon footprint of a project.

CarbonCure technology was used in the production of 
every cubic yard of concrete delivered to 725 Ponce, and it is 
estimated that the technology avoided the introduction of 
about 750 tons (680 tonnes) of CO2 into the atmosphere. At 
the time of construction, the project was the largest 
application of the technology in a structure.

Challenges Met
Design

The design of the plaza structure created unique 
challenges. It was required to connect the BeltLine with the 
public plaza space, and this required an elevation change of 
12 ft (3.7 m) (see Fig. 3). In addition, the depth of the plaza 
structure was limited to ensure adequate clearance was 
available in the loading dock located immediately below the 
plaza. These constraints were further complicated by the need 
to account for steps, ramps, landscaped areas, bicycle parking, 
and a fountain. To create a space that felt open and did not 
obscure the windows of the adjacent Ford Factory Lofts, the 
first of 10 levels of office structure above this area was 
anywhere from 35 to 55 ft (10 to 16.8 m) above the structural 
slab of the plaza. 

Because much of the structure is underground and the water 
table is as much as 10 ft above the lowest level, significant 
efforts were required to prevent moisture infiltration. As 
mentioned previously, a blindside membrane system was 
bonded between the temporary and permanent retaining walls. 
A full drainage system was also installed below the slab-on-
ground, with pumps in constant operation to carry the water to 
a 575,000 gal. (2,200,000 L) detention vault at the center of 
the site (the vault also stores surface runoff). During 
construction, the dewatering pumps removed 7.5 million gal. 
(28 million L) of water. Because the vault borders the parking 
structure on two sides, the vault’s three-story reinforced 
concrete walls were designed for a full hydrostatic head.

The retail space presented several additional design 
challenges—all related to corporate requirements for Kroger 
stores. A tall clear space was required for the main sales floor. 
That floor also had to be designed for a 75 lb/ft2 superimposed 
dead load and a 150 lb/ft2 live load (3.6 and 7.2 kPa). Further, 
because the floor soffit is exposed to ambient air, floor 
insulation was required. A topping slab was used in this entire 
area to cover the insulation. On the lower levels, back-of-
house areas serving Kroger also required topping slabs over 
insulation needed for freezers, and there were many clearance 
height requirements.

Construction 
The site was subject to water runoff from Ponce de Leon 

and from rain. A constant dewatering pumping operation had 
to be in place and operating before the permanent system was 
fully installed. Additionally, safety coordination adjacent to 

the BeltLine was a concern during construction. The jobsite 
was just a few feet from the BeltLine, and traffic was 
occasionally shut down and rerouted for a few minutes when 
cranes had loads overhead. Safety nets were also extensively 
used on the BeltLine façade.

Functional aesthetics 
725 Ponce was completed in the spring of 2019, and it has 

solidified a new submarket for commercial activity in the City 
of Atlanta. In addition to Kroger, the project has attracted 
Blackrock and McKinsey & Company as tenants, 
demonstrating that the project meets the functional needs of 
modern corporations as it respects the context of its 
neighborhood. Uzun+Case has submitted 725 Ponce for 
recognition in the Engineering Excellence Awards program of 
the American Council of Engineering Companies of Georgia. 
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