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The End of the Wired Workplace?
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By Tom Henderson




hen Jacques Habra wanted
to make a statement — both
to potential clients and
harcﬁto-ﬁnd programmers

and rechnicians — that his was one
Internet-related business that was going
to survive the erashing turmoil of 2000,
he decided it was time to tumn to bricks
and mortar,

Or, more accurately, birch and stain-
less steel.

Habra, the 27-year-old founder and
CEO of Web Elite, an Ann Arbor-based
web designer for Fortune 500 compa-
nies, bought the old Ann Arbor 1 and 2
theater building on Fifth Street in down-
town Ann Arbor, spent $400,000 on an
impressive buildout and doubled the
space for his fast-growing firm.

“It has been a pivotal year in the
Internet space,” says Habra. “There
were so many bankruptcies and layoffs
and here we were putting out our own
shingle and moving into our own build-
ing, It was a real morale booster.

“This was a serious investment in the
community. It lends a lot of credibility
both to clients and to people joining the
team. We're a company t?mt's oing to
survive dips in the economy and preser-
vere. And this space” — he gestures
around the spacious upper floor — *
has encouraged talent to come here.”

“This space” is an eye-catching 6,400
square feet. Last-winter, when Habra's
company was jammed into 1,400

wanted our space to be a major cata-
lyst,” he says.

Then late last winter, Ann Arbor
developer Ed Shaffran showed him the
old theater building, which he owned. It
had been in use until a few months
before and was in good repair.

“Ed, this is our space!” Habra told
him, The lack of a second floor was a
plus, not a minus. Habra could build it
out as he — or his architect, Michael
Corby of Grand Rapids — saw fit,

Shaffran and Habra had a deal by
early May and construction — Shalffran
acted as construction manager, too —
began immediately. By July 31, Web
Elite was up and running in its new
headquarters. Three months seemed
interminable to Habra, having grown
accustomed to Internet time. He was a
slow adapter to the sometimes slow-
motion time of major construction pro-
jects, )

“If I knew what I was getting into
when 1 started this project, I never
would have done it,” says Habra,
though the gleam in his eye and smile
on his face as he takes a visitor on a tour
says just the opposite: He is proud of
his building and happy to be there.

“If you %.avc a perfectionist attitude,
Kuu better not get into construction,

ecause it's not a perfect science,” he
says. “Things go wrong. It's not like
writing a perfect piece of code. No mat-
ter how much planning you do, things

“If you have a perfectionist attitude, you'd better not get

into construction, because it's not a perfect science,”

square feet at the City Center Building
nearby, with 20 employees sharing
desks in shifts, the upper l{oor where he
now stands mostly did not exist. There
was a small projectionist room but
mostly what a visitor sees now was just
empty air in the theaters.

Habra had been looking for new digs
for some time. He had a tentative deal to
share a new building with another Ann
Arbor business, but that deal soured.
And, with downtown space next to
impossible to find, he began looking at
the outskirts of town and out by the air-
port,

“But nothing felt right. Those places
didn't have the right energy. Our culture
isn't just inside the waﬁ}s' but what's
available within a short walk, too. To
establish our culture, to drive it, we

pop up. Every day there’s a new obsta-
cle. Every day tiiu:re's a reason why
something will take another week —
coordinating a plumber and an electri-
cian at the same time, or it rained and
you can’t get up on the roof.”

Having said thar, he also says: “I
appreciate the science behind what they
did. 1 didn't understand it then, but
now I really appreciate it. To create a
space correctly is an art. It really is. It's
not a commodity. If you think it is a
commodity, you're probably sitting in a
pretty dull space. Everybody who comes
in this space — 1 tell them we built it in
three months and they're shocked. They
think it should have taken six months.”

Before visitors even get into the office,

they are greeted by a new building
facade of stainless steel bolted into
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place, something that had to be
approved, in a bit of a swrprise, by the
Ann Arbor Historical Commission.
Habra says the commission and other
powers-that-be saw the approval as a
way for Ann Arbor to signal a big wel-
come to the technology folks who had
become such an integral part of the
local economy.

Habra has certainly done his part to
bolster that economy. His staffing grew
80 percent to 36 in a year when most
dot-com related businesses considered
it a success if they could just get the
fires out. Revenues grew well past
expectations. He'd done $1.2 million in
1999 and had projected sales of $3 mil-
lion in 2000. They hit closer to $3.9
million, thanks to landing a very nice
new account with General Motors, help-
ing design and run its web-based
Customer Relationship Management
tools, such as customer-satisfaction sur-
veys. Other new accounts included J.
Walter Thompson, the ad agency, and
Marsh McClennan, a major insurance
broker in New York.

For 2001, Habra figures on growing to
55 or so in his Ann Arbor office and
from five to 10 at his New York office
and from three to 10 ar his San
Francisco office.

Since he figures his second-floor
space can handle about 55, he'll have
need for his ground-floor space in 2002.
DTE Energy currently uses it, having
just begun a nine-month lease while it
awaits a buildout of permanent space
nearby.

Upstairs, visitors are greeted by old
and new. Industrial steel flooring in the
receptionist area gives a sense of solidi-

; just behind the receptionist, a small-
gass room housing 518 servers and

igh-tech equipment that runs Web
Elite's operations quickly says this is a
21st Century operation, oo,

“Usually people hid this stuff in a
back closet. We wanted to show it off,”
says Habra.

Glass, stainless steel, acrylic, birch —
old and new materials have been meld-
ed by Corby into exactly the feel Habra
wanted — old world strength, new
world ideas. There is no drywall, no sus-
pended ceilings, no Dilbert cubicles.

The conference room is near the
front, by Habra’s small office. It has a
long conference table that was specially
designed and built. It has a glass top
with steel supports and steel rods run-
ning underneath the glass to look like a
circuit board. There are 12 Ethernet
connections built into the table as well,
Naked, thick birch wood is bolted on
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the walls to stainless steel.

The entire back of the floor is wide
open, to encourage the kind of collabo-
ration and teamwork needed in high-
end web design, with comfortable
couches in the comer that invite a bit of
relaxation, and also serve as a brain-
storming area. Specially designed
rolling, curved whiteboards can be
pulled over to the couches. Ideas and
schematics can be written or sketched.
Then, after the conference, individual
designers can roll the boards back to
their desks if they need to work off the
content.

Even the tiny kitchen in a comer of
the designers’ area has special design
touches. One of the steef beams that
was used to hold the theater marquee
now sits on end and holds up the hiﬁh,
small oval table that workers can gat er
around to drink coffee or share a bite to
eat.

“It all came to%::thcr," says Habra of
the space around him. “It feels industri-
al, but at the same time it's classy and
creative.”

The stainless steel facade going up
over the old theater brought Habra to
Ann Arbor's attention, The irony is that
this young Midwestern entrepreneur
with a small business was already on the
national and international radar screen.
When PBS superstar James Burke, who
lives in London, or French-based maga-
zine empire Hacherte, publisher of Elle,
Woman's Day and Car and Driver, need-
ed web sites, they tumed to Web Elite.
As did Sun Microsystems, Hewlett-
Packard and Wells Fargo, mammoth
West Coast companies.

“Sun Microsystems can spit in any
direction in San Francisco and find a
company that fits our demographics.
And they come to Ann Arbor for us,”
says Habra, “We're clotcom-in% the
company that dotcoms the world.

All thanks to the worst day in Habra’s
life in the summer of 1996, when he got
a phone message from a someone at
Ford Motor in Dearborn telling him the
company had decided to rescind its
offer of a job as a computer program-
mer. “1 was devastated,” says Habra,
who like other recent college graduates
was looking forward to ﬁoing from the
semi-poverty of college life to the big
bucks of the corporate world.

“I had just sold my old Toyota and
was hours from signing a lease to a Ford
Explorer. 1 had a lease on a new apart-
ment in Dearbom and only had four
days left on my Ann Arbor apartment,”
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THE BIG IDEA NOVEMBER « DECEMBER 2000

Ann Arbor - WebElite has
opened its doors and settled
into new headquarters in
what used to be the Ann

Arbor Theater. Their new
location is 210 5. Fifth
Avenue, Ann Arbor, MI

48104. The company can be
reached at (734) 998-1031.




