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designing for density

an architect’s contribution to sustainability is 

typically thought of in terms of the building they design—

the physical structure. However, the passion behind Cali-

fornia’s Opticos Design, Inc., a Berkeley-based architectural 

firm, goes beyond its well-crafted buildings. The firm’s mis-

sion is to spur social and environmental change through the 

development of healthful, sustainable communities. 

Principal Daniel Parolek founded Opticos Design in 2000, 

joined shortly thereafter by Karen Parolek and Stefan 

Pellegrini. The group set out to create an untraditional 

workplace—one where employees could walk to work and 

achieve the highly sought-after work/life balance. They 

pledged to recognize that the financial bottom line is only 

one piece of the puzzle. Opticos Design has done this re-

markably well over the last 10 years. “The focus of our firm 

has always been the people we work with and the people 

we work for, as well as taking care of the environment,” 

Karen says.

Municipalities and private developers compose the majori-

ty of the firm’s clients. “Across that structure we work with 

everything from small, rural communities in California’s 

Central Valley to large communities like Cincinnati,” Daniel 

says. “We work with extremely diverse types and sizes of cli-

ent. That is one of the things that keeps us excited on a day-

to-day basis.”

Opticos Design strives to renew sustainable communities 

and design better places for people to live and work—to 

create places where kids can ride their bikes to school and 

residents can walk to meet their daily needs. This philoso-

phy inspires the firm to design a variety of housing options 

that will promote social and economic diversity in cities 

and neighborhoods.

This concept of the “missing middle” guides their practice. 

Daniel explains, “One of our goals is to introduce those 

missing-middle building types back into old neighbor-

hoods to revitalize and maintain them but also to create or 

A historic-district infill project in Santa Fe and a 
waterfront development in San Francisco provide 
glimpses into Opticos Design, Inc.’s vision for social 
equity through well-designed urban density

by Jennifer Hogeland

break down the barriers in terms of zoning to encourage 

these type of structures to be built in new projects as well.”

An example of Opticos Design’s missing-middle theo-

ry is its courtyard housing project design, which won the 

GreenWORKS Design Competition. 

The City of Santa Fe, New Mexico, Enterprise Communi-

ty Partners, and Green Communities challenged archi-

tects to create a model green, affordable, infill project for 

the Westside-Guadalupe Historic District. Opticos De-

sign responded with a design that integrated six units on 

the quarter-acre lot. 

The design reinforced a sense of community while incor-

porating sustainability with passive-solar heating and 

cooling, vegetative roofs, low- or no-VOC finishes, local 

materials, and construction techniques that used recy-

cled and reclaimed materials.

Daniel says, “This design is an example of how well-de-

signed density can play a role in the evolution of existing 

neighborhoods to meet the growing market demand for 

attached housing.” 

Another sustainable project in its early stages is the Her-

cules Bayfront, a large waterfront property in California’s 

Bay Area, which received Stage 1 LEED-ND Certification 

in 2010. Opticos Design joined the property developer to 

help tie the site to the adjacent neighborhoods. The proj-

ect includes nearly 40 acres with 1,224 residential units, 

215,000 square feet of commercial space, 42,000 square 

feet of retail, an Amtrak station, and a potential ferry ter-

minal. These elements work together to reveal a promis-

ing walkable community.
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BELOW: This award-

winning, affordable-

housing design in 

Santa Fe’s Westside-

Guadalupe Historic Dis-

trict is oriented around 

a series of courtyard 

spaces and a shared 

community building. 

The design maximizes 

passive-solar heating 

and cooling, uses solar 

to provide up to 40% 

of needed energy, and 

integrates a green roof 

that reduces heat gain 

and provides a habitat 

for ground-dwelling 

pollinators and 

avifauna.
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“[The courtyard housing project] is 
an example of how well-designed 
density can play a role in the 
evolution of existing neighborhoods 
to meet the growing market 
demand for attached housing.

—Daniel Parolek, Principal

LEFT: The 30-arcre 

Hercules Bayfront 

site, certified LEED-ND 

Gold, integrates 

residential, retail, com-

mercial, and flex space 

around a new Amtrak 

station, proposed ferry 

terminal, and regional 

bus station located on 

a new mixed-use main 

street. 

RIGHT: This live-work 

unit built in the South 

Main TND in Buena 

Vista, CO integrates 

a two bedroom 

townhouse above a 

ground floor flex space 

that the owner can use 

to incubate their small 

business or rent to help 

pay their mortgage. 

It is Colorado Built 

Green Certified and is 

an example of a “miss-

ing middle” building 

type that reinforces 

a walkable neighbor-

hood and provides 

urban housing choices.

While Opticos Design did the site planning and design 

work, they also wrote the Form-Based Code to replace the 

existing zoning.

Leaders in zoning reform, Daniel and Karen are attempting 

to change the rules to make walkable, sustainable urban-

ism the default—instead of drivable suburbanism. The two 

co-authored the book Form-Based Codes: A Guide for Planners, 

Urban Designers, Municipalities and Developers to educate the 

building community on this growing neighborhood trend. 

They are also founding members of the Form-Based Codes 

Institute, a group designed to promote best practices in 

form-based coding.

Inside the office, Opticos Design has established practices 

for all to live with integrity. In 2007, Opticos Design became 

a founding B-Corporation; the firm does their part to push 

for social and environmental change. Since 2003, Pellegrini 

has led efforts to author more than one dozen urban de-

sign plans for small California towns and unincorporated 

communities. Funded through environmental justice and 

community-planning grants, most have dealt directly with 

issues of revitalization, pedestrian connectivity, and safety 

in underserved communities. “They have become an inte-

gral component of our practice, and reflect our B Corp com-

mitment to social change,” Pellegrini says.

Topping the firm’s list of B-Corporation accomplishments 

is that all 10 of the firm’s employees walk, bike, or take tran-

sit to work. They strive to be an example to other businesses.

“One of the most important points is, no matter what scale 

we are working at, we really are looking to do the right 

thing socially and environmentally for everyone involved,” 

Karen concludes. “All of our decisions are made with that 

thought in mind.” gb&d
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