
Would you believe Chipotle’s sustainable 
roots go all the way back to 1993 and the 
�rst store? Did you know that we have 
two of�cial “green” buildings? Are you 
scrambling for a dictionary, wondering 
what “sustainable” really means?

It’s true: The Evans store is a model of 
sustainability, albeit purely by accident. 
Every time an existing space becomes a 
new Chipotle, we are in essence recycling 
a building. At Evans, Steve Ells took an old 
Dolly Madison ice cream parlor and gave 
it new life as a hip local joint with great 
food. Today, when we select an existing 
building to be our next store, we conserve 
resources and reduce waste, ultimately 
reducing our impact on the environment.

So are we just stumbling toward 
being a responsible corporate citizen? 
Absolutely not. Several years ago we 
began researching what it means to be 
sustainable. In June 2002, we opened our 
�rst of�cial “green” building in Austin, 
Texas, as part of the city’s Commercial 
Green Building Program. Sunset Valley 
was awarded three out of four stars for 
employing many sustainable tactics, such 
as low VOC caulks, paints and sealers, 
tankless water heater, exterior signs with 
LED technology, energy-ef�cient HVAC 
system, and a reduction in hood exhaust 
and light count. The store also signed up 
for clean renewable energy supplied from 
wind farms in West Texas.

We did a second green store in Austin 
in March 2004. Congress Avenue was 
the �rst, and still is the only, restaurant 
to get a four-star green building award. 
We did this by taking what worked at 
Sunset and applying it there. Then we 
pushed for more. Construction developed 
a waste management plan that allowed us 
to divert more than 100 cubic yards of de-
molition from being land�lled. Our store 
was located within a vacant, but historic, 
downtown structure. Through renova-
tion, we were able to recycle a beautiful 
building that was already tightly woven 
into the urban landscape.

What’s the cost of being green? Take that ques-
tion and turn it around. How green can we be 
for what we typically spend? That’s what we did 
at Sunset and Congress, and we spent no more 
money than we would have under typical project 
conditions.

Two stores alone won’t change the world. 
That’s why we have to do something with what 
we’ve learned. We are taking the successes and ap-
plying them to all new store development. Many 

of the features listed above are now standard in all 
stores being designed and constructed.

Chipotle’s contribution to sustainability is no 
happy accident. (Still looking for the dictionary? 
Sustainability  (suh-stay-nuh-BIL-it-tee) n.: Meet-
ing our needs without compromising the ability of 
future generations to do the same.)��

Scott Shippey is a 9-year veteran of Chipotle. When not in his 
of�ce he can be found racking up the miles on his bike in the hill 
country of south central Texas.

 GROUNDBREAKING NEWS
What Is Design?
And Why Is It
Needed?

 C hipotle has always tried to stand out 

from the rest and create a unique trade 

dress that in turn helps to create a recogniz-

able brand. But how does Chipotle accom-

plish looking like…Chipotle?

Design encompases four elements: function,

aesthetics, time and money. Design should 

cater to a business’s needs and help it func-

tion well, especially if it is serving the public. 

Time and money are directly related to the 

intelligence of the design. Aesthetics is the 

look or the feel of a space that distinguishes 

it from another. How has Chipotle achieved 

such distinctive aesthetics?

Certainly we must have a proprietary

material…nope!

Then we must use a material that no one 

knows about…right? No.

Maybe we use some sort of subliminal

design?…That would just be wrong.

So what is it? 

The materials we 

use are common. 

The �oor is noth-

ing out of the ordi-

nary, stained con-

crete. Corrugated 

metal is a common 

material used  by 

many other busi-

nesses. Sure, the 

red paint is some-

what tweaked, but 

it’s just paint. The 

birch veneer ply-

wood you could 

get at Home Depot. 

Our lights are 

off the shelf. The 

tables and chairs 

are common materials – plywood and stainless 

steel. The art? Nice stuff, but again plywood 

and corrugated metal. 

It’s the combination of these materials, 

and how they are detailed, that is key. Just 

like our food, our look is a combination of 

elements. By striking a balance, we achieve 

the Chipotle look. ��
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Turning Green
at Chipotle
by scott shippey

Coming Soon in Groundbreaking News:
Construction: What i t  takes to be a GC for Chipotle    �� �� �� �� ��Bui lding – a CM’s Point of View

Take a look at the photo 
above. What national
restaurant chain is it?
The photograph doesn’t
show a sign or food, and it 
doesn’t even show the whole 
restaurant. Your answer is 
probably right, but how do 
you know? 

Designer: Cheryl Obert
Glavan Feher Architects 
Location: Brooklyn, OH  

Sunset Valley, Austin, TX

Congress Avenue, Austin, TX

SO ARE WE JUST STUMBLING TOWARD BEING A RESPONSIBLE 
CORPORATE CITIZEN? ABSOLUTELY NOT.



 M ost of us are familiar with 

the iconic black-and-

white image of the Evans exterior 

that hangs in every Chipotle 

restaurant. We might proudly 

say, “See how similar our �rst 

store looks to the recent stores 

we’ve built!” And this would be 

a true statement, inside and out. The hidden beauty 

in this simple claim is that while our overall “ima ge” 

has remained consistent over the nearly 13 years of 

Chipotle’s existence, our trade dress has, in fact, been 

subtly evolving to respond to various factors, internal 

and external, of the company. Signage is no exception.

From the beginning and through today, our guid-

ing design philosophy has been to subtly integrate 

our trade dress with the architecture of a place to 

avoid the garish, “tacked-on” or “applied” look 

prevalent in many quick-service restaurant concepts. 

This approach extends to 

our signage, but it’s more 

challenging because signs, 

by their nature, tend to be 

more “applied” than other 

building elements. Never-

theless, when done well, the 

result can be a customized 

look that complements the 

variety of sites we develop, 

from historic landmark 

buildings in older, 

urban markets 

to newer, sub-

urban markets 

everywhere. It’s 

a subtle touch 

that helps us 

project a decid-

edly “unchain-

like” image, which is a good 

thing.

The challenge is not to cus-

tomize so extensively that we 

lose the consistent image we 

need to identify our brand or 

that the cost of these “one-

off” designs becomes prohib-

itive. We’re looking for that elusive, perfect balance of 

cost and quality; in other words, spending enough to 

get the sign we need, but just enough. Sometimes, the 

right solution can cost less, such as placing a single, 

well-designed sign in just the right spot, instead of 

plastering multiple, poorly scaled signs on every avail-

able surface. 

One of the tools we’re developing to assist these 

efforts is a sign standards document that establishes 

a pared-down hierarchy of preferred sign solutions 

to be used whenever possible, as conditions allow. 

This offers several advantages:
�� Reduces the pool of possible sign options to a

preferred few
�� Maintains visual consistency across different

markets, designers, sign vendors and installers
�� Allows for volume production of frequently

used designs, setting the stage for volume-cost 

discounts with our sign vendors
�� Facilitates earlier sign installations (“pull it of f the 

shelf and go!”) that offer several bene�ts, from 

more effective early recruiting to stronger

opening sales 

The different trade areas, physical conditions and 

sign ordinances we run into will all dictate occasional 

departures from standard solutions. Never fear! 

These departures will play right into Chipotle’s 

variable but recognizable image, providing just the 

right spice to our streamlined sign menu. ��
Bill Turner has helped guide the designs of Chipotle restaurants since 
2000. At home, he happily accepts guidance from a household of 
strong-willed women including his three daughters (ages 13, 14 and 16).

Signs of the Times
by bill turner

BURRITOFACT: THERE ARE APPROXIMATELY 60 DOWNLIGHT
DINING ROOM FIXTURES IN EACH RESTAURANT.

UC – Cincinnati, OH Kenmore – Chicago, IL The Ave – Seattle, WA Paci�c Beach
Paci�c Beach, CA

Champaign – Champaign, IL

More is More Customized Signage

Bryant Park – New York City, NY

CSU – Fort Collins, CO

Parkside Mall –  Pinellas Park, FL

Less Is More Standard Signage

Union Centre 2 – West Chester, OH

Store #1 – Evans – Denver, CO



Q: What is the perfect size and shape for a Chipotle 
restaurant?

A: Yes.
Since Steve Ells remodeled a 850-square-foot Dolly 
Madison ice cream parlor into the �rst Chipotle in 
1993, we have been making great use out of a wide 
variety of leased spaces across the country. While 
not many of today’s 500-plus restaurants feature 
the original’s exterior walk-in cooler and basement 
“of�ce” (accessed by a �oor hatch in the middle 
of the only corridor), variety has been the spice of 
development at Chipotle. From tiny, odd, boutique 
storefronts in La Jolla, California, to historic la nd-
mark buildings in the loop of downtown Chicago, 
to soaring skyscrapers in Manhattan, Chipotle has 
never met a space it did not like.

“Well, okay, there was one…,” said a Chipotle 
Design Manager who spoke on condition on ano-
nymity, “…but it was a (expletive) historic farm 
house in Wisconsin. That one cost me a liver. And 
that was before we killed the deal.”

The 13th store in the chain is located in a former 
car repair garage in Denver’s Capitol Hill neighbor-
hood. A remodeled record store near Rush Street 

in Chicago now has oper-
able glass garage doors that 
bring the life of the street 
into the store, and vice versa. 
And a dug-out garden-level 
space in a historic build-
ing in Washington, D.C., 
cranks customers through a winding 
basement space with exposed brick 
foundation walls. In New York City, 
though, things really get interesting.

The �nite amount of real estate in 
Manhattan leads to some inventive 
real estate deals. Many of the dozen 
Chipotle restaurants there have mul-
tiple levels, typically with a cellar level receiving ear-
ly-morning deliveries through a sidewalk hatch, and 
occasionally with a mezzanine level for dining, such 
as a remodeled two-story bank lobby in Brooklyn. 
The “King Kong” of Chipotle restaurants is under 
construction in the Empire State Building, featur-
ing three levels (two of which customers will never 
know about below street level). A nod to lengthy 
lease clauses in Manhattan, this store – assuming it 

opens on schedule in July – will have taken longer 
to build than the Empire State Building itself. (The 
1,050-foot tall building was built in 1930-31.)

There’s no right or wrong answer when it comes 
to �nding space for a new Chipotle. There’s only 
�nding the right Chipotle to �t the space. ��

Rob Levinson has helped guide the designs of Chipotle
restaurants since 1999. After hours he enjoys skiing, cycling
and sleeping.

Variety Is the
Spice of Chipotle
by rob levinson

The Artist
Bruce Gueswel never had a choice about being an artist. He did, how-
ever, have a say in his becoming an “uncommercial” commercial sculp-

tor. With college behind him, self-educa-
tion became an absorbing thought. Bruce 
mastered textbook art, but that was not 
enough and hardly a basis on which to 
build the work of a lifetime. His natural 
ability to use recycled materials, coupled 
with a self-taught knowledge of how things 
work, set the stage for his unique Mayan 

art that is shared with thousands of diners each 
day at Chipotle.

The Beginning
Bruce’s relationship with Chipotle began in the 
summer of 1993, when he and Steve Ells traveled 
to San Francisco to attend a wedding. Steve hoped 
that Bruce would be inspired by local “burrito 
shops” and design a unique look for the artwork 
in his Evans store. The goal was simple: Create 
something funky and cool that says something 
about the Chipotle brand. A year later, Bruce was 
inspired by ancient Mayan hieroglyphics, and 
Chipotle art was born. Steve loved it!  Bruce’s fas-
cination with Mayan art and architecture contin-
ues to this day. He spends a great deal of time at 
the Mayan ruins in Mexico and Guatemala. Tra-
versing the jungle in a Volkswagen and braving 
the elements, he continues to be inspired.

The Art
The Mayan culture that inspires Bruce 
�ourished from AD 300 to 900. Mayan art 
gave almost free rein to the artist, and this 
same free rein was given to Bruce, although 
he freely admits he is most creative within 
a context. Steve gave him this context, and 
Bruce’s art tells a story even if you don’t 
know the language. “Bruce’s art is about 
elevating a concept that is pretty basic into 
the realm of the spectacular,” says Steve in 

the December 2003 issue of 
Southwest Art. The detailed 
light woodwork, corten 
steel, aluminum, galvanized 
corrugated metal, and dia-
mond plate steel all combine 
to create the fashionable palette of each sculpture. Each 
piece encourages re�ection and gives a clear sense of 
what Chipotle is all about. 

The Future
From the beginning, Bruce’s relationship with Chipotle 
has been fun, creative and special. The future holds 
many possibilities for new designs, and Bruce hopes 
one day to introduce copper and a darker wood 
to match our “green” buildings. The designs Bruce 
creates are not just �xtures to us; they are sculp-
tures that seem alive with emotion. ��

Secrets of Chipotle Art:
Deciphering Mayatek

“ART TOO IS JUST A WAY OF LIVING, AND HOWEVER ONE LIVES, 
ONE CAN, WITHOUT KNOWING, PREPARE FOR IT.”

R. M. Rilke

The very �rst custom-made Chipotle chair, designed and built by Bruce Gueswel, sanded by Steve Ells

BURRITOFACT: THE AVERAGE SIZE OF A CHIPOTLE RESTAUR ANT IS 2,400 SQUARE FEET.



Development projects are built not only from steel, 
wood and masonry, but also from a series of deci-
sions that start with trade area identi�cation and end 
with the sale of burritos. These decisions form a set 
of building blocks that allow the development team 
to determine the viability of an individual site.

One of the early building blocks used by the team 
is the SAR. What does SAR stand for? If you are part 
of the real estate side of things, it might mean Site 
Assessment Request. Technically, it is the acronym 
for Site Assessment Report. The SAR is the �rst look 
at de�nitive information with regard to the physica l 
development of a site. Typically our architectural 
consultants will start the SAR process with a visit 
to a site and conversation with local permitting au-
thorities. Information about existing conditions, 
planning and zoning ordinances, building codes, lo-
cal neighborhood groups and utilities is gathered and 
formatted for inclusion in the SAR. This informatio n 
is combined with photographs, maps, site and shell 
building plans, and a plethora of code and permitting 
forms to generate the SAR.  

The SAR is used 
along with survey, 
geotech and envi-
ronmental reports 
as background in-
formation about the 
site for the project 
development team. A kick-off meeting is held by the 
team once this information is assembled to decide the 
fate of a particular site. The team reviews the report 
and weighs the implications of lease requirements, 
utility availability and cost, dif�culty of obtaini ng the 
necessary permits, design issues regarding trade dress 
and signage, along with many other issues. Ultimately 
the SAR enables the team to develop an initial cost 
and timeline for a site. In addition, the SAR helps the 
real estate manager pinpoint additional lease items 
for negotiation with the landlord. As the SAR deter-
mines the ultimate fate of a site, it is one of the most 
important tools in the site development process. ��

Michael Ulm has been dealing wih acronyms and many other 
things around Chipotle for six years.

 W hen people ask who my clients are and I mention 
Chipotle, their eyes light up as they explain 

why they love the food, the music, the people and 
the design. Many of them think Chipotle restaurants 
must be easy to design and build. I 
suppose the simplicity of common 
building materials arranged with 
clean, crisp alignments can be 
deceiving. 

Providing architectural services 
for Chipotle is fast-paced, frantic 
and always rewarding. The architect 
typically performs due diligence, 
conceptual design, space planning, construction docu-
mentation, permitting and construction observation 
on multiple projects simultaneously. Organizational 
skills and multitasking are required for the success of 
each project. The architectural process can be as much 
of a challenge as the restaurant design itself. The ar-
chitect must be �exible enough to skip from one task 
to another when required, but organized enough to 
keep track of all the tasks to be completed. A well-or-
ganized process automates the many tasks to be com-
pleted and leaves the architect to focus on the elements 
and overall constructability of the design. 

Chipotle restaurants incorporate a familiar mate-
rial and color palette. Each location is unique in its 
layout and how the palette is applied. This gives the 
end user (the customer) and the design professional 
something familiar, and yet something new, in ev-
ery location. Chipotle restaurants are in a variety of 
building types, each of which present their own chal-
lenges. The architect could be working on a new free-
standing building, a 100-year-old historical building 
and a strip center space all at the same time. 

Standardized elements make the restaurant design 

successful in any scenario. The signage, lighting and 
use of materials must all be considered, along with 
the seating, patio, queue line and kitchen layouts. 
The restaurants must meet all code and local juris-

dictional requirements for handi-
cap accessibility, exiting and so on. 
In fact, two identical restaurants in 
the same state may require com-
pletely different restroom layouts. 
While one community may embrace 
galvanized metal-clad entryways on 
a burnished block building, another 
community may require the build-

ing to look more like a “Burrito Savings and Loan” 
with divided-light windows and a mansard roof. 
These are just a few of the external pressures that 
impact restaurant design. 

Chipotle works diligently to balance its look, or 
“brand,” while blending into the community. The 
architect assists Chipotle with this by wading through 
the building code and working directly with buildin g 
and health department of�cials. 

Chipotle’s core group of Design Managers (DM) 
are the architect’s �rst line of communication on all 
projects. These individuals are architects themselves 
and have an appreciation for what it takes the 
consulting architect to deliver a successful project. 
But the consulting architect and DM are only two 
parts of the team. Equally important to the success 
of the design are Chipotle real estate, construction, 
and operations managers, as well as the general 
contractor and a long list of vendors. It’s the mutual 
respect, cooperation, and wealth of information freely 
exchanged between all of the team members that 
transforms the design concept into the �nal product, 
ready to serve burritos to the hungry masses. ��

The Role
of Our
Outsourced
Architects

 C hipotle has been outsourcing ar-
chitects since the summer of 1997, 

beginning with 39th and Bell in Kansas 
City, Missouri, and Corporate Woods in 
Overland Park, Kansas. We started with 
the Dungan Design Group, headed up by 
John Dungan. His role in these �rst proj-
ects was to assist the Chipotle design team 
in completing the due diligence, design de-
velopment, construction documents and 
permitting process. The design concept 
was completed in-house by Brand Gould 
and Scott Shippey and then given to the 
Dungan group for completion.

Today, Chipotle uses 12 outsourced 
architects. These consulting �rms must 
bring unique talent to the team. Finding 
�rms that understand the Chipotle pro-
cess has been 
dif�cult, but the 
team we assem-
bled contributes 
a true under-
standing of our 
design concept, 
coupled with the 
ability to produce documents and permit 
drawings.

A concept sketch is completed in-house, 
addressing issues from the meeting, and 
an ICP/ISP (initial cost projection/initial 
schedule projection) is developed for ap-
proval by Real Estate and Operations. At 
that point, our consulting architects will 
begin construction documents that are 
submitted to the city for permit. In addi-
tion, the architects may assist in develop-
ing design ideas with one of Chipotle’s 
Design Managers, addressing code-related 
issues speci�c to the project, or attending 
community and design review meetings to 
address issues that may relate to the ex-
terior trade dress of our building, liquor 
licensing, parking, patio and signage.

Once the project is permitted, the ar-
chitects are responsible for working with 
the Construction Managers to answer 
questions the contractor may have relat-
ed to the drawings. In addition, they will 
review drawings by the millwork, patio 
railing, kitchen and stereo vendors.

Our consulting architects have proven 
to be an invaluable asset to the Chipotle 
team, helping us spread the distinctive 
look of our restaurants to exciting new 
markets. ��

What It’s Like Designing for Chipotle
by ed wilson – glavan feher architects

the team
we assembled
contributes

a true
understanding
of our design 

concept.

Understanding SAR
by michael ulm

This newsletter used to be paper you threw in your recycling bin. Printed on 100% pcw, acid free, FSC certi�ed, Green Seal certi�ed paper made with wind power.

Just like creating a Chipotle burrito, creating a Chipotle 
restaurant is a team effort. People from many different 
disciplines work carefully together starting with site 
selection, continuing through design and construction, and 
culminating in operation of the completed restaurant. One 
group of people often works behind the scenes, but they 
are nonetheless critical to our success–our construction 
vendors. In addition to the primary vendors described
below, we have many smaller vendors who provide 
invaluable service to us during construction.

Kitchen equipment: Qualserv in Kansas City, MO, 
provides expertise in making this equipment more ef�-
cient and state-of-the-art.  

Signage: We have two primary sign vendors for exteri-
or signage, Adcon in Fort Collins, CO, and Coast Sign in 
Anaheim, CA. These two vendors offer superb service to 
Chipotle, not only by fabricating and installing ou r signs 
but also in helping us determine what signage is allowed 
under the landlord and city signage guidelines. Addition-
ally they have offered research and development support 
and have suggested ways to improve the way we design 
and build signs.

Millwork: A big part of the way our dining rooms 
look comes from our crack millwork vendor located i n 
Deer�eld, WI. Wisconsin Built provides our tables, serv-
ing walls, beverage counters, some ceiling elements, cor-

rugated wainscoting, and bar top seating and counters. 
Like our sign vendors, they suggest ways to streamline 
our process and improve the end result.

HVAC: The Trane Company provides our heating and 
cooling equipment and works closely with our engineers 
to get us what we need.

Artwork and Photos: Bruce Gueswel with Mayatek 
provides the extraordinary artwork in our stores, and 
Steven Adams is responsible for the striking black-and-
white photography we display in our dining rooms.

Our vendors are key to our success. Hats off also to 
Giff Aune, who does an outstanding job handling our 
vendor relationships.��

Chipotle’s Supporting Cast  

BURRITOFACT: THERE’S AN AVERAGE
900 SQARE FEET OF CORRUGATED BARN SIDING

IN EACH RESTAURANT.

BURRITOFACT: THERE ARE APPROXIMATELY
1,000 SCREWS IN THE CORRUGATED WAINSCOT 

OF EACH STORE.


