YESCO assists General Motors in delivering an invigorated presence for their world headquarters on the Detroit skyline





Shortly after joining General Motors in May of 2010, Joel Ewanick, GM global chief marketing officer, asked the team from his resident brand agency, Jack Morton Worldwide, to develop designs for the GM Renaissance Center that would create an entirely new presence on the Detroit skyline and confidently promote the auto manufacturer’s resurgence as a major force in the global marketplace.


Constructed in 1974, the Renaissance Center has remained Detroit’s most iconic and recognizable architectural feature and has served as the global headquarters for General Motors since their move in 1996. In its prominent position along the bank of the Detroit River and Canadian border, the main ‘RenCen’ complex comprises five towers emanating from a massive glass roofed, four level podium; four identical office towers at each corner and a central, cylindrical Marriott hotel tower that rises from the center to a height of 875 feet above street level. It is the city’s tallest structure.


Although much renovation work had been performed since GM’s occupation of the RenCen, most of these updates were performed within the interior spaces, the Jefferson Street entrance to the complex, and the GM Winter Garden space that embraces the Detroit River. The focus for Jack Morton Worldwide’s creative team centered on highlighting the crowns of the five towers and replacing the three static GM logo signs that sat atop the central Marriott hotel tower. LED technology was quickly identified as the most suitable medium to provide the ability to change content and coordinating colors at will to support a busy calendar of city, community, seasonal, and sporting events, along with GM’s marketing strategies for their global brands. The LED icons and tower bands would be required to perform vibrantly during daylight hours, a requirement that YESCO was charged with supporting.


Upon award of the project on September  14, 2010, YESCO’s design, engineering and installation teams immediately began working in close conjunction with Michael Taylor, construction manager with GM’s property management firm Hines, to identify the numerous challenges facing the installation and develop a detailed project schedule to align with the request to have the first LED icons lit by November 1, 2010. Comprehensive surveys of each project area along with the route from the loading dock quickly revealed that all steel and LED components would need to be designed, engineered and fabricated modularly into precisely sized sections to enable them to fit into one of the hotel tower’s passenger elevators. Unfortunately, this passenger elevator only goes to the 71st floor, requiring the sections to then be physically carried up the remaining four flights of stairs to the roof area on the 73rd floor. Using helicopters to lift the structural steel and LED components to the roof was also considered, though quickly dismissed due to the fact that airlifts could only occur during weekends and Detroit’s fast approaching winter weather conditions potentially ground helicopters at crucial moments.


YESCO’s project team, working in collaboration with teams from Gensler (project architect) and Skidmore Owings & Merrill (project engineer of record), studied the original hand drawn RenCen documents and more recent ‘as built’ drawings for the existing three GM logo signs to develop a suitable and structurally sound method of attachment to the existing steel. Again, the detailed site surveys conducted by highly experienced professionals were a major factor and resulted in the YESCO engineering team producing stamped engineering documents within a week to keep the project schedule on track – a process that would typically be allowed two to three months.


YESCO Detroit, our franchisee, was engaged to assist YESCO with the installation. With stamped drawings in hand, YESCO’s installation crew immediately began the process of carefully stripping the existing structure and lighting equipment from within the first, north-facing GM sign. The only access to the GM signs was from inside the Coach Insignia Restaurant, which was to remain open (and very busy) during the entire installation. After erecting a scaffolding system concealed by drapes behind the sign panels to enable access into the entire 25-foot square cavity, YESCO’s crew worked from the minute the last guest left the restaurant each evening, carefully laying down carpet protection that would remain until just before the restaurant reopened at 5 p.m. the next day to create the new steel structure that would support the new 25’x25’ 20mm LED screen. Trucks arriving from the YESCO Electronics plant in Logan, Utah and YESCO’s Las Vegas fabrication shop had to be unloaded immediately and equipment staged properly in dedicated areas due to strictly enforced security and limited space.


Getting the modular YESCO LED sections up to the roof was one scaled hurdle, though getting them over the top of the parapet wall and down to the icon location for installation was another problem requiring a solution. Being only 16 feet wide, the existing window washing stage at the top of the hotel tower was too narrow for use on the 25-foot wide LED sign; strong winds could easily toss the stage into the LED faces, causing damage to the modules and slowing installation. YESCO partnered with a local rigging company to engineer and install a temporary stage system of a suitable width and a portable crane that could be erected, taken apart and re-erected at each of the three sign locations. Where the hotel tower rises up through the center of the four story glass-roofed podium, the crew had to lay down a protective layer of wood across a large area directly beneath each icon prior to any stage activity. With the old GM sign cut out, the crew immediately began assembling and welding in the new steel support structure, soon followed by the installation of the custom LED cabinets and 20mm LED cards.


After just six short and extremely hectic weeks since their first day on site, YESCO’s crew fired up the first icon and began running the test patterns necessary to allow the diodes to burn in properly on the afternoon of October 30. The next evening, with helicopter news crews circling overhead and the community bewildered by the rapid change to the structure they had been so used to seeing, the first LED GM logo was up and running in good time for the company’s all important IPO event.


As one deadline was overcome, the next was looming large on the horizon: to complete the second icon (facing COBO Hall) in time for January’s North American International Auto Show. With the restaurant now in its busiest period of the year, YESCO engaged local carpenters and painters to refinish the interior wall behind the first icon to enable the draped scaffolding to be moved over to the next location. With lessons learned on the first icon and growing knowledge of the labyrinth of corridors and levels inside the RenCen’s subterranean spaces, the crew battled through harsh, frigid conditions to deliver not just the second, but also the third icon in time for the North American International Auto Show.


Keeping up with the Detroit crew was a full time effort for YESCO Electronics in Utah, where on-the-fly site measurements and unique mounting requirements were quickly worked into detailed engineering prints and in turn, modular components with acute tolerances to ensure seamless installation. At the same time, YESCO’s software engineers were busy developing the control methodology and associated hardware systems to enable the complete synchronization of all LED components. Essentially, the five individual skyscrapers would need to be linked through a vast fiber network to facilitate the requirement for synchronized content. A highly customized version of YESCO’s PrismView® was developed to ensure ultimate flexibility for the client to produce and run creative and timed content events. It was decided early on in the process that YESCO would connect into GM’s internal fiber network, which is a highly secure and closely monitored environment, requiring highly detailed specification for all connected equipment and very limited remote access. All LED components would be monitored and controlled by a light sensor mounted on the roof of the hotel tower that modulates the LED output according to current light conditions.


From project inception, Motor City Electric was engaged as YESCO’s local partner for all of the project’s power and data requirements. MCE’s significant experience working within the RenCen and their knowledge of the building was of great benefit in determining the most suitable and sensible conduit runs and panel locations. Although we were tapping into the GM network, the MCE crew still needed to run a significant amount of fiber to extend the connections to the roofs of each of the four office towers where the control computers reside in conditioned enclosures. As GM has no network within the center hotel tower, MCE also ran fiber from the 73rd floor computer room all the way to the host computer room located in the GM Showroom area on the lower ground floor.


As the relentless winter bit harder, the crew continued on to tackle the 5-foot tall by 372-foot long, curved and seamless 20mm LED band that would sit just below the icons on the hotel tower, replacing a long since defunct fiber optic light band. The old metal band was cut away in 5-foot sections, gently pried from its anchor points, and hoisted back up to the roof where it was broken down further to allow for easier removal down the four flights of stairs to the elevator. With all new mounting plates in place, the new curved LED cabinets were lowered one by one, attached, wired for power and data, and finally, populated with the YESCO Electronics 20mm cards. With the window washing stage now in tandem use with the temporary stage, work progressed at a furious pace.


While the frequently unbearable temperatures 850 feet above the frozen Detroit River did little to hamper progress, the strong winds whipping through the city sometimes did. Any wind-forced ‘down’ days were far from ever being considered days off, rather they afforded the crew time to prepare for the next phase of work and keep their work environments orderly.


Mounting for the 5-foot tall by 460-foot long LED bands crowning the four office towers would require the crew to drill through the concrete parapet wall twice in order to bolt each of the 92 custom brackets that would secure the LED cabinets. All drilling had to take place during evening hours and weekends to ensure minimal disruption to building occupants. Stainless hardware was used throughout and every plate was sealed for resilience to weather. Again, following an ambitious request for the installation of the LED bands on towers 100 and 200 to be complete for the Detroit Tigers’ opening day on April 8, 2011, the crew was working long before sunrise and long after dusk seven days a week. Facing north, towers 100, 200, and the center towers are in full view from the stands of Comerica Park.  GM’s marketing team wanted to take full advantage of the heightened media coverage by partnering with the Tigers’ owners to develop specific content to be displayed on GM’s LED’s (a similar offer made to the Detroit Lions’ owners wasn’t met with the same enthusiasm, probably not surprising considering the team is owned by Ford).


This one really came down to the wire. Tower 200 had already been completed and running for over a week, so the entire crew’s focus had shifted on to tower 100 in an effort to make the seemingly impossible happen. As the clock ticked and the components arrived by the truckload from Utah, over 400 LED cards had to be wired and installed each day. Finally, at around 10 p.m. on April 7, tower 100 amazingly flickered to life after a slew of gremlins were worked out of the system by YESCO’s technicians. Tower 100 is unique in that the new LED band constantly displays the Marriott logo on three sides replacing the old static signage; YESCO created a software program that allows the logo to remain in place constantly regardless of the content playing behind. At midnight, the three icons began their pre-programmed schedule of alternating between the Tigers and GM logos while the LED band played blue and orange Tiger stripes to proudly support Detroit’s home team.


Once all four office towers were complete, GM quickly put them to use in supporting local events and charitable efforts. During this time, the Jack Morton Worldwide, YESCO, and Gensler design collaborative began exploring additional opportunities to further enhance the nighttime appearance of the RenCen, along with the monument wayfinding signage positioned at each corner of the property. One of the universal goals for this exercise was to devise methods to create a connection between the vibrant LED displays at the top with the street level arrival experience. Many options were explored before the team settled on utilizing the four cylindrical vertical circulation shafts attached to the outward facing corner of each office tower. Illuminated stairwells flanked by glass elevators on either side offered the most suitable location to position YESCO’s Smart Strip liner RGB lighting. Many linear mounting options were explored before the team settled on a horizontal line of light at each floor plate, starting at the 20th floor and culminating 22 floors above. The interior mounted RGB Smart Strips would enable synchronization with the LED bands and icons above through supporting color via YESCO’s  PrismView® control.


From the 20th floor down to the podium roof, vast twenty story slots, or keyways, at the lower portions of the cylinders are a dominant architectural detail that remained dark during the night hours. Their smooth concrete finish offered a near-perfect surface for illumination and would provide the final connection to the lowest exterior point of the office towers. YESCO and the team considered many methods for illuminating the keyways; anything mounted within the keyway would prove difficult to service due to limited access and the sheer height. The fourth-story glass podium roof provided an option to locate high-powered LED fixtures to wash the keyways with light from highly convenient and secure locations at the base of each tower. YESCO contacted North American lighting manufacturer Lumenpulse to deliver samples of their LBX LED RGB color changing fixture for an on-site mock-up that ultimately determined they were an extremely suitable product for the task. The Lumenpulse DMX-based control mechanism would also provide the all-important capability to tie the LBX fixtures into the existing PrismView® control network, resulting in color-matching with the Smart Strips above.


Although significant in scale and having high quality construction, the existing wayfinding signage at each of the four street corners was not ideal for directing traffic to specific locations. Due to their construction, these signs also provided no option to add or change tenant names without disassembly and significant expense. The team began the conceptual design process for replacing the existing signage with high-resolution daytime visible LED signs that would provide the freedom to change the content at will and tie the four corners in with the other LED elements. In an effort to save costs, it was decided to reuse the existing seven monument sign structures, re-facing them with YESCO’s 6mm exterior surface mount LED products and a new stainless steel skin. The 6mm surface mount diode provides high contrast and suitable resolution for vivid content display. Again, fiber connection into the PrismView® control network would allow for the monument signs to be controlled and synchronized from the system’s host computer – or remotely – as necessary.


Following a detailed design and budget presentation, Mr. Ewanick gave the go-ahead to implement the phase II project components with a request for final completion in time for the 2012 North American international Auto Show. Once again the team set about the tasks of engineering, strategic planning, logistics and site surveys to develop a suitable implementation plan for each of the elements.


To conceal the 1700 lineal feet of LED Smart Strips adequately, YESCO designed and manufactured special clips to mount and support the fixtures on the underside of each horizontal metal beam. Positioned approximately four inches from the bronze tinted curtain wall, the Smart Strips disappear during daylight and shine through vibrantly with accurate color matching during the evening hours. Motor City Electric again ran power and data conduit throughout the stairwells, using the mechanical floors on the 28th level as the location for each tower’s controlling computer that was in turn connected with fiber to the showroom host computer.


For the keyways, custom light poles were designed and manufactured, incorporating a smooth arc that would allow adequate distance for the LBX light fixtures to evenly wash the lower portions of the keyways from the acute angle of the mounting location. The lower section of the poles were built a substantial 6 inches in diameter to resist deflection from the strong winds coming off of the river and taper to 4 inches in diameter along the section where the light fixtures are mounted. Just four LBX light fixtures were required to fully illuminate each of the giant keyways, a testament to the evolution of LED as a powerful, yet efficient light source.


With manufacturing of the 6mm monument signs almost complete, the YESCO crew began the task of carefully stripping the heavy gauge stainless steel faces from the existing signs and preparing them for the custom LED faces. To compensate for the widely varying light conditions caused by shadows from the towers, a small light sensor is concealed within each LED face to enable individual sensing and output control. No sooner had the truck from YESCO’s Utah plant arrived than the installation of the new faces began. This took place in the dead of the cold December nights due to the highway lane closures necessary for the boom truck to access the locations on Jefferson and Atwater Streets. Once installed, the wayfinding and GM brand content that had been specially developed by Jack Morton Worldwide for each location was fed to the sign, resulting in a truly dynamic and crisp visual for both vehicular and pedestrian traffic.


After 15 months of collaboration, design, engineering, manufacturing, detailed logistics and installation of close to 15,000 square feet of LED technology and associated control gear, YESCO’s project for General Motors was delivered on time. With the transformation complete, the RenCen is breathing new life into the Detroit skyline and is capable of supporting all of GM’s future marketing activities.





