
Real Estate Technology: 
Try, Try Again
Stackable apartments. Robotic valets. Infrared 
spas. The future has arrived, haltingly, and this
time will be different. Maybe.
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Perhaps the most prescient scene in the futuristic 1960s cartoon
 “The Jetsons” was when George, the eager technophile, had to run
as fast as he could to stay on a newfangled treadmill gone haywire.

It’s an apt metaphor for some technology today, particularly in the 
real estate industry, which is quick to jump on the newest disruptive
innovation, but often ends up with the next Bluetooth-enabled 
toaster instead.

Is any of it really necessary? Maybe.

There are real changes taking place that could have a lasting effect on housing — from land use and affordability to 
the fancy amenities that influence how and where we live.

Some of the best tech, the kind with staying power, has been percolating for years, often after failing miserably at first. 
It persists because there are no perfect solutions to the problems it is attempting to solve, but there is always hope that 
someday someone might get it right.

Among the innovations currently worth taking seriously: modular housing that can be built faster and cheaper than 
traditional construction; robotic parking systems that move cars safely and efficiently; signal-boosting devices that 
allow cellphone reception in high-rise towers; and luxury amenities like infrared saunas.

Modular Housing

Roger Krulak, the chief executive of Full Stack Modular, likes to point out that with conventional building methods 
“almost every construction project is past deadline and over budget.” And he asks: “What other industry could survive 
that?”

The solution, he said, is off-site construction, in 
which factory-made steel modules — outfitted with 
electrical and plumbing systems, high-end finishes and 
even elaborate facades — can be stacked on site, like 
Legos, in about 70 percent of the time it would take for 
conventional builders to complete a high-rise tower, and 
with considerably less waste. Plus, since the manufac-
turing is done indoors, weather delays and safety 

concerns are reduced.
Part of the technology’s appeal is that it is less reliant on 
highly skilled workers. Using technology from the aero-
space industry, a robotic camera in Full Stack’s 
85,000-square-foot factory in the Brooklyn Navy Yard 

can measure within two thousandths of an inch, while
most contractors might settle for a two-inch margin.   



During on-site assembly, the company deploys a drone camera that uses photogrammetry, a series of precise survey-
ing-image measurements, to ensure the modules are correctly stacked.

The modular method has already gained a foothold in hotel construction, as well as low-rise and single-family projects. 
Mr. Krulak estimated that there are some 30 modular buildings in New York, including Carmel Place, a 55-unit 
micro-apartment building in Kips Bay, completed in 2016.

Of course, there have been blunders along the way. The 32-story rental tower at 461 Dean Street, in the Pacific Park 
complex in Brooklyn, completed in 2016 and now fully leased, was supposed to be a paragon of high-rise modular 
design. Instead, the project dragged on for four years amid technical snafus and a dispute between the developer, 
Forest City Ratner, and its partner, Skanska, which ran the modular operation. Thanks, in part, to the delays and high 
costs, Forest City sold the 363-unit building and left the modular business.

“It was a mess,” said Alicia Glen, the deputy mayor for housing and economic development, adding that the tower was 
too big and complex for a prefab construction project. Mr. Krulak, who also worked on it, admitted there were miscues 
in the process.

But the city remains interested in modular construction and hopes to use it for affordable housing. The department of 
Housing Preservation and Development is expected to announce a deal with a subsidiary of Radson Development to 
build an 80-unit, 10-story modular rental tower in Far Rockaway, Queens, where all of the units will be reserved for 
those making no more than 70 percent of the area’s median income, or $65,730 a year for a family of three.
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“Part of what we’re doing, in some way, is to correct the narrative” about modular construction, Ms. Glen said. The 
project, on Beach 20th Street, will go up around the same time as a similar, conventionally built mid-rise on the same 
street by the same developer. The company hopes to finish the modular tower 30 percent faster, for only slightly more 
than the cost of a normal build, Ms. Glen said, although she didn’t disclose the budget. The architect is Magnusson 
Architecture and Planning, and Full Stack will manufacture the modules.

SHoP Architects, the award-winning firm that designed 461 Dean, has plans for another project. The architects have 
partnered with the venture capital firm Tectonic Capital to fund an as-yet unnamed company to navigate the entire 
modular process — from design and manufacture to on-site assembly — and plan to bring the building to market in 
2019.
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“The assembly will take days, not weeks,” said Chris Sharples, one of the architects, adding that the proprietary 
software will allow a number of regional suppliers to collaborate in a process more akin to manufacturing Boeing 
airliners than building with bricks and mortar.

One of the problems with previous modular projects was miscommunication between the developers, the city and the 


