
A conversation about Key Development’s unique  
building approach and their latest project, Sideyard.

Claudia Munk-von Flotow 
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Over the past eight years, Key Development 
has been building uncommon places —
primarily in Bend, Hood River, and Portland, 
Oregon. With every project, their small, 
yet seasoned team strives for a workable 
paradox: fit into the surroundings while also 
standing out.

As a self-proclaimed “outdoorsy”  
woman from Hood River, Key’s chief 
operations officer, Claudia Munk-von Flotow, 
understands this tension better than most. 
With more than 300,000 square feet of  
new and redeveloped space under her belt, 
she’s finding harmony among environmental 
and economic demands through unique site 
selection and renewable building materials. 

Think Wood sat down (virtually) with  
Munk-von Flotow to discuss Key’s unique 
building approach, including highlights  
from one of their latest award-winning 
projects, Sideyard.

Fit In and Stand Out

Looking for the latest resources on building with wood? Visit ThinkWood.com

THINK WOOD: Hello Claudia. How did you get started  
in the development space?
CLAUDIA MUNK-VON FLOTOW: My father, who dabbles in real estate 
development, taught me to appreciate old, quality buildings and special 
properties. Walking through remote fields and examining antique packing 
house structures was a normal weekend activity. Then, when I was in graduate 
school (studying Geology/Earth Sciences), an opportunity came up to redevelop 
an 1896 church building in Hood River, my hometown. We saved the pews, 
the pipe organ, the stained glass windows, and then gutted the 1950s drop 
ceiling to expose original bead board and light fixtures. Later that year, I met 
Jeff Pickhardt, who was celebrating a new space on the waterfront. He told 
me about the Burnside Bridgehead redevelopment in Portland, and I moved 
back home and joined his team. While my day-to-day real estate development 
projects are not a typical transition from the world of academics, I like to think my 
knowledge and respect for Earth Sciences comes into play in a broader way.

For one of your latest projects, Sideyard, the building team intentionally chose 
mass timber in their design. Can you tell us more about that decision? 
CMVF: Our projects are pro forma and design driven. In my mind, rather than 
follow design trends, buildings should feel good to the end user. They should also 
operate smoothly, and last a long time. For Sideyard, we worked with Skylab and 
local builder Andersen Construction , and both teams were interested in pursuing 
a CLT approach. Jeff Kovel (Skylab) and Brad Nile (Andersen) would nerd-out on 
CLT techniques, connections, prefabrication details, structure, and then would 
come back to talk about how a CLT project could scale, and how it could come 
together on site. We considered what I would call “colder materials” like concrete 
and steel, but kept coming back to wood, primarily because an exposed wood 
structure building “feels’’ good, and because we want this building to be able to 
evolve its uses over time.

https://www.thinkwood.com/projects/sideyard


We know that the construction industry is focused on reducing  
energy use and carbon emissions of buildings. How does wood play  
into Key Development’s sustainability goals?
CMVF: Construction, in its modern form, is not typically an “environmentally-
friendly” industry. We recognize that, and try to consider the lifecycle of 
individual materials, as well as the buildings themselves. If you look at the 
broader scale of sustainably managed forestry practices, and you are building 
with mass timber on a larger scale, you can create a building system that 
is actually carbon negative. Besides the environmental and performance 
advantages over steel and concrete, there’s also a positive domino effect when 
it comes to prefabricated wood buildings and the construction schedule. If you 
are manufacturing this kind of wood-building kit off site with precision, then 
you’re shrinking the construction schedule and shrinking the amount of time 
that trucks are driving to and from your site. Ultimately, the most sustainable 
approach is to build a building that lasts. Mass timber can meet this criteria.

Let’s talk about building in the coronavirus era. How has the  
pandemic impacted your building approach?
CMVF: For us, we’ve had success with versatility in wood buildings with our  
Hood River waterfront projects, especially in the face of COVID with tenants 
having to terminate leases and us having to reimagine what the spaces are. 
It turns out these spaces can be reconfigured in a number of ways, including 
transitioning from office space to residential. Ferment Brewing Company,  
one of our Hood River tenants, is in another Skylab-designed wood building 
adjacent to a covered wood deck. We went back and forth about how that  
space should be designed to accommodate a variety of uses, and landed  
on an exposed wood structure with two-tone wood cladding and Hirakaku 
decking. It is now basically an outdoor living room, workspace, food hall,  
and even exercise deck, which all function well in the COVID era.

Key Development is known as a pioneer. You also are pioneering as a female 
leader in this space. Tell us about your experience as a woman advancing 
boundary-pushing projects in a predominantly male industry.
CMVF: Building projects are an enormous team effort. You have to have  
100 bad ideas before you hone in on one good idea. You also need family 
support, colleague support, municipality support, productive tenants, willing 
contractors…the list goes on. My biggest challenge is the constant switching 
between personality types in the industry, male and female, and any other  
self-designation. Perhaps, as a female, you are expected to nurture your 
relationships instead of your finances, and perhaps I am trying to do both  
while still making good-looking, long-lasting projects.

“ Besides the environmental and performance 
advantages over steel and concrete,  
there’s also a positive domino effect when it 
comes to prefabricated wood buildings and  
the construction schedule.”

ABOUT CLAUDIA MUNK-VON FLOTOW
Claudia currently resides in Hood River, Oregon with her three kids (all under the age four) and her husband, Jon.  
She is perfecting a lemon-herb pasta sauce and dreaming up new projects to combine the local aerospace industry  
and wellness/hospitality. Probably out of wood.
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