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1

THERE’S A PLACE

4The Azrieli Center tells a fascinating urban and architectural story. Even more
50, it represents a tale of human struggles, great fortunes, and diverse difficulties
alongside dreams and creative forces that together form asuccess story. More than
amything Ienjoy observing the towers at the Azrieli Center from different angles;
they intermittently Mide each other, gently spinning as I circle them. And when they
rest for amoment, they are encircled by the sky, thesun, the lights at night, and the
changing seasons. It is as if the towers reflect us all”™

This poetic passage was written by Shamai Asif, a professor of architecture and
urban planning at the Technion who served as the city of Tel Aviv's chief engineer
when the decikion was made to build the Azreli Canter—or the Shalom Centar, as
it was known then —and to assign the project to David Azrieli. The Azrieli Centar
is considered the State of Israel's largest and most important construction project
of the last two decades. It not only changed Tel Aviv's skyline, but it was also the
forerunner of significant urban change as the city’s main business center mowved
north and east over the past 15 years. The Azriefi Center set a2 new standand for
construction in Isel, and its three towers soon became Tel Aviv's new icon.

Thousands worked in physically building the Azrieli Center, hundreds [abored on
planning it, and several dozen were in charge of executing the plans, but it was still
a one-man project: David Azrieli was the visionary who financed the entire project
and saw its construction through, from top to bottom. He left his mark by being
involved in all of the design and planning stages and by dosely supenvising every
aspect of the actual work. People often wondered about his level of imiolvement
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The Tel Aviv Municipatity's
Invitation to reak-estate

develgpers to compete in the
tender for the Shalom Center

MUNICIPALITY OF TEL-AVIV-YAFO

Invitation to Real Estate Developers
10 participate in the
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Israel's Largest Commercial and Office Complex
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Shlomo Lahat
Mayor of Tel Aviv-Ya'o
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and interventon inaven the finest of details, but itwas only natural fora person
who was building his life's project. “Iwholeheartedly believe,” he once said, “that
the Azrieli Center is the most important and significant project 1 have ever built or
will ever build. I always knew that Ismel would be the place of my life’s project. The
Azrieli Centeris that project”

TheBeginning

In 1985, the city of Tel Aviv published its plan to build
the Shalom Center projectin an elegant brochure. Its
centerfold offered a panoramic view of the project’s
location and vicinity, showing the IEM building and
the three Hadar Dafna buildings towering abowve
unassuming residential buildings. The old Ichilov
Hospialwas &l as well, though it was certainly not
a skyscraper, and Tel Aviv's municipal building stood
out in the background — a giant among three and
four-story buildings.

Today, this picture looks very strange. The Azriali
Center has become such an omganic and inseparable
part of Tel Aviv's skyline that it is hard to imagine
its absence. It would be similar to the Old City
walls being eased from a picture of the Jerusalem
landscape, or the Eiffel Tower being removed from the Paris skyline

At the forefront of the 1985 picture there isa row of one and two-story industrial
buildings next to a large and packed parking lot At first glance, it seems like a
pastoral picture of a tree-covered loton the west side of the Ayalon Highway, next to
Shalom Bridge. Allin pastel colors, it is quite hard to notice that the vehicles in that
lot are actually garbage trucks. This was the site at the heart of the architectural
project that the city put out for competitive tender.

David Azrieli first heard of the city's intention to build an ambitious project on
the site on September 7, 1984 at 3 meeting with then Tel Aviv Mayor Shlomo Lahat.
Azriel had asked to meet with Lahat because, after years of building outside of
Isrzel, he was now actively looking to build a project there.

Azrieli was born in Poland and, after many difficult journeys, arrived in Israel
during World War I1. Tragically, his parents, sister, and one of his brothers perished
in the Holocaust. After fighting in the War of Independence and studying at the

The kot had huge
developmentpotential dus
to fts size [33.5 dunams, or
360,590 50 Teet] and location
[at a majorintersection and
right next to the Ayalan

Highway and the ra iy
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Technion, Azrieli left Ismelin 1950, determined to come back with funds toinwvest. In
the 1960s and 705, he established himself as a prominent entrepreneur and builder
in Canada. By the early 1980s, he decided the time had come to start building in
Israel and, among other things, he hoped to build the country’s first shopping mall
In fact, Azrieli came up with the Hebrew word for it — Canfon — 2 combination of
two words: shopping and parking.

When Azrigl met with Mayor Lahat, they discussed the possibility of a commerncial
center and later examined severzl potential sites, including the Dolphinarium area,
which they ruled out because it was better suited for beachfront and recreational
actvities. After looking at other locations, they arrved at a shortdist of three
sites: across from the Wolfson Hospitzl Building; at the junction of Salame Strest
and Jerusalem Avenue in Jaffa; and the Holtz School compound. Although the
discussions of those locations didn't amount to amything in the end, Mayor Lahat
also brought up the Shalom Center project, which turned out to be the most
relevant part of the meeting.

The Shalom Center was to be built on a ot alongside Shalom Road at the
junction with Petah Tikva Road, now known a5 Begin Road. Mayor Lahat had
asked Ezra uVitzaron, 3 municipal construction company then headed by Lior
Dushnitsky — an engineer who specializad in managing private-sector projects and
who had managed the construction of the Dizengoff Center —to locate sites with
development potential around the city and to initiate projects that could tempt
private entrepreneurs to further develop Tel Avi.

The lot at the junction of Petah Tikva and Shalom Road served as the parking
lot for the Tel Aviv Municipality's Sanitation Department at the time, which had
chosen it specifically because it was on the outskirts of the city and didn't bother
anyone. Ezra uVitzaron felt that it was this distance from the city center that now
made it ideal for the construction of office buildings that would become partofa
new business district for Tel Aviv

The site had huge potential not only because ofits size (33.5 dunams, or 360 590
square feet) and location [at 2 major intersection and right next to the Ayalon
Highway and a future train station], but also, and primarily becawse, the city owned
it and could do with it as it pleased.

The plan was dubbed the Shalom Center project due to its proximity to
Shalom Road. Yet, when the name leaked out, the Mayer brothers, who owned
the departiment store Kolbo Shalom, protested, arguing that Shalom was a2 name
already ken by their own building (which they had named after their late father].
City Hall tried to explain that no one would ever confuse the two sites, but the
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brothers wouldnt budge and the name remzinad
in dispute for some time. Over time, David Azrieli
solved the problem in hisown way

First Plan

In 1983, TelAvivwas on the werge of losing its identity
as a residential town. Rising housing prices were
driving the young out, kindergartens and schools
were closing down, and the city’s residents were
aging. At the same time, Tel Aviv was establishing
itself both as BErael’s business and trade capital, and,
in competition with Jerusalem, 35 a government
center, 50 the number of offices opening in the city
had risen dramatically Since it was not hard for
companies to pay the asking prices for residential
apartment buildings, neighborhoods in Tel Aviv
were slowly turning into business centers, and entire
streets became dead and silent after office hours.

MayorLahat was trying to fight this non-residential
takeover. “Sheinkin Street, the very center of the city,
was almost empty of residents,” he said. “In the day,
it was all business and offices, while at night it was
taken over by prostitutes and drug dealers and other
horrible things — and right in the heart of the city,
next to aschool” Since it was actually illegal to open
officesin apartment buildings, Lahat tried to fight them with eviction orders, which
helped here and there, but it was not a true solution.

With City Hall now actively interested in promoting the development of the
Shalom Center project, it put out feslers for entrepreneurial interest. At the
September 1964 meeting betwean Azrieli and Lahat, the mayor asked him for a
proposal for the construction of an urban complex that would combine an office
building, a shopping center, and a parking area. The idea at the time was for a
barter — the city would give the entrepreneur the nd in return for one-third of
amything that was built on it

0On March 23, 1986, Azrieli presented the Tel Aviv Municipality with a proposal for
a project comprised of 2 parking lot for 2 400 vehicles, a 14,000m? (approximately
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