
Launching or expanding a restaurant in San Juan is an exciting prospect—but success starts well before the first
plate leaves the pass. One of the earliest, most consequential decisions you’ll make is whether to pursue a tenant
improvement (TI) in an existing space or build out a new shell from the ground up. The right choice depends on
your concept, budget, schedule, and site availability—and on the caliber of the team you select from the many
restaurant construction companies near me in the metro area.

Below, we compare TI and new shell strategies through a San Juan lens, outline budgeting and timeline
considerations, and offer guidance on selecting the right partners—from commercial restaurant contractors and
restaurant general contractors near me to specialized trades familiar with the island’s codes, climate, and supply
realities.

Understanding Tenant Improvement (TI) in San Juan Tenant Improvements involve renovating an existing
structure to meet a new tenant’s needs. For restaurateurs, TIs often include kitchen reconfiguration, grease
management systems, MEP (mechanical, electrical, plumbing) upgrades, exhaust and fire suppression, dining
room buildouts, ADA accessibility adjustments, and exterior signage.

Key advantages:

Speed to market: With fewer unknowns than a ground-up build, TI timelines are typically shorter—especially
when shell MEP capacity can be leveraged. In competitive neighborhoods, rapid opening can capture market
share quickly.

Cost efficiency: Reusing structural elements and existing utilities can reduce capital expenditure. Savings can
be redirected to brand finishes, kitchen equipment, and staff training.

Location options: Prime corners and high-foot-traffic corridors in Condado, Old San Juan, and Santurce more
often offer second-generation restaurant or retail space than vacant lots.

Potential challenges:

Hidden conditions: Older buildings may conceal structural, electrical, or waterproofing issues. Engaging
experienced restaurant contractors near me and general contractors puerto rico who know local building
stock can mitigate surprises through thorough preconstruction investigations.

Code compliance: San Juan’s permitting and inspections demand precise documentation. A contractor with
strong commercial construction san juan relationships helps compress review cycles and avoid rework.

Power, ventilation, and grease handling: Verifying existing capacity early is essential. Upgrades to panels,
grease interceptors, and hoods can shift schedules and budgets if discovered late.

When New Shell Construction Makes Sense A new shell or ground-up approach is best for operators Helpful
hints who need full control over layout, capacity, and brand expression, or who are seeking drive-thru
configurations and dedicated parking uncommon in historic districts. With new shell, commercial restaurant
contractors design systems to your exact throughput needs, plan for expansion, and integrate sustainable
features (high-efficiency HVAC, heat recovery, and solar readiness) from the start.

Key advantages:

Purpose-built operations: From line-of-sight to expo, optimized prep flows, and loading logistics, every
square foot can support service speed and guest experience.

Long-term asset value: A modern, code-forward building can reduce maintenance costs and improve
resilience to San Juan’s humid, coastal environment.
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Site control: Ownership or long-term ground lease arrangements provide flexibility for future brand or menu
pivots.

Potential challenges:

Longer timelines: Entitlements, site work, utilities, and structural construction extend schedules. Factor in
hurricane season and procurement lead times for specialty equipment.

Higher upfront costs: While lifecycle costs may be lower, initial capital is typically greater than a TI,
necessitating careful pro forma modeling and lender coordination.

Site scarcity in core areas: You may need to look outside the most saturated neighborhoods or consider
mixed-use developments with coordinated design guidelines.

Budgeting and Timeline Realities in San Juan Costs in San Juan are influenced by logistics, labor availability, and
materials sourcing. Procurement for commercial kitchen equipment, hoods, and specialized MEP components can
require longer lead times. Experienced restaurant builders near me can lock in pricing strategically and sequence
trades to minimize downtime.

Preconstruction: Invest in detailed surveys (structural, MEP, grease, electrical loads), test fits, and early health
department consultations. For TI, request a forensic review of prior permits and as-builts. For new shell,
frontload geotechnical and stormwater studies.

Contingency planning: For TI, carry a higher contingency for hidden conditions (often 10–15%). For new shell,
carry 5–10% for site and market volatility.

Schedule buffers: Incorporate buffer time around inspections and utility approvals. Teams with deep
commercial construction san juan experience can stage submittals to align with municipal review cycles.

Selecting the Right Team Whether pursuing TI or new shell, the contractor you choose should combine technical
depth with local fluency. Consider the following:

Portfolio relevance: Seek restaurant construction companies near me with recent San Juan food-and-
beverage builds—fast casual, fine dining, or hotel F&B—demonstrating mastery of ventilation, fire
suppression, and grease management. Look for commercial restaurant contractors who can point to
successful grand openings on aggressive timelines.

Permitting and compliance: Contractors should navigate PRPB guidelines, health department reviews, and
ADA/local accessibility requirements confidently. Ask restaurant general contractors near me about their
relationships with inspectors and third-party testing agencies.

Coordination with design: A collaborative preconstruction process with architects and kitchen consultants will
optimize back-of-house flow, storage, and energy use.

Multi-sector knowledge: Firms that also operate as a hotel renovation company or hotel renovation
contractor can bring hospitality-grade finishes and schedule discipline. Similarly, multi family construction
companies san juan often excel at complex MEP coordination and durable finishes that withstand heavy use.

Supply chain strategy: General contractors puerto rico should present alternate-approved products, local
supplier partnerships, and hurricane-season logistics plans.

TI vs. New Shell: Decision Guide

Choose TI when:

The location is irreplaceable (foot traffic, tourist corridor, or established nightlife).

Existing utilities can be adapted without major upgrades.

Speed to revenue is critical and capital is conservative.



Choose New Shell when:

Your concept requires drive-thru lanes, high-capacity exhaust, or unique structural spans.

Brand immersion and long-term scalability outweigh speed.

You have site control in a growing district with favorable access and parking.

Operational Considerations That Influence Construction

Kitchen throughput: Validate line capacity, make-up air, and dish handling. Early coordination with your
commercial restaurant contractors reduces redesigns.

Acoustics: Dining comfort in concrete buildings can suffer without acoustic treatments; include this in TI
budgets.

Waterproofing and corrosion: San Juan’s climate demands robust envelope details and stainless or coated
metals in BOH areas.

Resilience: Consider backup power, elevated critical equipment, and impact-rated openings to protect
operations during storms.

Partnering for a Smooth Opening Beyond construction, look for a contractor equipped to support closeout and
turnover: commissioning, staff training on building systems, health inspection readiness, and warranty service.
The best restaurant construction companies near me deliver not just a building, but an operational launchpad—
coordinating final inspections, punch lists, and rapid response during soft opening.

In summary, both tenant improvement and new shell paths can lead to thriving restaurants in San Juan. The
optimal route depends on your concept, site, and capital structure. Invest in preconstruction diligence, align with
seasoned commercial construction san juan professionals, and prioritize teams with verifiable restaurant and
hospitality experience. With the right restaurant general contractors near me and a clear strategy, you can open
on time, on budget, and ready to delight guests from day one.

Questions and Answers

Q1: How long does a typical restaurant TI take in San Juan? A1: With a well-documented existing space and
proactive permitting, many TIs complete in 12–20 weeks after permits. Hidden conditions, utility upgrades, and
long-lead equipment can extend this, so build in contingency.

Q2: What are the biggest cost drivers for ground-up restaurant builds? A2: Site work and utilities, structural
framing, commercial kitchen infrastructure (hoods, fire suppression, grease systems), and exterior envelope
performance are primary drivers. Early value engineering with experienced commercial restaurant contractors
helps manage these.

Q3: Should I hire a contractor that also works on hotels or multifamily? A3: Yes, cross-sector expertise can be an
asset. A hotel renovation company or multi family construction companies san juan often brings rigorous
scheduling, finish durability, and guest-experience focus that translates well to restaurants.

Q4: How do I vet restaurant builders near me effectively? A4: Review recent, local restaurant case studies, confirm
permit histories, speak with owner references, assess safety and quality metrics, and ensure the team includes
MEP and kitchen coordination specialists familiar with San Juan’s codes.


