
T he new University Towers Kitchen (UTK) at San Diego State 
University (SDSU) is a dining facility that is putting culinary arts 
in the forefront, while also focusing on sustainability. 

UTK replaced a building that was 52 years old and in desperate need 
of replacement. “We had to demolish it,” said Paul Melchior, director 
of SDSU Dining Services. “The plumbing under the slab just basically 
started to disintegrate and there were other issues with it. We just kept 
the steel frames because it was right next to a tower, so it had to have a 
steel frame. We changed everything around the steel frame, basically 
from scratch. It is a $10 million facility, but only 8,000 square feet.” 

They also wanted to get back to culinary basics — something 
they had moved away from because of economics. “We have a very 
culinary-driven dining program on campus, and many of us, includ-
ing me, were classically trained as chefs,” said Melchior. “We used to 
make our own stock. We used to make our sauces from scratch and we 
breaded our own chicken tenders, so we wanted to bring that back in 
this environment. Because we got to design the kitchen accordingly, 
we were able to do that.” 

Two of the most important aspects of UTK are healthy items and 
local sourcing — aspects that are tied together. “What my sourcing 
is starting with is with UNFI, which is our distributor of natural and 
whole foods, to going and looking at different types of grains and 
unusual bases for our proteins, and then expanding from there,” said 
Ed Glebus, associate director/executive chef. “We have already done 
about five different farm trips out to the different farms in the local 
area, anything from eggs to meat to even a local mushroom farm out 
in Escondido. We go down and partner with them so that, one, we’re 
getting the best product in the back door, which as chefs, you really 
don’t need to do much with it. You just need to market what it is and 
gently cook it. You don’t really need to do much to it if it is good 
product. You don’t need to hide it.”

He continued, “We are serving in front of the guests every day, so 
we need products that we are going to stand behind and we support, and 
that we can educate about. I am looking at amaranth right now, which 
is one of the supergrains, to bring that in and use that on our menus. 
Doing different kinds of bowls with different grains, too. Looking at 
it a little bit differently, but something that students are asking for. You 
do a bowl concept and most of them are noodles or rice. Getting a 
different grain and educating them on using that is going to be a piece 
that springs us to the next level.” 

This allows him to help meet the needs of students with special 
diets. “It is a hot topic these days, but we are able to execute it on a 
higher level,” said Glebus. “Because we are looking at different kinds 
of grains and looking at different ways of creating some specials that 
are vegan or are gluten free or are specialized like that.”

Glebus wants the culinary aspects to shine through in the facility. 
“We will be using craft-style cooking over there,” he said. “We are 
craftsmen working with raw product coming in the backdoor and trans-
forming it into something that is over the top for the students to eat, 
and our local community to bring them in to see what we are doing.” 

Naturally, the food stations in the facility are culinary-driven. “At 
the grill station, we have burgers, chicken sandwiches, grilled cheese,” 
said Melchior. “The thing that we are doing there is looking at each 
item and exploring each one. How do we make them better, and how 
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other,” said Melchior. “This entire place, including the seating, 
is 8,000 square feet. It is small. We designed this kitchen to 
be really flexible. It can have four different things going on at 
once, or it can have one thing going on for late-night dining.” 

In addition to the dining area, the facility also has one of 
the school’s Aztec Market convenience stores. “It is not at all 
average,” he said. “It has some gorgeous grab ’n go cases. 
They are all bamboo lined.”

Melchior is expecting that by the end of this month, the 
entire campus’ facilities, including UTK, will be certified by 
the Green Restaurant Association. “We have been working on 
it for about six months now. All of our quickservice restaurants 
are certified. Our faculty/staff club just got the points. We are 
going to have our certification and our points, even in conces-
sions. We are going to be the first college campus that has 
concessions certified by the Green Restaurant Association.” 

He continued, “The genesis of that is when we built our 
student union, the students voted to spend $30 million more 
to make it LEED platinum. We had to make a choice: Do we 
require the restaurants inside to be LEED-certified platinum, 
or does it make better sense to go the route of having the 
Green Restaurant Association certification, which to me is 
worth more than a LEED-platinum certification?” 

The school already required all of its leased operators to 
become Green Restaurant certified. “We made that decision 
that if we are going to require our leased operators to do 
that, then we should walk the walk ourselves,” said Melchior. 
“Before we are all done, we have invested over $55,000 to 
get our places Green Restaurant certified.” 

Students are aware that the facility is certified as it has a 
dashboard that tells them so. “The best thing about it for me 
is that … it tells our customers how we got certified,” said 
Melchior. “Interestingly, one of the areas that we consistently 
get really high points on is our food purchasing habits.” 

In addition to the local sourcing, the serviceware, from 
Bamboo Studio, is half-bamboo, half-melamine. “It is cool 
looking because it earth-toned,” he said. “It is light and basi-
cally non-breakable. It is really cool looking and it fits the 
whole ambience of made-from-scratch, made-to-order.” 

The facility also includes 10 light infusers that enhance 
the natural light. “During the day, we don’t have the lights on 
because they just light the whole place up,” said Melchior. 
“This place has sustainable furnishings as well. It is all glass-
fronted with operable windows.”
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do we make them on campus? For example, we are working 
on our grilled cheese and how to make it the best we possibly 
can. Right now, the bake shop has created the challah bread we 
use as our bread. We are still in the testing phase, but how do 
we make it the best? What is the best cheese that goes on the 
inside to make it that grilled cheese that no one else has. You 
can go anywhere and get white bread with American cheese 
in it, so why would we want to do that?” 

Another difference at all of the stations is that the cus-
tomer sees how the food is prepared just for them. “For the 
grilled cheese, they see the whole loaf of bread on the cutting 
table,” he said. “When they place an order, the chef slices the 
bread right off of the loaf, puts the cheese onto it and puts it 
on the griddle.”

The culinary team is also concerned about reducing food 
waste “There is a flat-bread station where we make the dough 
from scratch in our bake shop,” said Melchior. “That is a good 
way that we can utilize leftovers. We do have pre-planned ones 
with fresh herbs from our herb garden. But we can also utilize 
that station to get rid of duck confit or something like that in 
small portions on flatbread. We call them flatbreads because 
they are a different shape than a pizza, and there is a different 
consistency of the dough. They love those.” 

Glebus added, “It is chef-driven, so the chefs are really 
concerned about food costs and using leftovers. It is a place 
for them to move things into if they need to.” 

UTK features a cook-to-order exhibition station that pres-
ents a rotating array of items. “We could have a Pho over there 
one day, or we could have an omelet station there,” he said. 
“We could have sushi rolled to order. It is our to-order station. 
We have 5 or 6 burners with a cold well in front of it, so it 
is really flexible in what we can do there. We are looking at 
that as possible late-night dining — one or two items offered 
after 9 o’clock, too.”

The kitchen was built with flexibility in mind, as well. “It 
is a fluid, free-flowing kitchen, so you can change things on 
a dime there, which is great,” said Glebus. “The equipment 
is all state of the art and sustainable.” 

The sauté station features center-of-the-plate items. “There 
you will get anything from whole roasted chicken breast to 
a seared piece of tuna on top of sticky rice with a little miso 
glaze,” said Duane Buske, general manager of purchasing 
and distribution. “The chefs are pretty creative over there to 
change things up and keep it interesting.” 

The stations are all about maximizing the limited space 
the facility has. “All of these stations are right next to each 
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