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With key concepts – like value engi-
neering and sustainability – gaining 
global acceptance, construction hi-
erarchies have moved from the tradi-
tional client-consultant-contractor 
model to accommodate other tech-
niques, such as design and build. While 
the method, as all others in any field, 
carries its inherent pros and cons, a 
critical curiosity envelopes the UAE’s 
consultancy sector; will design and 
build be the end of dedicated architec-
tural practices?

Chris Service, operations manager at Khan-
saheb, says the extent of consultants’ roles will 

WILL
CONTRACTORS
TAKE A BITE? 
Does design and build pose a threat to consultancies? Neha Bhatia investigates 

depend on the method of design and build un-
dertaken by project contractors.

“There’s huge variations in the way design 
and build is applied on projects,” he explains. 
“From my experience, consultants pull together 
a rough design brief, which contractors then ex-
pand on to derive a lump sum amount they may 
charge for their services.

“Often, the client will simply pick a contrac-
tor based on the company’s past performance, 
which will then go on to manage the scheme 
from start to finish. Since there is no tender-
ing process involved, such scenarios often pose 
difficulties,” explains Service, referring to the 
risk of deviance from the traditional bidding 

process, where the choice of contractor is made 
based on competitive cost comparisons and 
quality offerings.

“Design and build may threaten the con-
sultants, because often they have little to no 
involvement in the project,” says Service, when 
probed about the potential drawbacks of design 
and build for consultancies. 

However, he is equally optimistic about the 
need for consultants as he is for the potential 
of design and build in the region. “Clients here, 
as cost-driven as they might be, are also equally 
quality-centric. A lot of them are particular 
about what they want and these demands ex-
tend to the contractors.
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“If a contractor sacrifices product quality or 
project execution to stick with the specified 
budget, chances are the clients will reject that. 
In the long run, contractors will understand the 
need to rope in consultants to effectively under-
take design and build,” Service adds.

According to Andrew Barley, partner at GAJ, 
consultancies are far more equipped to deal 
with this apparent invasion of professional ter-
ritory than it may seem from the sidelines. 

He adds: “Leading contractors in the mar-
ket have been employing architects to work 
with them, because they understand that while 
they’re great at building a structure, they need 
the right people to aesthetically design it. 

“[Contractors] sometimes don’t know how 
to translate their ideas [into workable designs], 
and the execution of the idea cannot be crude, 
leading the architect-contractor marriage to be 
an excellent turnkey offering,” Barley explains. 
While Barley’s point is valid, concern remains 
in the market regarding staff retention. With 
massive construction activity planned across 
the GCC in the run up to Expo 2020 and Qa-
tar 2022, companies are facing the prospect of 
spiraling salary expectations in an increasingly 
competitive marketplace. If big contracting 
firms can offer the right packages then small 
design consultancies may struggle to hold onto 
talented people.  

Barely is unfazed by this scenario. He contin-
ues: “Everybody loses people – that is the na-
ture of the game. Nobody is indispensable – it 
doesn't make sense to have a project reliant on 
a sole person, especially at a time where head-
hunters offer mad amounts of money to young 
architects.”

However, Barely firmly believes that pure-
bred design-driven architects will survive. 
“What will eventually happen in the market is 
the creation of two distinct forms of architects,” 
he remarks. 

“One is the boutique firm, which will be a 
handful numerically, perhaps not more than 
10-15 people. The second type will be the 
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3,000-odd architects who are employed by the 
contractors. This will mainly emerge due to the 
fact that the architect, as an employee of the 
contractor, has the assurance that he will get 
paid on time, especially since design and build 
allows for one-time payment of dues,” Barley 
explains.

“In the end, design-architects will always 
matter, because design will sustain its signifi-
cance in the project’s overall utility,” he adds. 

Design and build could be a better option 
for structures which are relatively standard in 
terms of aesthetics and programme. Therefore, 
functional buildings such as offices and afford-
able housing are more likely to be undertaken 
with design and build than flagship hospitality 
or commercial projects. 

“If functionality, not luxury, is the focus of 
the structure, then design and build is a wise 
option to use,” says Raj Achan, business devel-
opment manager for Hilson Moran’s UAE op-
erations. “A simple building, or, contrarily, one 
where the scope of design is likely to change, 
are both appropriate for employing design and 
build – both scenarios can benefit from the sole 
responsibility of the contractor.”

Service believes design and build may not 
be appropriate for clients developing luxury 
projects. “Design and build works well if you’re 
building on deadline. Say, a local office has to 

open up within a week with employees waiting 
to move in – this kind of standard construction 
can be undertaken with design and build. How-
ever, the method can’t work for choosy clients, 
who are hoping for top-of-the-line materials 
and sanitaryware.”

Naturally, then, cost sensitivity remains a 
crucial factor in the application of design and 
build. Achan believes design and build’s great-
est advantage is the benefit it offers through 
lump sum cash payments. 

“There is the benefit of cost certainty due to 
one-time payment. The speed of project devel-
opment – from conception to completion – is 
significantly increased due to the involvement of 
a single party responsible for the project,” he says.  

“Responsibility being assigned to a single 
project entity also enables fluidity of design ap-
provals, alterations and amendments,” Achan 
continues. 

Design and build, in its essence, is viewed 
as a construction process where clients have 
minimal liability in the project; however, the 
fact that contractors are paid for their services 
in a single transaction is often considered a re-
sounding risk of using design and build. 

Achan elaborates: “As the payment is done in 
a lump sum, this may translate into a high initial 
price since the contractor will want to ensure 
the payment includes his risk premium,” he 

explains. “Additionally, the client has reduced 
control when design and build is applied – as 
against the traditional method – and this could 
result in ambiguous liability terms later on. 

“Unlike the traditional method, contractors 
in design and build undertake both building 
processes which, while resulting in cost savings, 
could also influence clients to pick contractors 
based on price rather than design. This could 
go on to hinder project development at a later 
stage,” Achan warns.

Viewed simply, design and build involves 
mutual trust between construction parties who 
agree to pool their resources for a given project. 
To Achan, the nature of the collaboration has 
the most influences on the outcome of a design 
and build project. “Communication is key,” he 
says. “Design and build cannot operate without 
uninhibited interaction between the contrac-
tor, client and other parties involved, such as 
sub-contractors and so on. Work cannot be un-
dertaken from the “us” and “them” perspective.

“Coordination is crucial, as is it necessary to 
enforce clear lines of control and approval. Inte-
grated teamwork and transparency is the most 
important ingredient for the success of design 
and build,” Achan concludes. 

“If functionality, not luxury, 
is the focus of the structure, then 
design and build is a wise option to use.”
RAJ ACHAN, HILSON MORAN

DEVELOPER VIEW
“Design and build is in its infancy in 
the Middle East, and contractors 
therefore have limited experience as 
to how it works. From a developer’s 
perspective, the key advantage is 
that it saves time. The success of 
design and build is largely dependent 
upon the clarity of the scoping 
document, known as the Employer’s 
Requirements. This document should 
specify fully what the client requires 
to be designed and built. Design and 
build was successfully employed 
by SinoGulf for the development 
of its Capital House project – a 332 
apartment building in Capital Centre, 
Abu Dhabi.”
David Cockerton, fund manager, 
SinoGulf
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