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Crisis Offers Opportunities 

for Re-assessment of Building 

Design Process

By Darren Gorodkin, Head of Moscow Branch Office, Swanke Hayden Connell Architects (SHCA) 

THE ECONOMIC SLOWDOWN PRESENTS NEW OPPORTUNITIES TO NURTURE 

THE ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN PROCESS IN RUSSIA AND ACHIEVE BETTER BUILDINGS. 

HERE, AN ARCHITECT SEES THE SILVER LINING.

A
FTER A LONG PERIOD 

of sustained growth the 

recent events on world 

financial markets have re-focused 

attention on quality. Investment 

funds are hovering to take advantage 

as highly leveraged developers and 

owners look to offload distressed 

real estate assets at lower prices.

One of the key criteria used by 

funds in establishing the value of an 

asset is the quality of the develop-

ment, and design plays a crucial 

role in shaping the future income 

generating potential of a building.

In the Russian real-estate market, 

there is still a significant shortage of 

first-class investment opportunities, 

largely due to the fact that design is 

often compromised during the de-

velopment process. This is frequently 

the result of inexperienced develop-

ers who don’t understand that their 

contributions to the design process 

are as important as the architect’s.

Design is an iterative process 

between the architect and client, 

and there is much that can be done 

by developers to make this col-

laboration successful and to achieve 

enhanced results that later translate 

into improved property yields and 

higher asset value.

The Design Process

Knowing how to nurture a good 

design process is a key skill for any 

developer. It has to be learnt over  

long period of time, and can’t be 

learnt quickly during boom times. 

During recent years in Russia, many 

developers set aggressive design 

schedules that did not factor in the 

time required for their own careful, 

decision-making during the design 

Novokossino Retail Centre East of Moscow, Russia. 197,000 sq. m. (including parking) Gross Leasable Area: 75,656 sq. m. Parking: 2,898 car spaces
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stages. This resulted in compro-

mised buildings and lost opportuni-

ties in terms of overall value. 

The design process in other es-

tablished markets allows for realistic 

timeframes, sets key milestones, and 

allows the developer to review the 

design between stages and provide 

feedback to the architect. At the 

outset of the design process, great 

emphasis is placed on developing a 

detailed project brief. This allows 

both sides to have a clear under-

standing of the project aims, and 

the resulting 

design is carefully tailored to meet 

these aims.

The Development 

of Internal Teams

But the issue is not just about al-

lowing adequate time for the design 

process: it is also about having the 

right level of in-house expertise to 

fulfil the developer’s obligations. 

The economic slowdown now 

presents an important opportunity 

for Russian developers to map out 

a new approach to the process of 

how buildings are designed 

in Russia. One of the 

ways in which this will 

likely manifest 

itself will be the 

emergence of 

higher levels of 

professionalism in 

the ranks of the 

developer’s own 

internal team. In 

Europe and the 

United States, 

most developers 

have veritable 

in-house armies 

of profession-

als who work 

closely with 

the design 

team and give 

guidance and 

feedback where 

required. 

These professionals are architects, 

engineers, quantity surveyors, and 

other construction specialists who 

represent the interests of the devel-

oper and who understand the design 

process intimately.

One of the key difficulties during 

the recent construction boom in 

Russia has been that the developer’s 

own team  sometimes unknow-

ingly hampers the design process. 

Knowing when to take the advice 

of your architect and trusting him 

to make design decisions based on 

professional judgement and experi-

ence is critical and demonstrates the 

client’s experience. 

The architectural profession in 

Russia is still struggling to emerge 

from its Soviet past, when architects 

were regarded more as creative 

artists, rather than as participants 

in a commercial process, and dur-

ing a time when the commercial 

effectiveness of the buildings they 

designed was less important. But a 

new generation of architects is now 

emerging with experience in balanc-

ing the commercial, functional, 

and aesthetic challenges presented 

by the new building types currently 

demanded by the market. Many 

of these architects have trained or 

worked abroad or work in a foreign 

firm that has an office in Russia. 

Developers need to adopt the same 

approach and ensure that they are 

adequately resourced with the right 

calibre of people with international 

backgrounds. Only then can the 

design process be optimised. 

Most successful buildings manage 

to strike a balance between form 

and functionality and provide well-

considered, efficient, and pleasing 

surroundings for people to live, 

work, and play in. In Russia, this 

combination is too seldom achieved. 

The approach to commissioning 

buildings needs to be re-evaluated 

because Russia certainly has the 

potential to achieve great things in 

terms of its built environment.

 With construction credit increas-

ingly difficult to find, many devel-

opers are now re-evaluating their 

strategies. The downturn presents 

an opportunity to prepare design 

documentation so that it ready to be 

used in the construction phase once 

funding becomes available again in 

the future. While the design costs 

are a relatively small part of the 

overall project cost, the design and 

approvals period required in Russia 

is a substantial part of the project 

program. Therefore it makes sense 

to move the design stages along in 

the current climate in order to save 

time when the market recovers.

Experience shows that a well 

designed development can endure 

even the most difficult market 

conditions. Therefore, allowing 

the design process to run its course 

successfully is a key attribute in 

creating a new generation of first-

class real estate assets.   ■

Multi-purpose complex “Slava”(above) Leningradsky Prospekt Moscow, Russia. 480, 000 sq. m. 

Moscow-CITY, Eurasia Tower (right and below) Krasnopresnenskaya Emb. Moscow, Russia. 

208, 000 sq. m., 70 story, 300 m. height. This is the first high-rise steel-frame building 

in Russia. Column-free office space is a unique feature of the building. Under construction.
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