aking It

Overseas

Local architects are wielding their competitive
clout to land major projects in other countries.

By EDIE GROSSFIELD
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Some forslgn cllents come 1o U.S flrma in
soarch of more advanced technalogy says

Ellerbe Docket Managing Partner Fred

Hichier. In raturn, those clients often previde

mn opporiunity (o o mom daring designe,

here are the culiural differ-
ences, the language barmiers,
the jet bag, and more signifi-
canily, there are the fuciwai=
ing currency cxchango ratcs
that can wreak haves with budgsts, and
the sometimes unstable political sitwa-
tiong Still, there are wpgides for Min-
megodn architectural firms that ke on
projects in other countries: greater op-
|'!||:'|rl|,|.r|'i1:'c': Fnr {rl:.ari'rilz,' .'.1111! ovr i!::-
signing large-scals projects, the prestips
that comes with beating out an intérna-
tional poal of competitors, and the
chance to capitalize on the respected
reputation that LLS. architects have for
aclvanced design and technology

David Dimond, president of the
Minnesota chapter of the Amencan In-
stitute of Architects (AlA) and a de-
sign principal at the Minneapols office
of Perkins & Will, Inc., says that prior
Loy 2001, the intemaional markeiplace
for Twin Citles architectural firms was
chise Lo Booming The downturn in the
cconomy since then has probably
curbed some local firms® ability to seek
intcrnational work, he speculates. But
in o report compiled by the ALA Min-
mesols in Novermnber 2002, 32 Minne-
soba firms reported having projects in
process in 12 ather countries And [i-
mand sees increasing opportunitics in
the future,

“The marketplace is growing —
especially in design—rapidly beyond
the boundaries of the region, or the
country,” Dimond sayvs Developers in
other couniries, cspecially those under-
going significant economic growth, are
secking oul Amecrican expertise i de-
sign and construction, including new
technologics and bailding safety codes

Twin Cities [irms are getling a good
share of that work, Dimend esplains,
because the area is considersd an im-
portant design cenler, thanks largely
the L.:I'I:i".'\ll.':l‘!-ilj" of Minnesola's 'Cu-'llggu
of Architecture nnd Londseape Arnchi-
tecture, “There has been @ real respect

for the design quality of both American
and Minnesota architests” he save

Local firms are finding ways (o buwild
on that respect, and Onding their way
to olher countries through client rela-
tionships, acquisitions, and the persons
al and prefessional networks of their
o siafiz,

The Right Know-How,
The Right Marketing
Established clients lead architectural
firms 1o international work when those

clients take their own business abroad. |
Through its relatiorship with American |
entertainment corporations like Disney |
and Warner Brothers, for example. the |
Minneapolis-based Cuningham Group |
says its Los Angeles office has designed |

theme parks and recreational facilitics
in Spain, Japan, and China.

Ellerbe Becket, based in Minncapo-
lis and home to one of the state’s
largesy wams of architects, acquired the
Los Angeles flem Welton Becket in
19846, a move that
set the stage for the
growing volume of
intemational work
Ellerbe has done
since then. At the
time of the merger,
Ellerbe had com-
pleted medical fa-
cilities in Saudi
Arabin, and Welion
Becket had done
quite a few hotel
and office projects
in Asia, the Middle
East, and Europe,

Itz track record
helped  Ellerbe
Becket compete for
and win the Kingdom Centre project i
Saudi Arzbia in the mid-"90s, says
Managing Fariner Fred Richicr. The
cenler, compleled in MM, is a 3-mil-
lon-square-foot, mixed-used develop-
ment in R:iyudh that includes hotel,

Kingdasr Canlre in Saudi Arabin.
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offiee, retail, and conference facilities,
and lentures o monumental S0-story
tower. The Kingdom Holding Compa-
ny, which put the project up for bid, is
owned by Saudi Prince Alwaleed Bin
Talal Bin Abdulaziz Alsawd, and chose
Ellerbs from o ficld of more than 100
competing [rms

Having n few senior staff members of
Korean descent facilitated Ellerbe
Becket's ¢ntrance into the South Kore-
an marker. That®s true, a8 well, for an-
other Minncapolis-hased firm, Parker
Durrant International

Stephan Huh, Parker Durrant’s chief
executive officer and president, is from
South Korea. He joined the firm in 1972
whilz ke was anending the Universiy
of Minnesa's architeciure school, and
beginning in the early 19805, he market-
ed Parker Durrants services in South
Korea whenever he returned home 1o
se his family. He lectured at universi-
ties there, wrole articles about LLS,
architectural projects, and networked
with Korean basi-
nesspeoHe.

With & number
of projects in South
Koren under its
beli, Parker Dur-
rant is currently
working on the
world®s  tallesi
building, in Pusan,
At a height of 1622
feet and 107 siones,
the Lotie World 11
tower, dessgned by
the Minncsoda firm
and developed by
the Souih Korea-
based Lotte Group,
15 scheduled 1o be
completed by 2000 at a cost of §1 billion.

Thrcaigh its Minneapolis office and
11 oaher locatons, Parker Durrant alio
has designed buildings in Taiwan, the
Philippinecs, Japan, Australia, New
Aealand, Chile, and Mesico The com-
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pany’s current international ventures
include a $240-million, 3-million-
square-foot, mixed-use development in
the Chinese ¢ity of Dalian. Huh de-
scribes it as 8 Mall-of- Americacsgue
shopping complex with retail, hotel, and
entertainment facilities and three con-
chomidnium towers The Dalin progect =
schedubed w be completed by 3006,

Foreign developers are sometimes af-
tracted to an Amcncan firm's particular
acxpertise i, say, laborntones schools, or
gowernment buildings. In Ellerbe Beck-
ot's case, experience with medical facili-
ties has eamed it contracts from foreign
clisntz who want Amencan-style hospi-
tak and climics

“We are the most advanced country
when it comes to health care facilities,
whether it be building the air exchanges,
the space per patient bed, or the Tayout
of a surgical center,” savs Richter. “Onth-
er coumtries just look o Amenca as be-
ing a litthe ahead of them. We probably
have more advanced equipment in our
buildings. So they want o get exposed
to Amenican technology™

However, both Richter and Huh em-
phasice that landing international proj-
ecls requires & long-term commitment,
and that contracts are seldom won by
rushing the process.

“You must have & very wise market-
ing plan, and take the time to build it
up. You have 1o make strong friends in
your industry in foreign countries,”
Huh says.

Supercharged Projects
Expanding to other markets can make
sense for architectural firms on purely
cconomic grounds, but aside from that,
many find the work exhilarating,
Dimond says, especially on very large
projects

“There's sort of a supercharged qual-
iy to much of the work —the scale of
the projects and the speed is so exciting
to get involved in, because work that
big doesn’t happen very often in our
TERIOn anymore, We're T-ﬁllliﬂ; abkout
projects the size of the Minneapolis
Convention Center, which in our com-
munity, only one or iwo or three get
buill in one of our lifetimes”

Facing new competition from dozens
of other countries is part of the thrill.

| *Ti» think, you're here in Minnesota and
you're competing against people from
England, France, Germany, Asia,” sayvs
Dinond. “And if vou win, vou truly feel
you arg part of a ghobal communaty.”
Richier says architects at Ellerbe
Becket enjoy travel and researching the
culiure of a place so they can inoerpo-
rate its traditions into their designs They
find they somctimes hiave more creative
frecdom with international projects
than domestic ones, Foreign clients
seem less conservative, more willing to
consder designs that are highly expres-
sive, Richiter save
Finally, foreign
markets can affer the
chance to add just
the right project o a
FIOWINE COMPany’s
partlolo. Though it
has been searching
for vears=—anmd even
with the Lodte devel-
opment b ils cred-
it— Parker Durrant
has yet 1o get a LIS
skyscraper project.
Hiih savs that antil
the firm began doing
overseas work, its
tallest building was

Fluctuating economies around the
world require some nimbleness on the
part of architectural firms. Hub says
he's learned this over the yvears as he
has allered the ratio of Parker Dur-
rant’s domestic to international busi-
ness. In 1997, the Grm was doing about
0 percent international (o M percent
domestic business, Uncomfortable with
the risks represcnted by that ratio, the
firm reversed i, and just in time, Huh

| gaye Asian markeis slumped at the
end of that vear, “Obviowsly, we lost
2ome money —quite a bit,” he says,
due to developers’
changing fortunes.
“But luckily, we had
cul back.”

With the recent
downturn of the
L5 economy, Huh
has once again in-
creased his firm's
international busi-
ness, and more than
S0 percent of Parker
Drurrant's curremt
projects are in other
countries. Still, Huh
says he will be more
comlartable when
his mnp.rm':.r‘: mnler-

five stomcs national business is

back down again to
Risks with tha somaething like 30
HIM'IdeI: . mﬂﬂm‘wh percent of the firm's
Venturing into for- Souwth Korsans. ol

eign markets has

clearly benefited Ellerbe Becket,
Richter says, but “we want to keep the
majority of our clients close 1o us. We
wouldn't be comfortable just doing in-
ternational work.”

What are the risks? Dimoad explains
that if a serious problem should arise
with an oversaas project, the foreign ar-
chitectural firm i often relegated 1o the
battom of the pay s Allernately, a sig-
nificant shift in currency exchange rates
during the hife of a propect oould mean
getting paid less than expected. And
then there are political fagrors that can
interfere with completing a project and
bringing in the revenee tied to if—un-
stable povernments, or souring relation-
ships between other countries and the
Uniited States
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Losoking ahead 10
| years, Huh believes Asian markets will
| become & major focus for Minnesoata
architectural firms and others in the
LS Some of the most profitable op-
portunities will be in Japan, he specu-
lates, which this vear began 1o see ug-
nificant economic recovery. Huh says
Japan has a shortage of architects and
engineers because many of these pro-
fessionals changed careers during the
pas! several years when they could find
no work. =If that's true, there will be an
pbundance of work,” he concludes.
“They like American archicis —we'ne
less expensive, and we have fresh new
ideas”™ W

Edie Grossfield iv a freclance writer
HBuing in the Rochester area.




