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Can you give us a brief about your 
educational background and your 
experience in the GCC area?
I did my undergraduate studies in 
architecture at Pratt Institute in New York 
and completed my masters in urbanism 
and landscape at the Architectural 
Association School of Architecture in 
London. A few years later, I completed 
my Phd. in architecture and branding 
at the University of Arts in Berlin. My 
broad international education in a variety 
of related design disciplines in different 
countries inspired in me a deep curiosity 
for different cultures around the world. 
I have since worked and taught in many 
different countries, including Dubai, Abu 
Dhabi, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Lebanon, 
Oman, China, Afghanistan, Germany, 
England, Switzerland, Denmark, 
Morocco, South Korea, Bosnia and 

the US. I believe that this international 
outlook gives me a unique sensibility 
and insight into the different cultures 
of the world, which is also reflected in 
my design philosophy, which is always 
guided by a deep respect for the cultural 
heritage of each region and the belief 
that there is a truly unique potential and 
intelligence in each and every place. 
Associated with that, I also firmly 
believe in a profound understanding of 
sustainable design, which is something 
that in my opinion cannot be standardized 
globally, since each place and climate 
demands a very particular interpretation 
of what a sustainable approach entails 
and demands.

We were fortunate to be involved in a lot 
of interesting projects in the Middle East 
over the past decade and look forward 
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to many more in the future. In Dubai, 
we worked on several mixed-use and 
hospitality projects with a focus on ‘place 
making’ and the creation of public spaces 
that would bring people from the enclosed 
air-conditioned space of the mall into the 
natural outdoors. The consideration of the 
outdoors as a public space required a careful 
designing of softscapes and hardscapes 
with effective shading strategies, the 
integration of soothing water features and 
natural cooling devices that would permit 
people to stay comfortable in the outdoors 
for most of the year. Over the past seven 
years, we completed several masterplans 
for mixed-use projects in Saudi Arabia, 
Oman, Lebanon, Abu Dhabi, Afghanistan 
and Egypt. What we find most engaging is 
the cultural diversity and the plentitude of 
unique landscapes of the Middle East. These 
cultural distinctions, varied topographies, 
and eco-systems offer valuable building 
blocks in the creation of destinations that 
are unique to each region.

When did Klingmann first set up 
business? 
Since its formation in 2001, KABC 
has pursued an integrated approach to 
branding and environmental design—
always with a strong focus on the 
local heritage.  Our design approach is 
grounded in a deep understanding of 
different cultures and local environments 
to create competitive experiences that are 
sustainable, enjoyable, and therefore also 
profitable. The key to our success is the 
creation of masterplans from the inside-
out, by combining an economically 
sound marketing plan with a cutting-edge 
brand vision, and a sustainable approach 
to urban design. 
In the past decade, the office has 
completed several urban design schemes 
for large-scale mixed-use communities, 
most notably in the Middle East, as 
mentioned earlier, and, more recently, 
also China. All our projects are driven 
by the objective to create integrated 
neighborhoods that evoke a sense of 
place and belonging. 

How has your business expanded 
since its inception?
We do a lot of research on global consumer 
trends and on locally differentiated 
sustainable building practices in the 
effort to create truly unique environments 
that benefit a variety of stakeholders in 

a highly competitive environment.  In 
the early stages, we did a lot of work, 
primarily in the hospitality and retail 
sector before we gradually expanded 
into the design of large mixed–use 
destinations that require the integration 
of a variety of disciplines and scales, 
Our work ranges from the more strategic 

work of brand positioning and 
marketing to urban planning, 
landscape design, placemaking 
and architectural design 
down to the more intricate 
detailing of street furniture and 
signage. Through research, 
interdisciplinary collaboration 
and innovation, we constantly 
seek to expand the boundaries 
between masterplanning, branding 
and environmental design. 

What are the main challenges of 
doing business in the current GCC 
market post recession?
The availability of financing has changed 
dramatically since 2008. Undoubtedly in 
what is a very insecure global economy, 
architects and developers need to develop 
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new concepts and strategies. Industry 
leaders need to think out-of-the-box on 
how to create innovative and meaningful 
projects with limited resources.  Now, 
many firms are increasingly forced 
to work closely with partners and the 
community. Low risk projects, which 
also now require collaboration, have 
the highest potential to achieve lasting 
benefits. Designs that cater to the global 
investor are waning in favor of projects, 
which address concerns of the local 
community. In this new environment, 
there is an opportunity for designers to 
maximize limited resources and spur 
creativity. When the economy contracts, 
it forces architects and developers to do 
more with less, and that by definition is 
also a more sustainable approach. It is 
our recommendation that architects and 

landscape designers should embrace this 
challenge to come up with new, creative 
concepts while carving out interesting 
niche markets.

in your opinion, what changes 
need to be adopted in the GCC 
landscaping industry to become 
on a par with the rest of the 
world?
Each country in the GCC is different 
and offers an exclusive range of exciting 
projects and unique opportunities. By 
tapping into the diversity of cultures 
and eco-systems within each region, 
the landscape industry can leverage 
those differences to create truly 
unique destinations. Site-specific 
projects embrace the potential of local 
intelligences, which might include the 

utilization of local plant 
species, building materials 
and construction methods, 
which cost less and are more 
sustainable. It is our belief 
that place-based strategies 
can effectively leverage 
local resources to create 
inimitable landscape designs 
that evoke a sense of place, 
that are meaningful to the 
surrounding communities, 
and therefore also truly 
interesting to the rest of the 
world.

Do you think that the international 
standards for the landscaping 
industry are too rigid and 
unrealistic or can they easily be 
applied when executing projects?
While quality standards are useful to some 
degree, I believe that each place needs to adapt 
its own specific interpretation to effectively 
leverage the potential of the eco-system, 
topography, climate, and soil condition. In 
this respect, I believe less in a standardized 
approach and much more in a customized 
approach that is carefully tailored to the 
needs, preferences, tradition and abilities 
of each region. This requires a nuanced 
strategy, which takes all these conditions into 
careful consideration in order to create an 
exceptional and truly sustainable landscape 
design, which is particular and unique to that 
specific city or region. However, what we 
sometimes find in the GCC are Western-style 
landscape concepts that are simply imported 
and applied in the region without any regard 
for the local climate and eco-system. While 
some of these projects are very aspirational 
and beautiful, they also require a lot of natural 
resources and are expensive to maintain.

What has been your experienced 
working in this field in the Middle 
East? Please differentiate Middle 
East to the other countries have 
you been worked before?
I love the Middle East because of 
its subtle yet sublime landscapes, 
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is the differences in all these places, which 
makes them so exciting to visit. So rather 
than duplicating and exporting a particular 
style, we should strive to enhance the 
uniqueness of different places through a 
customized design approach. This becomes 
even more crucial in a globalized world 
where differences are rapidly disappearing.

What is the most frustrating 
aspect of your work? 
I believe that all designers and architects 
want to create a better environment. But 
so often, bureaucratic hurdles are in the 
way, which oftentimes can get quite 
frustrating. However, as we know, it is 
precisely the strategic overcoming of 
obstacles that makes for a good design 
in the end. Architects and designers 
have to be able to deal with all kinds of 
challenges be they budgetary constraints, 
technological constraints, local politics 
or time limits. The straddling of all these 
diverse issues is part of the design process 
and necessary to facilitate a successful 
project. The most rewarding experience 
as a designer is the rare moment when 
you can really make a difference in the 
daily lives of people, when you are able 
to create an environment that people can 
identify with and that brings a sense of 
pride and joy to a community.

How do you cope with having so 
many projects going on at once?
I mentioned some projects earlier, but of 
course they are all in different stages of 
the process and on different timelines. 
While some are finished, others are in 
the development stages. But of course, 
an office always requires a lot of multi-
tasking, which sometimes can get very 
stressful, if you have too many things 
going on at once. In the end, this comes 
down to sound time management and 
never underestimating how much effort 
it takes to create a good project. Each 
project is different in its demands and 
time constraints so one has but no choice 
to straddle all these issues, which can 
cause a lot of sleepless nights.

Where do you see the GCC in 10 
years from now with respect to 
developments and landscaping?
I believe the trend is headed towards 
environmentally sensitive projects that are 
more community oriented and less catered 

characterized by a stark beauty, strength, 
and vastness, which is also reflected in the 
culture of the people. On the other hand, 
of course, each country and region is so 
unique. Oman is very different from Dubai 
and also very different from Egypt. Each 
country has very singular features, which 
makes the Middle East such an exciting 
place to work in. I strongly believe, that this 
cultural and natural exceptionality should 

be enhanced through a more responsive 
approach, which highlights the distinctive 
characteristics of each region and culture.  
This approach of course, in the end, applies 
to all countries around the world, as each 
culture and country has its own particular 
features and preferences. Germany is very 
different from England and different again 
from the US – and even within the US, 
Arizona is very different from Michigan. It 
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to impress international investors. As 
projects compete increasingly on a global 
basis in different markets, it becomes ever 
more important to create regional concepts 
that provide not only a standardized mix of 
convenience, diversion, and entertainment 
but also allow for an expression of cultural 
preferences, of site-specific interventions 
that respond to the particular climate, 
landscape, and topographical conditions of 
a particular place. This becomes not only 
attractive to the local community, but in 
the end also extremely attractive to visitors 
and tourists. 

any professional quote/sayings/or 
motto in life? 
There is a quote by Einstein, I like a lot: 
“Any intelligent fool can make things 
bigger and more complex... It takes a 

touch of genius --- and a 
lot of courage to move in 
the opposite direction.”

How do you see Klingmann’s 
position in the market?
KABC has emerged as a niche expert in 
a variety of project types that encompass 
a regional flavor, sustainability, and 
sensitivity to the local landscape. We 
value projects that contribute to the 
well-being of society and in our work 
we consider all aspects of the project, 
client, and community. Essentially, 
we are a boutique firm and our unique 
position in the market results from 
innovative yet cost-effective work that 
has consistently met or exceeded our 
clients’ most demanding expectations. 
Architecture and planning projects 

currently in development include Balzac 
Coffee, a national coffee shop chain 
in Germany, and a sustainable office/
lab campus for the Zeijang Energy 
Company, which is part of a larger 
master plan for a technological park 
just outside of the city of Hangzhou and 
which won first prize last year. KABC 
designed this complex as two iconic 
volumes that communicate across a 
central landscape. Surrounding the 
two buildings, the landscape scheme 
is based on the region’s local wetlands 
and includes natural reeds, wildflowers, 
seasonal plants, and a series of ponds. 
Here, people can experience a sense of 
the important heritage of this region 
within a green campus.
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