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The vast Middle East and North 
Africa region is home to one of the most 
vibrant construction markets in the world 
today. In recent years, it has expanded at a 
remarkable rate. The landscape of Dubai 
has been transformed by unprecedented 
construction activity. Iconic structures, 
such as the Burj Al Arab and the Burj Khal-
ifa, court much media attention as well as 
the interest of construction professionals 
worldwide.

During the boom years, there was lit-
tle incentive to address the massive waste 
that is endemic in construction across the 
region. Imported manual labor was cheap 
and cost overruns were easily absorbed 
by increasing sale/rental prices. With de-
mand outstripping supply, quality inevi-
tably suffered and “sustainability” was not 
yet part of construction vernacular.

However, the years of rapidly rising 

property values have come to an end. 
With supply now exceeding demand, ba-
sic principles of economics can explain 
much of the impact on the market. Pric-
es are, at best, leveling out and the trend is 
downwards. At the top of the chain, own-
ers and developers have to look at ways to 
safeguard their investments.

The bottom line is that construction in 
the Middle East needs to eliminate waste 
and inefficiency, improve productivity 
and quality, while taking on the require-
ments of new legislation for eco-friendly 
construction.  

This is a tall order, but one that astute 
players in construction acknowledge may 
be solved by the adoption of collaborative 
and integrated processes.

buildingSMART ME
It was from this premise that the idea 

buildingSMART ME: 
Bringing BIM to the Middle East 
By Janette Jellings

of bringing buildingSMART to the Middle 
East was born.  Discussions between long-
standing professional colleagues, Bjørn K 
Stangeland, co-CEO of buildingSMART 
International and Tahir Sharif, moved 
from informal, through tentative, to de-
finitive—buildingSMART ME was going to 
become a reality.  

Tahir Sharif is a building industry con-
sultant specializing in BIM, who has 20 
years experience at the senior manage-
ment level. He has written articles and 
presented papers internationally on BIM. 
In the Middle East he has been instrumen-
tal in promoting awareness regarding the 
use of 3D, 4D, 5D and 6D as central tools 
in the construction and design process. 

As with any region, there are “ways” of 
doing business in the Middle East. From 
the outset, it was clear that at a strategic 
level, business planning would have to in-
corporate innovative ways of addressing 
challenges. There was no out of the box 
solution for buildingSMART ME.

Mindful of these issues (Figure 1), 
Sharif had a clear vision in mind of how 
buildingSMART could maximize its impact 
on the Middle East construction sector. His 
high level strategy detailed the need to:

Develop an •	 industry-wide framework 
for the sharing of digital construction 
information throughout the whole life-
cycle of a building project, using guide-
lines on interoperability.
Administer and deliver a •	 certification 
process to accredit the above.
Provide a •	 framework for consistent 
quality of delivery to maximize the 
benefits of BIM and interoperability to 
projects and businesses.
Establish a quality assured •	 delivery 
mechanism to facilitate the imple-
mentation of BIM and interoperability 
technologies and processes.
Provide a •	 forum for members to work 
together on technical and promo-
tional programs to advance the build-
ingSMART International standards for 
interoperability.Figure 1.
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Provide a •	 channel for members to keep 
abreast of and contribute towards in-
ternational best practices spearheaded 
by buildingSMART regional alliances 
worldwide.
To engage effectively in the Middle 

East it was critical that a proactive build-
ingSMART ME team was created. As 
President, Sharif firstly appointed Sabri 
Ismail as Vice President (Ismail is an en-
trepreneur with extensive, hands-on BIM 
expertise) and David Jellings, as Commu-
nications Director—a role which includes 
the management of operations (Jellings is 
a Business Consultant who is an authori-
ty on the way business operates in the re-
gion).

The rest of the start-up team com-
prised of industry experts, consultants, 
trainers and media representatives, all of 
whom were conversant with BIM process 
and technology. 

Thanks to the commitment and ded-
ication of the start-up team, the strategy 
was in place by the time buildingSMART 
ME was officially launched, (in November 
2009 at Build Smart 2009, in Abu Dhabi). 
It went from concept to reality in just over 
four months!

The launch itself was very success-
ful. Marketing for the event had increased 
awareness of buildingSMART ME and the 
conference ran at capacity. The response 
was extremely positive and corporate 
membership now exceeds twenty. When 
combined with the substantial number of 
individual members, this collectively rep-
resents numerous active industry profes-
sionals.

How does 
buildingSMART ME 
operate?

buildingSMART ME works with its in-
ternational partners to develop and ac-
credit standards and programs that reflect 
the specific requirements of the region 
(Figure 2). As with its international and 
regional partners, buildingSMART ME is 
a not-for-profit organization owned, fi-
nanced and managed by its member or-
ganizations. This membership develops, 
delivers and uses the standards.

Members who deliver the BIM and in-
teroperability standards (technology, 
training and process) are accredited to do 
so by buildingSMART ME. Businesses and 

individuals who attain the required stan-
dards are certified by buildingSMART ME.

BIM Support Bureau
Delivery teams are made up of mem-

bers operating under an umbrella organi-
zation known as the BIM Support Bureau. 
Due diligence of the programs delivered 
and fees charged is undertaken by build-
ingSMART ME. The process of delivery 
can be summarized as followed:

Assessment, to establish the current •	
business process and skills.
Production of a development plan to •	
meet the milestones for certification.
Delivery of those programs.•	
Progressive certification as the mile-•	
stones are achieved.

BIM Journal
The BIM Journal (www.bimjournal.

com) is part of buildingSMART ME. It is 
a well-regarded electronic newsletter that 
reports on BIM and interoperability in a 
clear and concise way. It promotes the 
use of BIM technologies and processes by 
furthering the knowledge of and encour-
aging collaboration between, profession-
als working in the construction industry. 

The BIM Journal website provides a 
comprehensive reference point for solu-
tions that can take the construction pro-
cess forward by eliminating waste and 
inefficiency, while improving productivi-
ty and quality. 

Latest news
buildingSMART ME is already hav-•	

ing influence on a number of major 

projects and is promoting building- 

SMART, open BIM (IFC) standards in 

these projects.

Following the lead of successful de-•	

ployments in Singapore, Norway and 

the United States, buildingSMART 

ME is working towards government 

endorsement.

New buildingSMART ME FORUMS •	

are being set up in Jordan and India.

buildingSMART ME will be hosting •	

the buildingSMART International 

Conference in 2011.

Build Smart 2010 will be held this Au-•	

tumn in the UAE.

buildingSMART ME and •	 BIM Journal 

also have active groups on LinkedIn.  

www.bsame.org/resources.

The journal is aimed at everyone in-
volved in the construction process—
owners, developers, project managers, 
consultants, engineers and contractors—
at all levels. Through a series of regular 
editions, it focuses on particular issues 
facing the industry and presents poten-
tial solutions. Subjects covered are led by 
member contributions, which are active-
ly encouraged. 

Figure 2.
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News and Updates

What has happened 
since the launch of 
buildingSMART ME?

Following the launch and promo-
tional activities that stressed the need 
for consistency, efficiency and sustain-
ability, interest in buildingSMART ME 
has continued to grow significantly. 
Membership now includes key develop-
ers, contractors, academia, vendors and 
service companies. All are eager to bene-
fit from the direct support and advice of-
fered by buildingSMART ME. 

Consequently, the demand for build-
ingSMART programs is rising. The lim-
ited expertise currently available inside 
the region is being stretched as build-
ingSMART ME allocates resources to ini-
tial requirements.  

The biggest potential problem build-
ingSMART ME faces is being a victim of 
its own success, in that additional re-
sources are now a necessity if the over-
whelming demand for assistance is to be 
met. In response to this, buildingSMART 
ME is looking globally to meet that need. 
This provides an opportunity for profes-
sionals from around the world to share 
in the success of this ground-breaking 
venture.

Taking things forward 
with buildingSMART ME

If you would like to get involved, 
please make contact via the building- 
SMART ME website, www.bsame.org. 
Some of the biggest names in Middle 
East construction are already members. 
buildingSMART ME also invites orga-
nizations from outside the Middle East 
to participate in all aspects of its opera-
tions.� n


