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W
ithout much exaggeration, 
it is safe to assume that Du-
bai’s version of the Strata 
Law will be the most influ-
ential factor in determining 

the future ebb and flow of the property 
marketplace. A whole gamut of sub-texts 
are built into the law, including ramifica-
tions on how a developer-homeowner re-
lationship — never easy even in the best 
of times — is governed.

So, is the local market ready to absorb 
the full intent of the Strata Law? Or will 
it be more of a piecemeal approach? With 
these questions in mind, Property Weekly 
spoke to David Bugden, CEO of PRDna-
tionwide M E, a specialist property man-
agement services consultancy. 

Bugden is of the firm opinion that 
implementing the Strata Law will bring 
transparency to the way the whole busi-
ness of property management is con-
ducted, and that in itself would have 
served its purpose.   

In the current market conditions, attitudes 
need to change when planning a new  
development or even in marketing real  
estate. In what way has your advice to  
clients changed?  
I think developers, especially the smart-
er ones, have already changed their ap-
proach. The key to a successful develop-
ment is planning and research. An ap-
preciation of the needs and expectations 
of residents has to be in the minds of the 
planners and developers before they put a 
concept on paper. 

Your end-purchaser has now changed 
from a speculative investor to an owner-
occupier or long-term investor. These 
types of purchasers care more about 
things like well-built homes, fixtures 
and fittings, common amenities, service 
charges, sustainability, transport, and the 
arrangements developers put in place 
regarding the future operation and man-
agement of their community. On the mar-
keting side, developers are beginning to 
appreciate the low cost, but high impact 
benefits of engaging project marketing 
and strata title experts from the initial 
planning stages right through to the ac-
tual sale process. 

Mixed-use developments with claims to 
luxury are becoming so common that they 

have started to come across as meaning-
less words. What do you think is the best 
move to rectify the image of developers 
who never match promises with what they 
eventually deliver? 
The key to overcoming such problems is 
transparency and giving enough informa-
tion. The new Strata Laws will rectify this 
because developers will need to disclose 
a lot of information to purchasers before 
they can sell their projects off-plan. 

These consumer protection provisions 
will ensure purchasers are fully informed 
about what they are buying and what the 
governance structure, management and 
costs associated with running their com-
munity will be. This will help establish a 
transparent and reliable system on which 
to build Dubai’s future real estate market.

Construction of infrastructure has posed 
major challenges and caused delays.  
Do you warn clients from getting ahead of 
themselves and marketing something be-
fore putting the actual infrastructure  
in place? 
Sometimes we get involved in projects 
after construction has started, so it is 
difficult to advise clients on such issues. 
However, we are increasingly being asked 
to help plan and structure projects from 

an early stage. Getting your development 
mix right as well as delivering the of com-
munity infrastructure is critical, especial-
ly if a project is to be staged over a five or 
10 year period.  

A great example of a project that 
planned its infrastructure correctly is 
Dubai Festival City. There are only 2,000 
completed lots within DFC, however the 
project will cater for over 20,000.  

Most people will agree that the roads, 
bridges, shopping centres, hotels and 
amenities at DFC are impressive. This ul-
timately makes it a marketable project for 
the developer and a more liveable com-
munity for the residents.

What are the most important aspects that 
make a master-planned community more at-
tractive to all stakeholders? 
The most important aspect is the careful 
consideration and planning of the govern-
ance and management structures that take 
into account the relationships between 
the various stakeholders — residents, in-
vestor-owners, short-term tenants, holi-
daymakers, commercial and retail owners 
and visitors. 

A well-designed and structured com-
munity from a management and govern-
ance perspective can help a developer 

deliver a harmonious community. This 
has a positive impact on the developer’s 
brand and ultimately the marketability of 
the project, including future projects the 
developer undertakes.

Is there anyone out there who wishes to 
plan new developments? 
Cityscape Abu Dhabi showed that there 
are still new projects being launched. Our 
clients are reviewing existing planned 
projects because they understand that 
there is still an underlying strength in the 
Dubai market. 

Just recently, we were asked to advise 
on the complete re-design of a massive 
master-planned community in the UAE. 
This is a project that the developer had 
already spent $1 billion to date, but he 
had the strength and foresight to realise 
the original plans were flawed. Those 
developers who listen to the market and 
redefine their product or delivery time-
lines in light of a new regulatory market 
and a completely different end-user have 
a strong long-term future.

Has land become much cheaper here in 
Dubai now? 
Our research indicates that average land 
values have dropped by 50 per cent, 
however, some areas like the Dubai Ma-
rina are holding up well because it is a 
well-established area that is attractive 
to investors. 

Developers with sufficient capital who 
are able to land bank for the future in 
counter cyclical times have an advantage, 
and can make good money if they benefit 
from the lower investment in land and 
construction costs. 

Again the issue of good planning 
comes into play. Developers keen to in-
vest for the future need to have an ac-
curate picture on future supply and de-
mand, and therefore should conduct re-
search to minimise their risk and make 
an informed decision.

How do you see prices faring in the  
medium- term? What are prospective  
buyers looking for now? 
We are a diversified property services 
company, so we provide sales, leasing and 
back-end management services in the res-
idential and commercial space. I think the 
Dubai market will continue to see price 

decreases in residential and commercial 
leases for the next six months, especially 
as more stock comes online. 

Buyers and prospective tenants are 
also helping drive down prices as they 
push unrealistic owners down to what are 
probably more realistic market prices.

What is your take on residential franchises? 
We are being increasingly asked to lease 
and potentially manage a whole building 
or tower because the owners realise that 
by engaging one company, you can get a 
focused and strategic approach.

You also deal with contracts — how do you 
structure them so that they are fair and 
legally sound? 
Contracts were formerly the principal 
mechanism, along with the Master Com-
munity Declaration, to bind property 
owners to the conditions, commitments 
or controls that developers sought in 
their communities.

The new Strata Law circumvents the 
need for voluminous sales contracts, by 
transferring the definitions of the com-
munity into a single set of disclosure 
documents, which will accompany the 
sales agreement.  

Which brings us to property management 
— how responsive are clients to spend 
money on quality management?  
Property management can take many 
forms. It can include facilities manage-
ment, on-site caretaking, short- and 
long-term residential leasing and Own-
ers Association management. 

There is no doubt that property man-
agement will be one of the biggest differ-
entiators of property products in the re-
gion in the next five years. The emphasis 
on design and construction has been re-
placed by the need for reliable, stable and 
effective property management. 

We prefer to call it “community man-
agement” because the focus should be on 
servicing the needs of residents to help 
make a building or mixed-use community 
a better place to work or live in. 

How long do you think developers will take to 
digest the Strata Law and implement it? 
There is no doubt there will be a settling 
in period after the law comes into effect 
as developers and owners come to under-
stand their rights and obligations. The key 
for the government and experts within 
the industry will be to educate the market. 
There is a large proportion of the market 
that already has a sound understanding of 
the fundamentals of Strata Law.

However, there are still a lot of devel-
opers, owners and investors that have lit-
tle or no understanding. This is to be ex-
pected of course. We see ourselves play-
ing an important role in educating the 
market due to our role in developing the 
laws for the government. 

Our company has already written a com-
prehensive book on the new Strata Law, 

which will be published in English and Ara-
bic and will be made available to all stake-
holders of the Dubai property industry. 

You also operate in Oman, how does the 
market compare to Dubai’s? 
Oman is definitely a smaller market for 
us with fewer projects being developed. 
Oman also lacks some of the regulatory 
mechanisms, however, the Omani Gov-
ernment has already started to implement 
some changes in this regard. Our next 
market is definitely Abu Dhabi.

Our chairman is already working with 
the Abu Dhabi Government and a large 
master developer and these relationships 
are progressing positively. Our approach 
in Abu Dhabi will be more strategic and 
focused on building long-term relation-
ships with developer clients. 

This could be anything from a consult-
ing engagement to a full turn-key real es-
tate service offering.

There has been a distinctive lack in pro-
fessional behaviour in the market here, 
whereby real estate companies right 
across the spectrum are not delivering a 
good level of service. How do you think that 
can be rectified? 
The Real Estate Regulatory Agency (RE-
RA) will play a critical role in cleaning 
up the real estate market and we support 
their initiatives wholeheartedly. The tech-
nology RERA is planning to introduce is a 
good example — soon all sales and leas-
ing deals will only be transacted online by 
registered brokers via RERA’s system. 

A lot more exclusive appointments 
will occur under this system, which is 
good, for the agent but even better for 
the buyer, seller, owner or tenant. It will 
mean you are not dealing with three or 
four unlicensed or unregistered ‘brokers’. 
Rather, you will deal with one agent who 
will be responsible for looking after your 
interests. These initiatives are fantastic, 

however, RERA needs to implement them 
quickly, especially if the market starts to 
pick up again soon. 

Real estate companies also need to take 
some responsibility to ensure the level 
of professionalism is improved in the in-
dustry. We started this business knowing 
there would be a downturn because we 
saw the opportunity to deliver a level of 
professionalism, expertise and customer 
service that has been lacking in the mar-
ket up until now.

Data sources in the MENA region 
are improving, especially with govern-
ments and agencies such as RERA tak-
ing a proactive role to regulate the prop-
erty market. The research methodology 
adopted in the MENA region varies, and 
some markets have a long way to go to 
match the research systems available in 
more established markets.  

In the case of property research the 
focus is more on developers, real estate 
agents, buyers, sellers, and the old meth-
od of hitting the pavement.  This can be 
more time consuming, however, it ensures 
accurate and up-to-date information.

As told to Nicole Walter, Features Editor
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‘The key to a successful development 
is planning and research’
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n Dubai Festival City is a great example of a well-planned infrastructure project that makes the development marketable for the 
developer and a more liveable community for residents, says Bugden

‘There is no doubt that property management will 
be one of the biggest differentiators of property 
products in the region in the next five years’ 
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Putting a lid on mounting utility costs
n Automation services provider Pacific Control Systems develops a carbon footprint 
measurement software to help residents keep tabs on energy consumption 

A utility bill has the potential to get in the 
way of a smooth landlord-tenant relation-
ship, especially if differences creep up in 
the method used to determine the charg-
es. In a freehold development’s context, 
the risk is more pronounced because as-
sessing the charges for the common areas 
will also come into effect.

So, if there’s a system in place that 
measures power usage and both parties 
agree to it, chances of a rift developing 
lessen considerably. And as value addi-
tion, if this can also provide energy saving 
in the bargain, nothing could be better.

Realising the potential of facility man-
agement, the Dubai-based automation 
services provider Pacific Control Systems 
has developed a ‘carbon footprint’ meas-
urement software that will help residents 
keep tabs on energy consumption and 
alert them in case of billing errors. 

“If you can manage your utility usage, 
you can reduce the load on the grid,” says 
Nigel McKenzie, chief technology officer, 
Pacific Control Systems.

“Only if you can measure habitual util-
ity consumption can you seek to manage 
it. Inefficient operational practices in  
new and existing buildings and poorly 
serviced capital equipment can also in-
crease expenses.”

Utility patterns
A building’s occupants can utilise interac-
tive energy management tools — such as e-
Home terminals or ‘smart meters’ — to cre-
ate a profile that will trigger action based on 
an established consumption pattern. Once 
the occupant knows his utility pattern, en-
ergy consumption can be reduced and inef-
ficient equipment replaced.

The e-Home terminal collates da-
ta from home automation appliances 
through a single interface and helps the 
homeowner control functions for air-con-
ditioning, security monitoring, lighting, 
home appliances and curtains with a sin-
gle touch. Also, pressing the ‘emergency’ 
button will send an alert to Pacific Con-
trol System’s Global Command and Con-
trol Centre for assistance.

If the new software can do its bit to 
lower UAE’s energy consumption — rat-
ed as the highest per capita in the world 
— it would still have done its job. Besides 
environmental implications, reduction in 
the carbon footprint can also help reduce 
the operational expenses of a building. 

The delusion of high costs associated 
with going green has deterred several build-

ing owners from adopting eco-friendly au-
tomation services. 

“The lifecycle cost of a green building 
is less expensive and such buildings have 

more resale value as well,” insists David 
Rowden, the home automation unit man-
ager, Pacific Controls Systems. “When peo-
ple are switching from excess to thrift, sus-

tainability becomes the primary concern of 
home buyers.”

Asset surveillance
Pacific Controls has developed a range of 
e-Home terminals, ‘smart meters’ and wire-
less e-Home tablets which when installed at 
a customer’s site — either home or office — 
instantly archives utility data and transfers 
it to the Global Command and Control Cen-
tre, based at the company’s headquarters in 
Dubai Techno Park. This on-site and remote 
surveillance of assets helps residents re-
duce consumption patterns and associated 
emissions. “If consumption exceeds a cer-
tain slab, the customer is sent an alert by an 
SMS via an application installed in his web-
enabled mobile devices,” adds Rowden.
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n An e-Home terminal from Pacific Control, creates a profile that triggers action based on an established consumption pattern

Optimising energy use

“After a time of rapid build, it’s now 
time for developers to reflect on building 
sustainability. Sub-developers too want 
buildings with smart technology, fitted with 
tenant billing features.”
— David Rowden of Pacific Control 
Systems, whose headquarters was rated the 
first LEED Platinum rated “green building” in 
the region and 16th such in the world.

Apart from optimising energy performance 
in residential and commercial spaces, 
Pacific Control Systems also seeks to tweak 
energy efficiency in large commercial 
environments. “Several developers and 
hotel operators have approached us for 
energy audits. Falling occupancy levels have 
prompted them to consider reducing energy 
bills significantly,” says Rowden.


