
by John Klakamp

Each month, Building Blocks brings you a Q&A session with an industry expert to
cover the latest news, advice and tips you can use when leasing, opening, renovating
or building a restaurant. 

A s the old saying goes, “He who fails to plan, plans to fail.” Fortunately, Gene
Weissman, AIA, my featured guest this month, knows a thing or two about
planning. A graduate of Virginia Tech with a bachelor’s degree in architec-
ture, for the past 15 years, Gene has worked for Reston, Virginia-based
architecture and interior design firm Architecture Incorporated, where he

currently heads the hospitality studio, working closely with clients from concept
through construction. 

As a result of his initial work with hotel restaurants, today Gene is experienced
with all styles of restaurants ranging from 1,000 square-foot one-offs to 5,000
square-foot and larger, high-end locations. Clients include metropolitan D.C. area
restaurants such as Big Buns Gourmet Grill, Zentan, and the new Fire Works Pizza.

In this column, Gene shares his architect perspective on ideal planning for
restaurant projects as well as common pitfalls and mistakes to avoid.

Surround Yourself 
with the Right People
Q: What is the first step an owner
should take before embarking on a
restaurant construction project?
Weissman: One of the most important things
an owner can do is assemble the right team,
including an architect who can help you figure
out the best way to get your project done cost-
effectively and to assemble the appropriate
team of design disciplines to advise you.

Q: What unique qualities make Architecture Incorporated 
a good partner?
Weissman: We rarely do “cookie-cutter” designs. Instead we can take you from your
first napkin sketch all the way through to execution of your unique brand experi-
ence. Also, we offer support at every step of the way, including site planning and
conceptualization, construction drawings and specifications, in-house interior design
and construction administration services, with principal-level involvement through-
out. Finally, because we’ve seen so many different projects and types, we have a
good perspective on what does and doesn’t work.

Q: Why is it important to have a contractor on the team early on?
Weissman: Restaurant work is unique because it is so fast-paced and budgets are
typically tight. Ideally, the contractor is there from the beginning so they can see
pencil and paper sketches and then inform on budget, schedule and constructability.
Those things are more critical at the onset because they drive the whole project.
We’ve seen projects go awry because a client wants a custom light fixture that has a
20 week lead time.

Blueprint for Success
Q: We all know the importance of smart planning in restaurant con-
struction. From your experience, what is the ideal planning process?
Weissman: It varies. For instance, a tenant space may follow a different process
than a restaurant being built from the ground up. However, all projects should start
with establishing a budget and schedule. We need to build in time and costs to get
approval and permitting for things like awnings, rezoning and outdoor patios—
which may have ABC requirements for fencing and plantings. Drawings may have to
go through historic or neighborhood committees or architectural review boards. 

Q: What are the repercussions of not following this process?
Weissman: Frequently, a landlord allots a certain amount of time for each step, 
and if you are behind schedule you could wind up in a “dead rent” situation where
you’re paying rent before you’re generating income. The good news is a lot of these
processes can be done concurrently, but it all comes back to early planning. You 
certainly don’t want to have to go back to historic commission to get something 
re-approved. 
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Q: What should an owner have together before he or she meets
with you?
Weissman: The most important thing an owner can bring to the table is vision.
Whether it’s a logo, menu concept or even a CD of music they want playing, we
want to get as much information as possible to get a good sense of that vision. We
had a client recently that rented a bus and drove around to look at other restaurants
to help solidify their vision. From there it’s our job to take that idea and put it down
on paper so it’s a buildable concept. 

Q: What happens next?
Weissman: The next step is for the design team to figure out exactly what they’re
trying to do: how many people they want to serve, whether they want a white 
tablecloth environment or fast casual where people are ordering from a counter, etc. 
Then we can develop a program and start to assign sizes to the various elements of
the space.

Trouble Times Two
Q: What is the biggest mistake you see clients make?
Weissman: Indecision. Some owners think they have all the time in the world to
make decisions, but the reality is every time you change your mind or don’t respond
in a timely manner there’s a cost impact. Making a change after materials have been
selected, the project has been priced by the contractor and drawings have been
developed or sent to the landlord for approval or county for permitting can send you
back to the drawing board, adding to your cost and putting your project behind
schedule.

Q: Any other mistakes you see frequently?
Weissman: In an effort to save money, restaurateurs sometimes take work into their
own hands that is better left with the design team. Ordering branding materials such
as signage can lead to mixed messages, while attempting to purchase your own fix-
tures may result in not getting all the parts you need or getting wrong parts. We’ve
even seen restaurateurs getting kitchen equipment without telling us that may not
work in the space we designed. 

Trends and Parting Thought
Q: What are some trends you’re seeing in new restaurant 
construction?
Weissman: Sustainability is obviously the biggest trend. While it’s almost expected
at this point and shortly the building code is going to require it, we’re seeing sustain-
ability carried through to the food side in approaches such as farm to table or recy-
cling unused foods. LED lighting is an important trend of which owners should be
aware. While it can be costly to install upfront, over time it uses significantly less
energy and lasts much longer, saving money in the long run.

Q: Any final thoughts you’d like to share?
Weissman: The most important part is to realize that the restaurateur needs to
establish relationships and not be afraid of the designer and contractor. Frequently
owners don’t want to bring in a contractor until they’re ready to bid the job but this
is not a strong process. With restaurant construction there are lots of pieces that have
to come together very quickly and the best way to make that happen is by assem-
bling a strong team from the start.  

!  !  !

John Klakamp has more than 30 years experience in restaurant construction and is
owner of Annapolis, MD-based Encore Construction (www.encoreconstruction.net), a
firm that specializes in providing pre-construction, construction and project manage-
ment services to the restaurant industry.        

The Newsmagazine Foodservice Professionals Rely On April 2011  ! 23Foodservice Monthly    

ISO 9001:2008

You have 
enough on 

your mind...

HOOD & DUCT CLEANING
POLLUTION CONTROL • GREASE TRAP PUMPING

www.nelbud.com • 800-839-0832

From Burger King to Air Force One,
NO ONE is more trusted!

• Restaurants
• Hospitals
• Prisons
• Cafeterias

• Military
Bases

• Nursing
Homes

• Hotels
• Casinos
• Colleges

• School
Systems

• Ships
• Churches

We have more than 27 years of 
proven fire safety services to:

ISO 9001:2008
CERTIFIED

ISO 9001:2008 is the most widely recognized Quality
Standard in the modern world. No other measure is as well
recognized, globally, in the proven achievement of desired
results. NELBUD SERVICES GROUP is the only service
organization of its kind, globally, to earn this distinction.

You’ll Trust NELBUD.  Understand Why...
YOU REQUIREOthers Require NELBUD

Complete System
Cleaning

Incomplete Service
“Liability Waiver”

Guaranteed Complete System
Inspection/Cleaning

Certified ServicesSelf-Certified 3rd Party Certified by IKECA 
per NFPA 96

Quality AssuranceSelf-Assured ISO 9001 Certified

SpecializationBroad Based Mediocrity Specialists Exclusively
in Grease Removal

Insurance CoverageVague Coverage
Low Limits

$10 mil. Liability
with Pollution

“Smooth Day After”Sleeping 24 Hour Response Team 
GUARANTEED

ReportingInvoice Reports on Full System
Compliance

Geographic Coverage
As strong as their
local storage bin

Propriety to 11 States 
(North Eastern US)

Let US worry about where the smoke goes.

22-23 - building blocks  3/30/11  11:11 AM  Page 2


	01 - FC 04-11.pdf
	02 - saval CR IFC.pdf
	03 - toc.pdf
	04 - sos.pdf
	05-08 - fsm news & jumps.pdf
	09 - family photo.pdf
	10 - sos jump.pdf
	11 - holt CR FP.pdf
	12 - immigration.pdf
	13 - mfca CR FP.pdf
	14 - social grub.pdf
	15 - national restaurant equip FP.pdf
	16 - bob brown says.pdf
	17 - produce.pdf
	18-19 - coastal.pdf
	20 - produce directory.pdf
	21 - RAM 2011 nominees.pdf
	22-23 - building blocks.pdf
	24 - NASFT story.pdf
	25 - gourmet kitchens - taylor afs.pdf
	26 - food smarts.pdf
	27 - photos.pdf
	28 - whining.pdf
	29 - balti-more.pdf
	30 - latest dish.pdf
	31 - NASFT CR FP.pdf
	32 - fsm photos.pdf
	33 - ad index.pdf
	34 - life work.pdf
	35 - h&s CR IBC.pdf
	36 - metropolitan BC.pdf

