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I.  Introduction 
 

KL International Airport (KLIA) is located 50 kilometres south of Kuala Lumpur in Sepang, 
Selangor. Occupying a site of 10 km x 10 km, it is the world’s largest airport, with five 4,000-
metre-long runways.  
 
The project came into being in the late 1990s, to relieve the strain on the existing Sultan 
Abdul Aziz Shah Airport. KLIA is currently designed to handle around 25 million passengers 
and one million tonnes of cargo a year. It is to be developed in three phases, building up to a 
final capacity of 100 million passengers per annum. Only the first phase is under 
consideration here. 

 
II.  Contextual Information 
 
A. Historical background 
 

Malaysia is a federation of 13 states in Southeast Asia. The country consists of two 
geographical regions divided by the South China Sea: Peninsular Malaysia and Malaysian 
Borneo (or East Malaysia). 
 
Malaysia came under British rule as early as the eighteenth century. The country was rich in 
tin, and tin-mining remained a thriving industry until the late twentieth century. Malaysia 
gained independence from Britain in 1957. 
 
The country has experienced rapid economic growth since the 1980s as a result of a shift from 
agriculture to manufacturing in high-tech industries such as computers and consumer 
electronics. The physical landscape of Malaysia has also changed over the last two decades, 
with the emergence of numerous mega-projects including KLIA, Petronas Twin Towers (the 
world’s tallest building at the time of its construction), the North-South Expressway, Sepang 
Formula 1 Circuit, Bakun hydroelectric dam, the new federal administrative capital of 
Putrajaya and the Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC). 
 
The Multimedia Super Corridor runs to Kuala Lumpur city to the airport via Putrajaya and the 
new IT capital of Cyberjaya. Part of the ‘Vision 2020’ master plan to drive Malaysia to the 
forefront of information technology, it aims to attract intelligent industries with the quick and 
efficient transport connections provided by KLIA. 
 

B. Local architectural character 
 

The area was formerly covered with forest and palm oil and rubber plantations, so the local 
character of the architectural forms can only be considered here in an abstract manner. 
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Traditional Malay architecture employs sophisticated architectural processes ideally suited to 
tropical conditions. The use of stilts allows a breeze to cool the building from below whilst 
mitigating the effects of occasional flooding. Steeply pitched roofs and large windows are 
both functional, allowing cross-ventilation, and decorative, being carved with intricate 
organic designs. The traditional Malay house is one of the richest components of the 
country’s cultural heritage, a testimony to the creative and aesthetic skills of its people.  
 
On the other hand, airports became ‘mega projects’ in the late 1990s. As gateways to a 
country, they are important landmarks combining functionality with aesthetically pleasing 
structures. Rather than being isolated, they compete with the airports of other countries. 

 
C. Climatic conditions 
 

KLIA is about 3º north of the equator. The climate is hot and humid throughout the year, with 
average temperatures of around 30º C. Annual rainfall exceeds 2,000 millimetres, though this 
part of Peninsular Malaysia is not affected by the monsoon, as it is protected by soaring 
mountain ranges.  

 
D. Site and surroundings  
 

The site is at the top of the southern corridor of Peninsular Malaysia, bordering the states of 
Selangor and Negeri Sembilan. Before the bulldozers moved in, the area was agricultural and 
sparsely populated, although a small community of 85 Orang Asli (aboriginal) families had to 
be resettled.  

 
The choice of site for the airport reflected the perceived need for decentralisation to spread 
growth beyond Kuala Lumpur and the Klang Valley. Sepang was chosen after considering a 
total of eight sites, primarily because: 

 
• It was a sparsely populated greenfield site 
• The relatively flat terrain met aeronautical requirements 
• It was 50 kilometres south from Kuala Lumpur (45 minutes by road) 
•  It was strategically located in relation to high-growth areas 
• The cost of acquiring land and resettling local residents was minimal 
• It could serve as a catalyst for growth, with minimum adverse effect on the 

community and the environment 
 

A detailed environmental impact assessment was undertaken to assess and reduce the impact 
on the surrounding area of the airport construction and operations. 

 
E. Topography  
 

Whilst the site is relatively flat, a total of 130 million cubic metres of earth had to be moved 
to create a level airport platform. It is understood that the earth was retained on site, but this is 
difficult to verify. 
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III. Programme 
 
A. History of the inception of the project 
 

In 1991 Malaysia’s Prime Minister, Mahathir Bin Mohamad, launched an ambitious plan to 
make the country a fully developed industrial nation by 2020. The airport is part of a new 
national infrastructure development that will enhance the country’s potential to become a 
regional hub and an international gateway. 
 
From early on, the airport was conceived as a melding of high-technology, ecology and 
Malaysian culture. Its design was to emphasise the country’s identity and establish an 
interaction between the natural and the man-made. 

  
B. How were the architects and specialists chosen?  
 

A consortium of four companies was instructed by the Malaysian government to create a 
master plan for the new international airport. The Anglo-Japanese Airport Consortium 
(AJAC) comprised Balfour Beatty, Trafalgar House, GEC Marconi and Marubeni 
Corporation. AJAC engaged several foreign and local experts including the practice Arkitek 
Jururancang, led by HJ Esa Bin Hs Mohamed, an architect and master planner who later took 
on the role of the Chairman of AJAC.  
 
The Malaysian government and AJAC decided that the design architect for the main terminal 
– the primary element of the airport – should be selected through an international competition. 
One Japanese and four British architects were invited to submit proposals and presentations 
were held in London at the end of April 1992. Kisho Kurokawa’s concept of a ‘symbiosis 
between architecture and the forest’ secured the commission. Work began with the local 
architect and master plan team in May 1992.  

 
C. General programme objectives 
 

A revolution in transport is on its way, according to Dr Kurokawa. By the year 2025 we will 
have entered a new era of high-speed supersonic transport (HSST), with aircraft that can 
travel at speeds of up to Mach 5 and carry 300 to 500 people. To accommodate this type of 
aircraft, airports will require at least four runways of no less than 4,000 metres; KLIA is 
designed for this purpose. The general objective of the master plan is to provide the airport 
with the necessary facilities and layout to allow phased expansion to accommodate 100 
million passengers a year. Only the first phase is being considered here. 
 
Phase 1 (1998-2003) 

 
25 million passengers per annum; 25 per cent of site developed to incorporate: 

 
• A complex consisting of a main terminal building, contact pier and remote satellite linked 

by a transit system 
• Two parallel runways with associated taxiways 
• Cargo and aircraft maintenance facilities 
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• Ancillary services for airlines, airport authorities, etc. 
• Road access 

 
Phases 2 and 3 are anticipated to have a capacity of 35 million and 40 million respectively. 

 
D. Functional requirements  
 

Specific objectives included: 
 

• Built-in flexibility to accommodate future changes 
• Modern automated systems to reduce operating costs 
• The highest quality and most profitable commercial facilities possible 
• Minimum walking distances and transfer times 
• A terminal building offering simple passenger routes and an image  
• reflecting Malaysian creativity and identity 

 
IV.  Description 
 
A. Building data 
 

Client:         KLIAB (Kuala Lumpur International Airport Berhad)  
 
Total site area:   100,000,000 square metres (10 x 10 kilometres) 102 
 
Building area:   Terminal building: 42,202 square metres 

             Contact pier: 37,119 square metres 
             Satellite building: 79,321 square metres 

 
Total floor area:   Terminal building: 170,640 square metres  
(5 storeys + basement) 

           
Contact pier:    92,400 square metres (4 storeys) 

           
Satellite building:   142,890 square metres 

 (3 storeys + basement) 
 

Combined floor area:  405,930 square metres 
 
B. Evolution of design concepts 
 

A set of design guidelines were produced early on to ensure the highest level of design quality 
and a coherent image signalling the airport’s role as a world-class transportation hub and the 
primary gateway to Malaysia. The guidelines set out three objectives: 
 
• A mutually beneficial co-existence with the tropical forest and ecosystem 
• Compact development and efficient land use 
• Harmony of form and imagery in all KLIA and surrounding buildings  
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These objectives were monitored by a multi-disciplinary design committee (taste police). The 
architect’s response was to develop key goals that would allow him to test design concepts 
within the framework of the guidelines. These included: 

 
• Symbiosis and forest buffer zone  
• Forest and landscape rings 
• Forest as landmark  
• Distinctive airport architecture 
• View corridors 
• Zoning and phasing strategies for megastructures 

 
The main terminal, contact pier and satellite building each have a distinct character, but are 
developed as a group with the underlying goal of creating ‘a forest in an airport and an airport 
in a forest’, with trees being strategically located inside and around the buildings. 

 
i.  Response to physical constraints  

 
The master plan for the airport is conceived to allow its phased expansion to accommodate up 
to 100 million passengers. This presents real design challenges, but also a real opportunity to 
do something special. 
 
In the first phase, the main terminal will process all domestic and international passengers. 
The terminal is c. 100 x 100 metres and is based on a modular layout of 38.4 x 38.4 metres. 
To handle increased thoroughput its six structural bays can be extended by three additional 
bays of 38.4 metres on the west side and by two additional bays of 38.4 metres on the east. 

 
ii. Response to user requirements  

 
Airports need to facilitate transfer traffic, minimising the distance passengers have to travel 
between aircraft and providing easy access to connections whilst at the same time remaining 
secure. To achieve this, a hybrid configuration was selected – a terminal building with a 
contact pier for domestic and short-haul international flights and a midfield satellite building 
for long-haul international flights. This formed the basis for the functional design of the 
airport. 
 
In resolving the essential functional criteria of airport operations, the concept of passenger 
comfort also came to the fore. Transparent routes through the buildings accompany passenger 
flow on the departure and arrival levels. The extensive use of glazed elevations and the 
variety of skylight arrangements provide a high quality of natural lighting. This transparency 
also assists the passengers’ perception of the direction of flow, confirming their location 
within the buildings and enabling a regular connection with the external elements of 
landscaping, adjacent structures and apron operations. At night, however, there is a dramatic 
reversal of the elevations, which are transformed to expose the spaces and elements inside the 
building. 

5



iii. Formal aspects 
 

Within this overall concept the terminal complex buildings seek to achieve a strong and 
dynamic ‘symbiosis’ of a distinct Malaysian identity and the high-tech imagery of an airport, 
making use of the latest technologies. 

 
For example, the supporting structure of the roof of the terminal building loosely refers to the 
forms of Malaysian oil palm plantations. The roof itself is formed of hypar shells, evoking 
sophisticated and abstract references to the Islamic dome whilst simultaneously projecting a 
high-tech image. 
 
The forms of the contact pier and the satellite building refer primarily to those of the aircraft 
they service. Gentle curves are introduced in section and plan, whilst the roof is supported by 
a dynamically raked structure. The overhanging eaves of the roof evoke traditional Malaysian 
architecture.  

 
iv. Landscaping 

 
In line with the key concept of ‘the airport in the forest, the forest in the airport’, a large forest 
area of 10,000 hectares surrounds the site. The forest dampens aircraft noise and helps to 
integrate the airport into the surrounding area. Rather than use the rubber and oil palms 
typical of plantations, the architect created a new forest with a wide variety of trees 
indigenous to the Malaysian rainforest.  
 
In addition, a scenic surround of rainforest trees wraps around the central terminal zone, 
which includes the main terminal and contact pier, and three rows of native species were 
planted along the new perimeter road, creating a link with the surrounding forest.  

 
C. Structure, materials, technology 
 

1. Principal structural materials 
 

Reinforced concrete with structural steel roof elements on all buildings. 
 

i. Main terminal  
 

The main terminal consists of six levels with an external dimension of 230 x 192 metres. Its 
flexible, modular design is based on a square structural grid of 38.4 metres. The topmost level 
contains the departure concourse for both domestic and international passengers. There are six 
check-in islands, with 216 check-in counters. The departure concourse is connected to an 
observation deck on the contact pier via a 55-metre-long bridge. 

 
Another key concept was to separate the main structural columns from the concessions and 
other enclosures to ensure both clarity of expression and future operational flexibility 
(although this has not halted the march of the retail boxes). 
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In the grand departure concourse, the interior design is dominated by the distinctive materials 
of the two largest surfaces: the timber-effect ceiling of the main roof and the multicoloured 
granite of the floor. The pattern of the ceiling is linear to accentuate the structural form of the 
hypar roof shells. The patterns of the floor resemble traditional weaving motifs. 

 
The interconnecting shells of the roof are supported on their adjacent ridge-lines by open 
triangular keel trusses (glazed to provide natural daylight). These in turn interconnect at their 
apex and are pin-supported at their base by specially made exposed joint castings that sit on 
top of granite-clad conical columns 8 metres above the departure hall. The apex of the roof is 
over 20 metres above floor level. 

 
ii. Contact pier 

 
The contact pier is 28 metres wide and 897.6 metres long. It has four levels, with a viewing 
deck on the top floor. The roof structure is formed of inclined bow-string trusses that span the 
width of the building at 9.6-metre intervals. The trusses are supported at four points along 
their length by exposed pin-jointed raking tubular columns that extend up, in splays of four, 
from the tops of cantilever concrete columns. 

 
Thus from one pair of RC columns, eight raking supports hold two transverse trusses, with 
this format repeated along the length of the building. The raking columns also transmit 
horizontal loads from the roof to the supporting RC frame. In the longitudinal direction 
interconnecting secondary trusses complete the structural frame. 
 
Moving from the far ends towards the centre, the height and width of the roof increases, 
complicating the geometry. Further complexities occur at the central ‘node’ area, where the 
roof curves around a 90-degree bend, leaving a central interconnecting flat RC and part steel 
decking. 

 
iii.  Satellite  

 
The satellite building consists of four arms (measuring 591 metres east-west and 609 metres 
north-south) that radiate from the circular hub containing the ‘central garden’. It has four 
levels, two of which are for passenger use. The top level contains the airline lounges, 
concessions and amenities, including an 80-room airside hostel in the east arm. 
 
The concrete superstructure and steel structure incorporate an estimated 1,800 tons of 
steelwork at the central hub alone. The central hub is an inverted cone, exposing the plants 
within to natural daylight. 

 
iv.  Infill materials  

 
Main terminal: Departure level (5F) lobby 
Floor: Patterned polished granite 
Wall: Fluoric resin coating aluminium plate 
Column: Patterned polished granite 
Ceiling: Steel plate printed with wood-finish effect 
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Main terminal: Arrival level (3F), passport control 
Floor: Patterned polished granite 
Wall: Fluoric resin coating aluminium plate 
Ceiling: Steel plate louvre ceiling 

 
Contact pier: Departure level (3F) concourse 
Floor: Patterned polished granite 
Wall: Fluoric resin coating aluminium plate 
Ceiling: Steel plate printed with wood-finish effect 
 
Satellite: Departure and arrival level (2F) concourse 
Floor: Patterned polished granite 
Wall: Fluoric resin coating aluminium plate 
Column: Patterned polished granite 
Ceiling: Steel plate printed with wood-finish effect 
 
Satellite: CIP lounge level (3F) 
Floor: Carpet 
Wall: Fluoric resin coating aluminium plate 
Ceiling: Steel plate printed with wood-finish effect 
 
v. Renderings and finishes  

 
Roof: Fluoric resin coating 0.4 mm stainless steel 
Exterior Wall: Fluoric resin coating 4.0mm aluminium plate 
Landscape: Tropical rainforest 

 
2. Construction technology  

 
The roof of the main terminal deserves more explanation as it gets the most attention from an 
architectural perspective. It consists of an array of hypar shell structures that span between a 
three-dimensional arrangement of raking skylights. The roof was designed to be modular in 
form, allowing for future incremental expansion on a 38.4-metre structural bay. The hypar 
shell structure (ruled surface form) is constructed of straight steel tubes, connected to form a 
lattice to support the three-dimensional roof membrane. The skylight trusses are arranged in 
sets of four to form the two high and two low points necessary to formulate a hyperbolic 
paraboloid surface. The internal geometry was ordered such that the skylight appears from 
within as an independent structure, while the internal ceiling is constructed as a floating 
membrane between the trusses.  

 
The column structure extends to the basement level, where four circular columns are built off 
the foundation. From ground level to the underside of the departure level slab the structure is 
modified to a single hollow cylindrical form with an external diameter of 3.8 metres. The free 
space inside the cylindrical columns accommodates air-conditioning ducts and rainwater 
drainage from the main roof. At departure level the hollow column structure is further 
modified to its conical form in line with the architect’s intention. Curved marble surfaces 
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were made on site to clad the column. A full prototype of the structural bay was constructed 
on site to ensure buildability and quality. 

 
The erection process of the triangulated skylight trusses was perhaps the most critical 
component of the roof structure installation. Each of the 30-metre trusses was initially 
fabricated in two halves including the cast pin-joint component at the lower end. At site, the 
structures were lifted on to the departure level slab in two sections, then welded together and 
glazed. The glazing system for the skylight truss was designed as two mirrored sections of a 
cone, sliced at the base. This was necessary to rationalise the glazing module with the curved 
profile of the skylight.  
 
3. Building services 

 
Three multi-purpose balancing ponds were built on the periphery of the construction site to 
reduce the impact of surface water pollution. The ponds are both siltation traps and flood-
preventers, collecting sediment and run-off, especially during earthworks. They are also 
filtration units for water polluted by accidental spillage of oils, grease, fuels or by leaching 
from contaminated soils in store and asphalt plants. The treated water is released into the 
catchment area of Sungai Sepang Kecil. 

 
Effluent from the passenger terminal complex will be treated and recycled into water for 
sanitation and irrigation. 
 
The DCS/Co-generation plant uses natural gas, a green fuel, as the primary means to produce 
chilled water to air-condition all KLIA buildings. Waste steam, a by-product of the process, is 
used to generate a back-up electricity supply for the airport. The use of the centralised cooling 
system brings considerable savings in capital expenditure, energy and operational costs. 

 
KLIA uses computer technology to create a healthy and energy-efficient indoor environment. 
Its building management system, part of the Total Airport Management System, enables 
authorised users to adjust air-conditioning and lighting levels from any computer terminal. In 
addition, electronic air cleaners filter circulating air, providing fresh air for the people inside 
in the building and saving energy by keeping air-conditioning coils clean. Carbon-dioxide 
sensors are also installed throughout the terminal complex to ensure appropriate levels of 
ventilation. Even when the airport is crowded, the indoor air remains fresh and healthy. 

 
D. Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 

Wherever possible the fabrication of components was undertaken locally using equipment, 
raw materials or technical expertise imported from various countries. Collaborative joint 
ventures between local enterprises and overseas parent companies facilitated this process. The 
labour force was made up of both local and foreign workers. 
 
Over 52 countries were involved in the design and construction, so it would be inappropriate 
to attempt to capture the contribution of each one in this context. 
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Architects: 
 Kisho Kurokawa Architect & Associates (KKAA), Japan 
 Arkitek Jururancang (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd, Malaysia 
 Pacific Consultants International, Japan 
 Urban Design Architect, Japan 
 Arkilandscape, Malaysia 
 Sepakat Setia Perunding, Malaysia 
 Rainhill Bersekutu, Malaysia 
 GK Sekkei, Japan 
 Lim Kok Wing Intergrated, Malaysia 
 
 Contractors: 
 Main terminal  
 Taisei Corporation, Japan     
 Kajima Corporation, Japan     
 Shimiz Corporation, Japan    
 Hazama Corporation, Japan 
 Satellite  
 Takenaka Corporation, Japan  
 
 Consultants: 
 Netherlands Airport Consultants BV 
 British Airports Authority 
 
 Project Manager: 
 KLIA 
 
V.  Construction Schedule and Costs 
 
A History of the project 
 

Design: March 1992 – December 1994 
Construction: January 1995 – March 1998  

 
B . Total costs  
 

2.6 billion Ringgits (USD 766.5 million) for main terminal  
650 million Ringgits (USD 191.5 million) for satellite building 
 

C. Comparative costs  
 

In the order of £2,500 per square metre – compares to Stansted at £3,000 per square metre. 

D. Qualitative analysis of costs  
 

Difficult to comment, as facts are not clear. 
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E. Maintenance costs 
 

In general, the choice of materials is very apt and all areas seem to be standing the test of time 
(and better, in fact, than Stansted or Gatwick for example). 

 
 F. Ongoing costs  
 

The cost of electricity is 4 million Ringgits (USD 1,180,000) per month, based on a 36-
megawatt consumption for the airport as a whole. 

 
VI. Technical Assessment 
 
A. Functional assessment  
 

The project employs the most efficient and functional configuration for an airport passenger 
building: a hybrid combination of a terminal building with a contact pier for domestic and 
short-haul international flights and a midfield satellite building for long-haul international 
flights. The satellite building is connected to the main terminal by an elevated transit system. 
 
On the landside, one of the major considerations was to enhance the visual impact of arrival 
whilst optimising the operation of the airport. This has been successfully achieved. 
 
The forecourts of the terminal are connected to the main access road. A further network of 
service roads leads from the main access road to various other facilities such as car parks, 
hotel and car rental depots. The route to the terminal forecourts is uninterrupted by 
roundabouts or other junctions, and the road layout is designed to allow ease of circulation 
between the forecourts and other facilities. On the departure level, the set-down area for 
departing passengers has separate designated zones for limousine buses, airport shuttle buses, 
taxis and private vehicles. The arrival forecourt, one level below, is also designed in the same 
fashion for public and private transport. 

 
A high-speed rail transit called ‘KLIA Transit’ links the airport with the Multimedia Super 
Corridor and with Kuala Lumpur central station (journey time 28 minutes). The airport station 
is located on the ground level of the main terminal, adjacent to the bus station, allowing for 
quick and direct access. To speed the dispersal of the large numbers of rail passengers, it is an 
open station with no platform barriers – tickets are simply checked on the train. Less 
successful – at least on my visit – is the transit train from the satellite building. One train had 
broken down, resulting in a lengthy wait and an uncomfortably crowded carriage.  

 
B. Climatic performance 
 

The incline of 15 degrees to the glass-sash walls in both the main terminal and the satellite 
decreases the penetration of solar heat. Also, the glass used on these walls is double-glazed 
and tinted to reduce solar gain.  
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C . Response to treatment of water and rainfall  
 

The series of complex structural connections between the hypar shell roof elements and the 
supporting column structure marks the lowest point – and thus the drainage point – of the roof 
system. The rainwater drainage is housed within the elegant, hollow conical granite-clad 
structure and discharged to balancing ponds. 

 
D.  Environmental response 
 

A symbiosis of the high-tech airport and Malaysia’s forest ecology is a primary objective of 
the design, as a means both to merge the airport into its surroundings and reduce noise 
pollution. Besides the 10,000-hectare forest that surrounds the site, a series of forests have 
been positioned along the airport’s outer and inner perimeters, and tropical gardens have been 
installed in its interiors. The area between the main terminal and the contact pier is occupied 
by the ‘forest in the airport’, while the satellite building houses a 50-metre-diameter central 
garden. To maintain the character of a tropical rainforest, the ‘forest in the airport’ contains a 
wide variety of plant forms, with 86 types of trees indigenous to Malaysia, 13 types of palms, 
40 species of shrubs and 3 of bamboo. Mature trees were transplanted from natural forests 
and acclimatised in the nursery area before being transferred to the site.  

 
E. Choice of materials, level of technology 
 

The competition presentation emphasised the use of local materials and natural finishes that 
complemented the beauty of the surrounding nature. It was originally proposed to use timber 
for the main ceiling areas and a system incorporating indigenous rubber and wood chips for 
the floor. In addition, carved timber motifs were to be integrated into the design of the various 
facility counters. However, these ideas were not realised. Due to local fire authority concerns, 
the timber ceiling was replaced with a timber-effect metal strip ceiling and granite was used 
for the floor. The carved timber motifs were dropped in favour of sandblasted stainless steel 
geometric reliefs, which were considered to be less susceptible to damage and therefore easier 
to maintain. A fair-face concrete finish was originally envisaged for the columns of the hypar 
shell roof structure. However, this was replaced with granite cladding because of concerns 
about the lack of skills in concrete finishing and the common perception that granite stood for 
a higher quality. 

 
One of the advanced technologies brought into the project is the baggage handling system, 
which includes the ability to check in at any time and any place and automatically confirms 
baggage safety after check-in. Both times I passed through the airport, I was able to pick up 
my luggage within 30 minutes, which seems efficient by international standards. 

 
F. Response to, and planning for, emergency situations 
 

Runways are planned in relation to the prevailing winds and a proper site drainage system is 
being installed to prevent flooding. No other abnormal loads were considered. 
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G. Ageing and maintenance problems 
 

In general, materials seem to be ageing well. One exception is the green colour on the top 
surface of the main roof, which is flaking and may be difficult to maintain. 

 
H. Design features 

  
As discussed earlier, the hyperbolic paraboloid shell roof system is the principal feature of the 
main terminal building. Its design is inspired by the use of abstract geometrical conical shapes 
(a trademark of Kurokawa’s work) and aims at representing the local identity while being as 
universal as possible.  

 
The conical shape was conceived to resist the horizontal thrusting force at work on the lower 
portion of the hypar shell and to act as a cantilever beam from the ground floor. It also evokes 
the form of a continuous Islamic dome. The roofs of the satellite and the contact pier are 
similarly well constructed and detailed. 

 
I. Impact of the project on the site 
 

There is no question that the distance of the airport from Kuala Lumpur has a negative   
impact during this phase, as many arrive by car. If the airport were closer, more public 
transport would be feasible. 

 
J. Durability and long-term viability of the project 
 

The airport was designed to accommodate rapidly increasing volumes of aircraft traffic, both 
passenger and cargo. It has the potential to quadruple its current capacity to a future 
maximum of 100 million passengers per annum. Is this inherently viable in the long run? 
 
Certain weaknesses in the master plan are being revealed by the construction of a ‘budget’ 
terminal nearby (not in the master plan) and the increase in retail inside the main terminal. 
The budget airline passengers sometimes have to be bussed to the main terminal! And the 
retail seems largely to obstruct the intended transparency of views.  

 
K. Interior design and furnishing 
 

The inside of the huge terminal resembles an urban space more than it does a conventional 
interior. Its signage system is intended to have a high visibility from several directions. (The 
traditional method of providing a main signboard was abandoned, as it did not have the 
capacity to handle all the information at one time.) Classification systems were devised for 
signage heights, sizes, shapes, colours and types of information. However, the height and the 
sloping profile of the roof on the departure floor made it technically difficult to install 
conventional hanging signs (a design flaw in my opinion) – and in any case, hanging signs 
would detract from the appreciation of the roof volume. Hanging lights have been avoided for 
the same reason, and ceiling downlights are arranged in a random manner to resemble the sky 
full of stars, but they don’t signal or direct the flow of passengers. Generally, I found the 
signage to be ill conceived and the way-finding strategy needs improving. 
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VII.  Users 
 
A. Description of those who use or benefit from the project  
 

Across a range of various and cultural groups, there is a general appreciation of the project. 
However one wonders if the future phases will ever materialise. In a country with a 
population of just 25 million, was the mega master plan really such a good idea? 

 
B. Response to the project  
 

KLIA is considered to be a truly international airport and is recognised throughout the world 
due to its iconic roof 
 
• KL International Airport awarded ‘Green Globe 21’ in 2004 for its sustainability 
• In the Airports Council International–Airport Service Quality (ACI–ASQ) Awards 2006 

KLIA voted Best Airport in the 15-25 million passengers per annum category and came 
third in both Best Airport Worldwide and Best Airport in Asia/Pacific categories 

• KLIA voted third in Best Airports Worldwide for the Best in Travel Poll 2006, a survey 
by SmartTravelAsia.com, the region’s only dedicated online travel magazine 

 
Some popular reactions to the project: 

 
• Architecturally eye-catching, unique, ultra-modern 
• Architecture is a fusion of the East and the West, with a blend of culture and designs 

inherent to Malaysia 
• Unique roof system is a successful blend of technology and the pitched-roof form of 

indigenous architecture in Malaysia 
• Blends in with nature: the airport is surrounded by lush tropical vegetation, with a 

pleasant forest in the central courtyard of the satellite building 
• Modern, clean, spacious and efficient airport which employs cutting-edge technology and 

offers state-of-the-art facilities 
• Fast and efficient connection transportation system between terminals, and from the 

airport to Kuala Lumpur city 
• Provides plenty of natural light, giving it a light and airy feel 

 
VIII.  Persons Involved 
 
 MALASYSIAN JAPANESE AIRPORT CONSORTIUM SDN BHD: 
 Kisho Kurokawa Architect & Associates (KKAA) 
 Kisho Kurokawa, President of KKAA, Chief Architect 
 Tadao Shibata, Project Director, Overall Project Responsibility, Contract Admin. 
 Hank Cherix, Chief Architect, Design Concept, Preliminary Design 
 Jin Koyama, Project Architect, Development, Detail Design and Site Monitoring 
 Satvir Mand, Project Architect, Design and Site Monitoring 
 Akitek Juruancang (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd: Dato’ Hj Esa Bin Hj Mohamed 
 Pacific Consultants International: Shota Morita 
 Urban Design Architect: Yoshiyuki Inoue 
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 Arkilandscape: Fauzi Abu Bakar 
 Rain Hill Bersekuto: Hamdan Mohammad 
 GK Sekkei: Isao Miyazawa 
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Green belt zoning.



Main terminal contact and satellite arrangements.

Plan of main terminal building. Plan of main terminal building and contact pier 
below runway level.



Cross sections of main 
terminal building.

Internal perspectives



West view of Kuala Lumpur International Airport.

North view of the main terminal building.



Main terminal building, east facade.

Roof of the east facade of main terminal building.



Main terminal building, west facade.

Airport drop off-point.



Departures hall, air-conditioning outlets are distributed in the columns and floating above stands.

Check in area at the main terminal building.



Departures hall at main terminal.

Gates along north wall of departures hall .



Escalators at the main terminal building connecting arrivals and departures levels with lower levels.

Escalators and canopy roof.



Internal column.

Corridor leading to departures lounge.



Main terminal building, west wall.

Forest inside the airport satellite building.




