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ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on park planning in Dubai, and how current di�erences in their socio-spatial 
access can be alleviated by using regional-vernacular design principles. The thesis uses a mixed-
method approach that begins with the analysis of parks across the entire city to understand their 
current access and distribution, and then narrows down to focusing on four micro-case studies, 
which will serve as sites where improvements could be made. These improvements are inspired 
by vernacular design and planning and aim to improve current access. All work originates from 
the author unless otherwise cited.
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Introduction

political environment. However, with pre-
vious experience in practical work on ur-
ban planning projects in Dubai, the author 
deemed it vital for the discussion to be ex-
plored - not only to inform future develop-
ments, but also to maximize the potential 
of future developments in effectively ca-
tering to every sector of society. This will in 
turn, lead the way towards the alleviation 
of socio-spatial inequalities across the city.

The research purpose of this thesis is 
to create a methodology to improve 
the socio-spatial accessibility of parks 
through the extraction and application 
of principles that shaped traditional Is-
lamic urban design. This thesis, thus, in-
herently revolves around the social equal-
ity of park planning, and how the subject 
is currently translated into the urban fab-
ric of the region. Notwithstanding, the 
climate-sensitive aspect of this research 
is fundamental and presented in several 
ways: a) through drawing learning points 
from regional vernacular planning and de-
sign that is intrinsically a tri-factor link be-
tween climate-sensitivity, social equality 
and local cultural-religious context, and b) 
within park planning itself, which is central 
to climate-sensitive planning because of 
the multitude of urban ecosystem servic-
es that parks provide for the community. 

Dubai has long been a focal point of atten-
tion and discussion in the world, namely 
due to its rapid development over the last 
few decades, and its modern, awe-inspir-
ing architecture. Its unique balance be-
tween Islamic ideals that has shaped the 
region, together with its liberal outlook 
on immigration and economic relations, 
forms a relatively open city within the per-
ceivably closed Middle East. Undoubtedly, 
as with any subject under scrutiny, there 
are criticisms to how Dubai has urbanized 
over the years. There are several issues 
that have come to light, and these include 
social and design issues. One of these is-
sues is the infringement of human rights, 
where freedom of speech of the people is 
restricted. Another issue is the existence 
of prominent and jarring social inequali-
ties between different strata of society. 
A third issue is the dilution or loss of lo-
cal culture in the city’s pursuit of the glo-
balized and the modern, which has been 
both contributed and exacerbated by the 
large influx of expatriates and immigrants. 
A final issue is the city’s lack of a sense of 
place, due to the building of architectur-
al feats that are irrelevant to its context. 

This thesis in particular, aims to tackle all of 
the above in different ways, forming a dis-
cussion that some would believe to be pre-
mature for the city, considering its current 

Park planning is a western planning con-
cept that has been directly imported into 
Dubai Municipality’s city planning some 
decades ago, leading to the development 
of jarring patches of green parks (not all 
are green) against the rough and tough, 
sandy and coarse, landscape. Commonly, 
park planning is synonymous to provid-
ing a green relief or cooling escape to an 
urban landscape, however, park planning 
within the climatic context of arid Dubai 
makes for an interesting discussion on how 
and if these green parks truly aid in urban 
comfort regulation. The phenomenon, on 
its own being questionable enough, is a 
far cry from vernacular planning with re-
spect to regional-Islamic ideals and the 
arid climate. Adding to the confusion, is 
the fundamental social inequality within 
the city’s park planning. Access and dis-
tribution of parks differ physically from 
district to district, and socially, through 
documented accounts that indicate dis-
criminatory access of these parks to cer-
tain strata of society. In a more succinct 
manner, one could say that the western 
ideal of a democratic landscape, or even 
the early Islamic concept of social cohe-
sion and democratic gathering in public 
areas such as suqs in vernacular Islamic cit-
ies, have not been successfully carried over 
into park forms today, leading to irrelevant 
spaces that do not fulfill their purpose. 
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INTRODUCTION

Figure 1: Conceptual representation of Dubai’s skyline. Source: (Business Class Guru, 2017).

The term socio-spatial access for this re-
search is pivotal in streamlining discus-
sions, such that access, within the context 
of this study, is automatically considered 
to refer to both the physical and social as-
pect of it, unless otherwise stated. Thus, 
topics of discussions often include the 
social impacts of physical features in, for 
example, transport planning or landuse 
activities and functions, and what this 
means for park access to different groups 
in society. Other terms that require clari-
fication, such as the term ‘parks’, as well 
as the scope of study, are further elabo-
rated within the methodology section. 

The general assumption for urban park 
planning within Dubai is that the area of 
green space is proportional to a person’s 
income, with persons of different incomes 
usually being segregated into different 
districts. This assumption is explored in the 
first sub-research question, which involves 
creating a quantitative and observable ba-
sis of this urban planning trend in order to 
inform further discussion in the other sub 
questions: What is the current distribution 
and access to parks across Dubai? Next, the 
second sub-research question focuses on a 
more micro scale of the previous question, 
in order to narrow the study down into ur-
ban design features on a local scale: What 
are the local planning and design features 

that impact a park’s accessibility? Lastly, 
improvements to access are suggested for 
different scenarios, tying in the learnings 
of traditional Islamic architecture: How 
can vernacular Islamic design principles 
be used to improve the socio-spatial ac-
cessibility of parks in Dubai? This would 
not only question and improve the current 
methods of park planning, but also serve 
solutions that are more in line with tradi-
tional design, thus improving the city’s 
sense of place and ensuring cultural con-
tinuity. The research analysis thus begins 
on a macro perspective and transitions 
into a micro perspective, in order to sug-
gest realistic, case-specific solutions that 
can readily be implemented in the current 
context. Feasibility of design and concep-
tual understanding are large aspects of 
this thesis, which thus, reasons the author’s 
purpose to create a methodology that is 
also readily replicated for other case stud-
ies, within academia or in practical work. 

The research begins with a general back-
ground of the MENA (Middle East and 
North Africa) region to provide a basis of 
understanding exact geographies, cli-
mate, and cultural-religious characteristics 
of the region. This was deemed mean-
ingful and necessary due to the gener-
ally euro-centric and arctic nature of the 
climate-sensitive urban planning educa-

tion the master programme presents. The 
general review catapults the thesis into 
an in-depth review of the case study city 
of Dubai, where both the history of urban 
development and contemporary urban-
ism is discussed. This further builds the 
understanding of how and why the city is 
shaped the way it is today, as well as the is-
sues that plague current urban park plan-
ning. The following theory section dis-
cusses two theories that are central to this 
research, which are, environmental justice 
and ‘motility’, a term coined by sociologist 
Vincent Kaufmann. Environmental justice, 
a theory that essentially focuses on the fair 
and equal access to green spaces for all, 
has undoubted relevance to this research 
topic. ‘Motility’ explores the dynamics of 
mobility in a socio-spatial context, which 
builds the foundation to understanding 
what socio-spatial access is, and how op-
timal socio-spatial access can be achieved 
in the context of the case study. Next, the 
methodology uses a mixed-method ap-
proach, where quantitative and qualitative 
methods supplement each other to result 
in a holistic approach. The methodology 
is extensive and draws from a range of 
methods that are compiled and organized 
into a methodology mind-map, which will 
help the reader understand the author’s 
flow of thought and reasoning behind 
each method. Finally, the chapter on find-

p. 2 

ings and analysis holds the bulk of the re-
search as previously mentioned, and the 
discussion chapter then aids in exploring 
advantages and disadvantages of the cur-
rent research, its obstacles and possible 
improvements, as well as future discus-
sion points that the research, and its sub-
ject field, could lead to. Lastly, references 
for the research and the appendix follow.

The study presented within this thesis, 
although bounded by the contextual 
specificities of its case study, was created 
in the hope of contributing to the larger, 
broader, and more global discussion of so-
cio-spatial access. Whether a city is dense 
and compact like that of Singapore, or less 
inhabited and sprawling like the Northern 
cities of Sweden, the issue of maximising 
socio-spatial access of public entities is not 
only pivotal in these cities’ physical urban 
planning, but it is also crucial in foster-
ing inclusiveness within these societies. 
Therefore, regardless of the reader’s origin, 
there remains relevant and fruitful learn-
ing points within the scope of this thesis. 

All material presented, whether in the 
form of figures, photos or conceptual and 
graphical representations, derive from the 
author’s field work in Dubai, or is of the au-
thor’s own creation, unless otherwise cited.
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Topic 
Breakdown

Research 
Questions

As mentioned in the introduction, the 
thesis topic is broken down into several 
components, each driven by a certain 
problem that Dubai experiences today. To-
gether, the components function together 
in tackling these issues aforementioned.

“Using vernacular design to alleviate 
inequalities in socio-spatial access: 
A case study of Dubai’s park provision.”

Vernacular design: This aspect is driven 
by the dilution of local culture and heri-
tage that has resulted over the years of 
rapid urbanization in Dubai.

Alleviate inequalities in socio-spatial ac-
cess: This aspect is driven by the existing 
jarring social segregation and discrimina-
tion in the society that disallows certain 
groups of people from having access to 
some basic needs.

Dubai’s park provision: This aspect is 
driven by the importance of parks in the 
context of Dubai in providing essential 
ecosystem services: thermal comfort in a 
hot and arid climate, and its open space 
that allows recreation and healthy living.

p. 3
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Aim

The aim of the thesis is to develop a 
pedagogical methodology that a city 
planner, a consultant, or an academic 
can follow, in order to improve the so-
cio-spatial access to parks by applying 
Islamic vernacular design principles.

This is done through conducting a macro 
and micro  analysis of current park provi-
sion, and then identifying four represen-
tative parks of different access scenarios, 
and suggesting planning and design 
changes that would improve their ac-
cessibilities. Using the same method 
for each of these scenarios not only ex-
emplifies the method’s replicability, but 
also its scientific validity because of the 
consistency and standardization of data.  

Since the main research question of the 
thesis is shaped as a thesis aim instead, 
and because the aim of the thesis is to is 
to develop a pedagogical methodol-
ogy, the following sub-research questions 
feed each stage of this methodology - 
starting from a larger, macro perspective, 
to a more in-depth, micro perspective. 

Sub RQ 1: What is the current distribution 
and access to parks across Dubai?
Purpose of question: To first study and 
build up a macro understanding on the 
spatiality, distribution and patterns of the 
city’s park provision.

Sub RQ 2: What are the local planning and 
design features that affect a park’s acces-
sibility? 
Purpose of question: To narrow analysis 
down to a feasible neighbourhood scale, 
in order to study and understand the local 
design features in different planning sce-
narios that affect socio-spatial access. 

Sub RQ 3: How can vernacular Islamic de-
sign principles be used to improve the so-
cio-spatial accessibility of parks in Dubai? 
Purpose of question: To demonstrate the 
potentiality of vernacular Islamic design 
in improving socio-spatial accessibility of 
parks by producing examples of case-spe-
cific planning and design solutions for the 

micro case studies.

The hypothesis of the thesis is thus, 
that by creating and using this meth-
odology, vernacular design principles 
will be re-introduced to an area’s urban 
design, which will eventually improve 
socio-spatial access to the area’s park.

Definitions
For readers’ clarity of this thesis, the defini-
tions of core terms are delineated in this 
section. Vernacular Islamic design in this 
thesis refers to the typical, traditional de-
sign typology of the Middle Eastern city 
(see sub-chapter on religious and cultural 
influences). Socio-spatial access to parks 
refers to the opportunity for the physi-
cal access of parks for all social groups 
of society. Where the term access is used 
only, the socio-spatial aspect of it is also 
intended. The term ‘parks’ mainly refers 
to green spaces owned and maintained 
by Dubai Municipality, thus called Dubai 
Municipality public parks, with some ex-
ceptions made for informal, bottom-up 
parks, that have become legitimized by 
being well-known and well-used in neigh-
bourhoods, despite not being owned 
and maintained by Dubai municipality.
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Methodology Outline

METHODOLOGY

Research Questions feed each stage of the 
methodology

1. What is the current distribution and 
access to parks across Dubai?

2. What are the local planning and design 
features that affect a park’s accessibility? 

3. How can vernacular Islamic design principles 
be used to improve the socio-spatial accessibility 
of parks in Dubai? 

find the context and spatiality of parks

Tools: ArcGIS analysis, Aerial study using Google Earth Pro, Document analysis, Site 
visits

use vernacular design 
principles to improve 

the situation

purpose

purpose

purpose
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MICRO-SPATIAL ANALYSIS

MACRO-SPATIAL ANALYSIS

CASE-SPECIFIC 
DESIGN APPLICATION

Figure 2.5.1: Funnel approach of the thesis methodology.

identify local design flaws

Tools: Spatial integration analysis (Space syntax), ArcGIS 
analysis

Tools: Literature review, 
Background and 

Theoretical knowledge 
application, 

Adobe Photoshop 
and Illustrator 
visualisation



Methodology Transferability

The method is designed in such a way that 
it is both flexible and transferable. The 
method can be used for relevant urban 
planning studies within the city - instead 
of parks, public spaces can be studied in-
stead, and instead of vernacular Islamic 
design principles, perhaps the Copenha-
gen Fingerplan can be used instead. It is 
just a matter of placing new inputs in the 
areas called “space” and “beneficial feature” 
in the diagram to the right. This flexibility 
of the methodology allows the method-
ology to remain useful for future studies.

find the context and spatiality of the space in question

identify local design flaws

use a beneficial 
feature to 

improve the 
situation

MICRO-SPATIAL ANALYSIS

MACRO-SPATIAL ANALYSIS

CASE-SPECIFIC 
DESIGN APPLICATION

Figure 2.6.1: Example of methodology template that can be used for other studies.
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Transparent information, in its many forms 
and aspects, is not often a public good 
or right in Dubai, which made access to 
information tedious and difficult. The in-
formation that was sourced or openly 
provided was sometimes unreliable and 
questionable. Communication was an is-
sue with official bodies because of the 
language barrier, and it was also a process 
accompanied with a lot of suspicion and 
confusion. Confidentiality of sources and 
information became an important issue 
and as such, anonymity is explained and 
respected where it is called for through-
out the thesis. Despite these challenges, 
the information used and sourced for this 
thesis has been fact-checked to the best of 
the author’s ability and otherwise, its accu-
racy is only as reliable as its source. Infor-
mation has not been warped or tampered 
with, but in many cases, puzzled together 
from different sources in order to create 
a coherent story, which could or could 
not lead to some factual imperfections.

Ethical 
Considerations

As the thesis lies in the realm of planning 
and design, the outcome is oriented to-
wards a planning solution that creates 
socio-spatial access, rather than a more 
social solution of public policy proposal 
or a guide to social change. The thesis also 
does not take into account the ability or 
willingness for the local municipality to 
implement this solution, as the academic 
purpose of this thesis is purely to produce 
an experimental design that fulfills the 
aim of the thesis. The thesis is interested 
in park provision of mainly residential 
neighhourhoods or mixed-use neigh-
bourhoods, and as such, may in some 
instances, disregard in-depth research 
into other areas such as industrial areas. 

Since the political and economic bound-
aries of the case study city is blurred (re-
fer to chapter on background), the land 
where parks sit on is a mixture of privately 
owned developer’s land, and state-owned 
land - or rather in other words, land that 
belongs to the ruler of Dubai, which also 
essentially makes it private land in a way, 
since it is owned and controlled by a single 
actor. Thus, this insinuates a lack of a se-
cured longevity of parks and the districts 
they sit in, as decisions can quickly and 
easily change for the area to be redevel-
oped for something else. Notwithstanding 
of these circumstances, the study serves to 
cater to the current context of Dubai as it is 

Delimitations

The tools used in this thesis are: ArcGIS, 
AutoCAD, DepthmapX-0.50, Google Earth 
Pro, Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop, 
Adobe Indesign, Microsoft Excel, Microsoft 
Word. The use of each tool is explained in 
the following sections on research design, 
and mentioned in the diagram of the meth-
odology’s outline on the previous pages.

today, and will still remain meaningful for 
future developments as the methodology 
produced prior to the final case-specific 
planning solutions deals with a structured 
and comprehensive thought process that 
can be replicated for other studies, even 
if local circumstances may have changed 
by the end of the study. Furthermore, the 
methodology can be used by any plan-
ning entity, whether public or private, for 
site analysis and assessing how to opti-
mize socio-spatial access to their parks. 

The thesis is framed from a western plan-
ning (and planner’s) perspective, such that 
parks by definition follow an Olmstedian 
ideal of “fresh air” and public green areas 
for the use of the community (see sub-
chapter on park provision), which may 
not be reflected similarly in other defini-
tions of parks in other planning contexts 
and perspectives. This is fitting for the 
case study city, Dubai, that has also only 
recently begun following a western plan-
ning perspective in the past few decades, 
albeit its own version of it. The idea of 
socio-spatial access, which is an inher-
ently western planning concept as well 
that has recently gained ground in the 
past years, has not yet been successfully 
adopted by the city and hence, the thesis 
aims to provide a pedagogical method to 
understanding the concept and its poten-
tial implementations in the local context, 

which could aid in its future realizations, 
whether in the private or public sector. In 
other words, the methodology provided 
could be considered to be a manual that 
can be utilized by any individual research-
ing, planning or building parks in Dubai. 

Tools



p. 7

Research Design

or photographs. Some social scientists 
have criticized the use of such meth-
ods for the reason that images, whether 
sketches or photography, are ambiguous 
and open to multiple and subjective in-
terpretations, which is said to affect their 
final validity (Frith et al., 2005, pp. 187).  
However, fresh perspectives on the matter 
argue that the ambiguous nature of visual 
data should not be a difficulty because, 

“like all data, it should not be interpreted 
as reflecting a stable reality that the re-
searcher can access. Instead, it is a way 
of constructing multiple realities influ-
enced by social and cultural factors and 
situated in a particular time and space,” 
(Guillemin, 2004, pp. 275 in Rouse, 2013). 

A benefit of visual imagery as a method is 
that by producing imagery according to 
one’s own perspective, sharing that imag-
ery to others would enable others to un-
derstand how the person ‘sees the world’ 
(Guillemin, 2004, pp. 275). For this reason, 
imagery has been a useful qualitative 
method in the scope of this thesis; pho-
tography, conceptual representations and 
graphical representations are used in al-
most every chapter to facilitate the under-
standing and absorption of information. 

The research design of this study lends 
itself to a funnel analogy, where analysis 
areas begin on a macro perspective and 

The methodology of this thesis is a mixed-
method approach, with a large propor-
tion of it being a quantitative approach 
that draws from a variety of sources and 
in the process, also uses a variety of tools. 
The quantitative approach was selected 
as it generally “attempt[s] to maximize 
objectivity, replicability, and generalizibil-
ity of findings, and are typically interested 
in prediction,” (Conrad & Serlin, 2011, p. 
149), which reflects the aims of this thesis. 
The quantitative approach is frequently 
described as deductive in nature in a bid 
to test theory, which also corresponds to 
every step of the research design of this 
thesis. Its epistemological and ontologi-
cal positions in research also contributed 
to its selection as a dominant research 
method for this thesis. For its epistemo-
logical position, quantitative approach 
is usually associated with a more positiv-
istic approach, meaning that objective 
knowledge can only be derive from di-
rect observation or experience (Robson, 
2002). For this reason, it is traditionally 
known as the ‘scientific‘ approach (Rob-
son, 2002). Ontologically, a quantitative 
approach is more objectivist, in that social 
phenomena are believed to exist inde-
pendently of individuals (Bryman, 2004). 

As for the smaller qualitative approach 
within this thesis, one of the more com-
mon method is the use of visual imagery 

then to a micro perspective. Firstly, the 
main research question is a heavily loaded 
question that needs to be broken down 
into components, or rather, steps, in order 
to be fully understood, and thus, holisti-
cally answered, at the end of the thesis. 
The reasons Islamic vernacular design was 
selected as a topic of interest were, a) the 
benefits of its urban form that provides 
for equal socio-spatial access to public 
spaces for all its inhabitants, and b) the 
dwindling of such design in the modern-
day context where grand, spectacular 
design triumphs over cultural heritage 
and roots. Thus, came the idea that the 
reintroduction of such design in a mod-
ern day context could alleviate current in-
equalities in access to parks. The reasons 
(a) and (b) are described in detail within 
the background section of this thesis.

MACRO SPATIAL ANALYSIS

Although it is generally well understood 
within academia and private practice that 
park access across Dubai is unequal, there 
is no comprehensive research found that 
clearly graphically or concretely depicts 
this unequal park access and distribution 
across the city. Often, academic literature 
focus on bits of the overarching discus-
sion, such as through focusing on specific 
case study sites or sourced information to 
describe or explain this inequity. Further-

more, Dubai Municipality portrays public 
park access in the city to be ideal as it is 
and there is little to no critical discussion 
as to whether this information is true. 
Hence, without proper full-scale under-
standing of the socio-spatiality of park 
provision in the city, there is no valid basis 
for the further parts of the research. Fur-
thermore, it would be considered inept 
and moreover, useless, to propose design 
solutions for a park without due research 
and concrete evidence. Therefore, the 
first sub-research question attempts to 
fulfill this informational gap in the aca-
demic field of Dubai’s park provision by 
calling for an in-depth, not to mention te-
dious, documentation and analysis of the 
socio-spatial distribution of parks across 
Dubai. This creates a broad understand-
ing of the city’s park provision through 
a macro, urban planning perspective. 

Since the first stage in the methodology 
deals with mapping the spatiality of the 
current park provision in Dubai, this pro-
cess begins with obtaining shapefiles on 
Dubai from two sources: Geofabrik (Geo-
fabrik, 2017), a German company special-
izing in selecting, extracting and process-
ing geodata from OpenStreetMap, and a 
large, global engineering firm that special-
izes in management, design, consulting 
and construction services that prefers to 
remain anonymous (Anonymous, 2017a). 

METHODOLOGY
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district location, description of access and 
local experience, and lastly, green space 
per capita provision calculation were indi-
vidually analyzed and accounted for in this 
Excel sheet attached in the Appendix. The 
descriptions of the parks were partially ful-
filled by site visits and the rest by examina-
tion with Google Earth Pro. The number of 
parks totaled to approximately 150 parks. 
Excel was used as a tool in order to store 
and sort information due to the sheer 
mass of information at hand, as well as to 
allow for some calculating functions that 
were needed. At this point, information 
on park distribution, hierarchy and type 
is then graphically represented through 
maps produced in Adobe Illustrator (see 
analysis section) in order to answer the 
question on the socio-spatial distribution 
of parks. However, since the intention of 
this mapping is not only to fulfill an infor-
mational gap but also to be used as a ba-
sis for arguing socio-spatial access in the 
second part of the question, it is important 
to first define the formal planning stan-
dards for park access through a document 
analysis, in order to benchmark the cur-
rent level of access against formal goals. 

The document analysis is the qualitative 
aspect of this research design, which re-
fers to the “systematic procedure for re-
viewing or evaluating documents—both 
printed and electronic (computer-based 

The files were then analyzed separately on 
ArcGIS to extract information such as park 
location, area, type, and hierarchy. ArcGIS, 
a GIS mapping software created by Esri, 
was used because of the program’s ability 
to visually portray, handle and sift through 
a large amount of information with sim-
ple instructional codes. The shapefiles 
were created in two different years, one 
in 2010 (Anonymous, 2017a) and one in 
2017 (Geofabrik, 2017), a thus a combina-
tion of their information resulted in some 
inaccurate results and clear anomalies 
in the park landscape of Dubai (for ex-
ample, data showed some parks that no 
longer existed, and some parks that were 
wrongly labeled as a different type of 
green space). As the presence of inaccu-
rate information reduced the reliability of 
the information, and because the author 
wanted to ensure validity of the informa-
tion obtained, the author conducted a sec-
ondary analysis by double-checking the 
information against an aerial study over 
the city using Google Earth Pro. Google 
Earth Pro uses images captured from 
2017, which gives an up-to-date account 
of the city’s landscape. It also allows the 
measurement of land areas, which allows 
this crucial information to be checked. 

An inventory list for parks was then created 
in Excel, where each park, its land area, sta-
tus (public or private, formal or informal), 

and Internet-transmitted) material,” (Bow-
en, 2009, p. 28). The document analysis 
was conducted on three documents: Abu 
Dhabi’s Urban Planning Council’s Public 
Realm Design Manual, an amenity stan-
dard list for new developments drafted by 
the municipality, and lastly, a government 
video provided by the municipality on 
the progress of Dubai over the years. The 
combination of this qualitative method 
together with other quantitative methods 
aids in the triangulation of data, which is 
a major benefit of a mixed-methods ap-
proach. According to the first influential 
scheme devised by Greene et al. (1989) 
on the benefits of combining qualitative 
and quantitative methods, he describes 
triangulation as the “convergence, cor-
roboration, correspondence or results 
from different methods,”(Green et al., 1989 
as cited in Bryman, 2006, p. 105). Through 
doing so, “the researcher attempts to 
provide a confluence of evidence that 
breeds credibility,” (Eisner, 1991, p. 110), 
which is important in a research design. 

Planning standards are often publicly ac-
cessible in many cities, however, since in-
formation is available in a limited fashion 
within this political context, and more so 
since there is no actual order or concise 
framework to its city planning methods 
(see chapter on governance and plan-
ning), a standardized, publicly accessible, 

METHODOLOGY

local planning standards source is amiss. 
In replacement, a simple document anal-
ysis - a ‘first-pass’ document review in or-
der to extract meaningful and relevant 
information and data (Bowen, 2009, p. 
32) - was conducted on Abu Dhabi’s Ur-
ban Planning Council’s Public Realm De-
sign Manual. The result of this analysis 
delineates three important benchmarks 
in planning for park provision, that is, 
sufficient land coverage, a serviceable 
radius, and sufficient green space per 
capita. Previous experience in private 
practice has also enabled the author to 
source an amenity standard list for new 
developments drafted by the Dubai Mu-
nicipality for consulting firms. The list and 
the source is once again, anonymous, 
however, relevant information is extracted 
through a first-pass document review as 
well, and placed in a table in the analysis 
section. Lastly, a content analysis and tran-
scription of a government video is also 
presented in the analysis section as well. 
The reason behind each document analy-
sis is listed in the table on the next page.
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Document Information to be extracted Reason for document selec-
tion

Abu Dhabi’s Urban Planning 
Council’s Public Realm Design 
Manual (Abu Dhabi Urban Plan-
ning Council, 2011)

Three key factors in determining 
successful park planning: land 
coverage, serviceable radius, and 
green space per capita.

The aim is to understand the lo-
cal context’s (UAE) definition of 
successful park provision and 
the key factors affecting this. 
Since Dubai itself does not have 
any document that explains this, 
this manual was the closest rela-
tive.

Amenity standard list (Anony-
mous, 2017b)

Local standards on park planning 
for new developments in low 
dense, medium dense, and high 
dense urban settings: serviceable 
radius and green space per capita.

After understanding the factors 
determining success, there is a 
need to match precise, numeri-
cal values of ‘success’ to these 
factors in order to conduct 
proper quantitative analysis. For 
example, all inhabitants should 
have access to a park within a 
350-meter radius. These values 
should preferably derive from 
the case study (Dubai) itself, 
however, where standards are 
missing, the values provided 
by the manual can be used in-
stead. For example, the standard 
list does not provide a value on 
ideal land coverage of parks, and 
so the value is derived from the 
manual instead.

Government video (Dubai Munic-
ipality, 2017b)

Claims on the current number of 
municipality parks, the land area 
covered by parks, accessibility of 
parks.

The video was analysed to un-
derstand how the government 
itself sees the city’s current situa-
tion and progression in terms of 
its park planning and provision.

results of the green space per capita cal-
culations, where districts of below zero 
green space provision were coloured red, 
those between 1 and 3 sqm per person 
were coloured orange, those between 
3 and 6 sqm per person coloured yel-
low, and those between 6 and 9 sqm per 
person were coloured light green, those 
between 9 and 12 sqm were coloured a 
bright green, and finally those above 12 
sqm were coloured dark green. The inter-
vals are decided from a collation of all the 
results from the document analysis that is 
explained further when it is conducted in 
the analysis section. A screenshot of the 
excel sheet below gives an example of 
how this looks, and the map in the analysis 
section shows the same colour scheme.

On top of the data extracted from ArcGIS 
concerning the spatial distribution of the 
parks across the city, further maps are cre-
ated depicting the information above, 
that is, each park’s supposed serviceable 
radius (depending on its hierarchy), and 
the green space per capita calculations 
according to administrative districts. The 
map of land coverage is absorbed into the 
map of all public parks, and is thus pre-
sented more in the form of a written anal-
ysis. The map concerning green space per 
capita calculations refers back to the Excel 
sheet mentioned above, where each dis-
trict’s green space per capita was calcu-
lated. The map is a graphical representa-
tion of the Excel sheet where information 
was then colour coded according to the 

Figure 2.10.1: Documents analysed in the document analysis method. 

Figure 2.10.2: Screenshot of the Excel sheet (can also be found in the Ap-
pedix).

METHODOLOGY
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Emiratis comprise the wealthiest stratum 
of society, with each of their housing often 
accompanied by a private park or garden 
for that household, thus ascertaining that 
each Emirati has access to green space. 

The four urban tissues selected are thus 
representative of the scenarios below:

Scenario A (Al Hamriya - Low Income): 
No parks within the district, does not meet 
basic park provision standards. The de-
mography of the neighbourhood is large-
ly low income earning middle-aged, male, 
Indian immigrants.

Scenario B (Naif - Low Income): Parks 
available with relatively high access to all, 
but does not meet basic park provision 
standards. The demography of the neigh-
bourhood is largely low income earning 
South Asian immigrants and families.

Scenario C (Jumeirah Lakes Towers - 
Middle Income): A large park available 
with low access to some, but meets high 
park provision standards. The demogra-
phy of the neighbourhood is a combina-
tion of middle income earning western, 
regional, and Asian expatriates.

Scenario D (The Greens - Middle In-
come): Large parks available with high 
access to all, with high park provision stan-

MICRO SPATIAL ANALYSIS

In the second stage of the methodology, 
the transition from a macro to a micro 
perspective occurs. This stage focuses on 
the street-level, urban design perspective, 
where local design flaws are identified. 
From the resulting maps and Excel sheet 
produced to answer sub-research question 
one, it is possible to identify a selection of 
four micro case studies to be further ana-
lyzed. These four urban tissues are select-
ed because they each represent a different 
scenario in park access and distribution. 
The urban tissues, extracted from the larg-
er map, have land areas of approximately 
50 to 60 ha and derive from the districts of 
Naif, The Greens, Al Hamriya, and Jumeirah 
Lakes Towers. These districts are all home 
to the expatriate and immigrant commu-
nity of Dubai, and the difference between 
these districts is the level of income of the 
residents that live in these neighbour-
hoods. Generally, neighbourhoods in 
Dubai are socio-economically segregated 
between the native Emiratis, the higher 
income earning expatriates, and the low-
er income earning immigrants - this will 
be explained in detail in the background 
chapter. No neighbourhoods of the native 
Emiratis are selected as a micro-case study 
because of the extremely private, guard-
ed and secured nature of most of these 
neighbourhoods. Furthermore, native 

dards. The demography of the neighbour-
hood is a combination of middle income 
earning western, regional, and Asian expa-
triates.

The analysis of these four scenarios and 
the local planning and design features 
that contribute to their accessibility re-
quires the extraction of more information 
from the shapefiles used in the previous 
stage. Information such as major and mi-
nor roads, pedestrian paths, transport 
stops (nodes), and position and areas of 
parking lots are extracted to create a map 
depicting the parks’ physical accessibility. 
This information was chosen for the rea-
son that they have been proven to impact 
the physical accessibility of a place. A spa-
tial integration analysis via a space syntax 
medium is also conducted to predict the 
pedestrian environment and accessibility 
of an area, in this case, how spatially inte-
grated the park is to the rest of the system. 
The creation of axial map has been a sig-
nificant and instrumental factor allowing 
such an analysis to take place, as it depicts 
an urban space through the viewpoint of 
a pedestrian, where each length of a line 
represents a space that is possible to visu-
ally and physically access (Marcus, 2007, 
p. 5). The measurement of spatial acces-
sibility stems from the measurement of 
the level of accessibility of each and every 
axial line from other axial lines on the map, 

METHODOLOGY

which results in each line receiving an in-
tegration value. There is a strong correla-
tion between integration values and pe-
destrian movement in reality, which aids 
in understanding the flows of pedestrians 
within a city. There are many other com-
ponents that can be adjusted within the 
programme to specify the study further, 
however, since the current case studies are 
small systems, a global integration analy-
sis will do (Turner, 2004, p. 25).
Moreover, site visits and photography 
are also used to study these four parks 
up close. These qualitative methods can 
supplement the quantitative informa-
tion above by facilitating a first-hand un-
derstanding of user experience and im-
pressions, design features and how they 
operate in a social context, thermal com-
fort, maintenance, true versus assumed 
accessibility, and lastly, demographics 
that often use the park. This step is more 
catered towards immersing the reader 
into the local context so there is a bet-
ter understand of the subject at hand. 
Since Barthes (1964) (as cited in Schwartz, 
1989, p. 120) characterises photographs 
as “poly-semic,” meaning that they are ca-
pable of generating multiple meanings 
in the viewing process, it adds another 
dimension to this research design that al-
lows the reader him or herself to follow 
the paradigm of the author’s arguments 
and judge if the information produced 
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upon this first-hand account is accurate. 

CASE SPECIFIC DESIGN
APPLICATION

The background information on vernacu-
lar Islamic design served to explain how 
the practices and belief of Islam, as well 
as the climatic influences of the hot and 
arid region, influenced architectural and 
urban design. The literature review gives 
examples within the MENA region on con-
temporary developments that relive cer-
tain design principles in order preserve 
local culture and identity, as well as aid 
in the progression towards an energy-
efficient built environment. In this stage 
of the methodology however, the author 
attempts to delve deeper by selecting the 
specific principles of the studied tradi-
tional design that are are relevant to the 
study. These principles will then be con-
textualized for this current time and age, 
and also specifically for the four micro-
case studies selected. Each case study will 
represent a principle or multiple principles 
that will assist the re-planning of the site 
that would improve socio-spatial access to 
the park in the area (or plan for a new park 
where parks do not exist). Namely Adobe 
Illustrator will be used to demonstrate the 
application of these principles and how 
the area will be re-planned and designed. 

Photoshop will be used to create perspec-
tives of the new sites to enhance under-
standing and imagination of the solutions. 
In doing so, the author would be present-
ing the viability of using vernacular Islamic 
design principles in improving access to 
parks in current day Dubai, thus answering 
the third research question of the thesis. 
Since each micro-case study represents a 
different scenario of access and distribu-
tion, suggesting a planning solution for 
each would give a broad idea of how all 
other districts following similar scenarios 
can be planned as well to improve access.



Question Methods Data Needed Purpose

1. What is the current 
socio-spatial distribu-
tion and access to parks 
across Dubai

Macro-level spatial 
analysis through ArcGIS, 
Google Earth Pro, and 
site visits and a qualita-
tive document analysis 
of three documents. 

ArcGIS is used to find the 
hierarchy, location and 
type of parks across the 
city. Site visits, as well as 
Google Earth Pro as an 
aerial study, is used to as-
sess formal and informal 
parks, sizes of parks, park 
descriptions, and double 
check the information 
provided from ArcGIS. 
Information on over a 
hundred parks is docu-
mented on Excel, which 
includes calculations on 
green space per capita, 
description of the parks, 
type of space (public vs. 
private, formal vs. infor-
mal), size of park and lo-
cation of park. Site visits 
are used to complement 
this. Document analy-
sis on three documents 
seeks to find out the 
factors determining suc-
cessful park provision 
and the numeric values 
associated to the stan-
dards.

1. Shapefiles on park lo-
cations, park hierarchy, 
and park types.

2. Complementary GIS 
information via Google 
Earth Pro to identify in-
formal parks, and mea-
sure all park areas.

3. Photographs to under-
stand local experience. 

4. Dubai Municipality’s 
administrative boundar-
ies of different districts 
and their population.

5. Calculated data on 
park area per capita pro-
vision.

6. Excel sheet summa-
rizing all information in 
order to identify micro-
case study areas for the 
next stage of analysis 
(see Appendix 1).

7. Local and regional 
benchmarks on success-
ful park provision.

8. Adobe Photoshop 
pixel calculations to de-
termine land coverage 
of existing parks. 

To understand park pro-
vision, access and distri-
bution across the city in 
order to identify micro 
case studies for the next 
stage of analysis. 

Summary of Methodology

2. What are the local 
planning and design fea-
tures that impact a park’s 
accessibility?

Micro-level spatial 
analysis is conducted 
on a selection of four 
urban tissues that repre-
sent different scenarios 
in park access and dis-
tribution. ArcGIS is used 
once more to extract 
information on nodes, 
major and minor roads, 
pedestrian paths, posi-
tions and areas of park-
ing lots to create a map 
of physical accessibil-
ity. A spatial integration 
analysis is conducted via 
space syntax in Depth-
map to understand the 
integration of the entire 
system. Lastly, site visits 
and photographs are 
used to depict existing 
conditions.

1. Shapefiles on trans-
port stops, major and 
minor roads, pedestrian 
paths, positions and ar-
eas of parking lots.

2. Axial map and spatial 
integration study on 
case study neighbour-
hoods.

3. Photographs to docu-
ment user experience 
and existing conditions. 

To understand, and con-
vey this understanding, 
of the local features that 
affect a park’s socio-spa-
tial accessibility in differ-
ent scenarios.

3. How can vernacular 
Islamic design principles 
be used to improve the 
socio-spatial accessibil-
ity of parks in Dubai?

Principles of vernacu-
lar Islamic design that 
improve socio-spatial 
access is first selected. 
Then, case-specific ap-
plication of these princi-
ples into the four micro-
case studies produces 
planning solutions for 
each scenario.

1. Understanding ver-
nacular Islamic urban 
design from the back-
ground section, and 
learnings from con-
temporary examples 
of vernacular design 
implementation in a 
modern-day context in 
literature review.

2. Adobe Illustrator and 
Adobe Photoshop inter-
pretation and visualisa-
tion of the new planning 
solutions. 

To demonstrate the po-
tentiality of vernacular 
Islamic design in im-
proving socio-spatial 
accessibility of parks by 
producing examples of 
case-specific planning/
design solutions for 
the micro case studies.
Providing a design solu-
tion for each case study 
that is representative of 
a different park provi-
sion scenario would, in 
broad, provide solutions 
to improve accessibility 
in most parks in Dubai.

Question Methods Data Needed Purpose

METHODOLOGY
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Figure 2.11.1: Table summarizing the research methods and design.
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Regional Context: MENA Region
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The MENA region as defined in this publication is a 
vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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emphasise the climate contextuality and 
pay homage to the intertwining history 
of the early Islamic cities that gave rise to 
signature vernacular Islamic architecture. 

This boundary encompasses 19 countries 
across North Africa and the Middle East 
and in 2010, hosts a population of 380 
million people, with 165 million in North 
Africa and 215 million in the Middle East 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 12). Although 
the population is distributed varyingly 
across countries of different sizes - for ex-

In the context of this thesis, the MENA 
(Middle East and North Africa) region re-
fers to a vast area accumulating to 7,500 
km between the countries of Morocco 
to Iran (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 12), 
mirroring the same study boundaries of 
other studies such as the renown Young 
Cities Research Papers produced by the 
University of Technology in Berlin, and 
which is also a commonly accepted defi-
nition of the region. The region of MENA 
is selected over the smaller sub-region of 
the Middle East for this study, in order to 

ample Bahrain contributing only 1.2 mil-
lion of the total inhabitants whereas Egypt 
contributes over 80 million inhabitants 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 12) – the coun-
tries experience similarities in culture, re-
ligion and climate, which will be explored 
in this thesis. This regional context is im-
portant in understanding the factors that 
have contributed to how, why vernacu-
lar urban design in this region is shaped 
the way it has, and what this means spe-
cifically for Dubai. It is also important to 
distinguish the fact that although the 

MENA region is often perceived as a ho-
mogenous entity, there are differences 
– and sometimes large differences – 
within the region in a variety of aspects. 
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Figure 3.1.1.1: Map of MENA region and its countries/cities. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 12). Figure 3.1.1.2: Populations of countries in the MENA. 
Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 13).
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The MENA region as defined in this publication is a 
vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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Almost 70 % of the MENA region is characterized by 
an arid climate, nearly 30 % by a warm temperate cli-
mate. However, the MENA region has a wide variety 
of climatic zones and shows great variability in both 
seasonal and annual precipitation, as well as in mean, 
maximum, and minimum temperatures.

The precipitation distribution varies significant-
ly between cities of different countries, and even with-

in a country. For example the mean annual precipita-
tion ranges from 609 mm in Algiers (Algeria) to 20 mm 
in Cairo (Egypt) and in Tunisia from 519 mm along the 
coast (Tunis) to 157 mm inland (Gafsa) (DWD 1996–2010). 

The same applies for the annual mean tempera-
tures, which vary from over 30 °C in some cities of 
Saudi Arabia to under 14 °C in some cities of northern 
Iran. Even here we have significant variations within 
the countries themselves (e.  g. Taebriz with 13.7 °C and 
Abadan with 26.0 °C in Iran (Ibid.)).

The variety becomes even more apparent in a com-
parison of mean temperatures with maximum and 
minimum temperatures. While Damascus and Algiers 
have similar mean annual temperatures (17.6 and 
17.9 °C), the difference between mean annual maxi-
mum and minimum temperature is only 7 °C for Algier, 
but nearly 14 °C for Damascus (Müller 1983). Even 
Tehran and Casablanca have similar mean annual tem-
peratures (about 18.5 °C), but there are extreme differ-
ences between the absolute maximum and minimum 
temperatures, e.  g. Casablanca’s 41 °C max./0 °C min. 
and Teheran’s 42.8 °C max./20.6 °C min. (Ibid.).

Following the Köppen classification, as in the 
map above (cp. Köppen 1900), the climate in the 
MENA region is mainly arid, but there are also 
warm temperate regions and regions with cold 
climates. 
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Cartography: J. Müller
Thematic data source: Kottek et al. 2006
GIS data set: http://thematicmapping.org/downloads/world_borders.php

Fig. 14, 15: Annual mean temperature (left) and 
precipitation in mm/year (right) in cities of the 
MENA region (based on DWD 1996–2010)

MENA Köppen-Geiger climate classification
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the map, the climate in the MENA region 
is mainly arid, but there are some varia-
tions across the board with some warm 
temperate regions and regions with cold 
climates (Pahl-Weber, 2013, p. 22). Most 
of the MENA region is characterized by 
an arid climate with almost 70% of the 
area experiencing this and the other 30% 
experiencing a warm temperate climate 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 22). Despite 
the Köppen classification commonalities, 
within the region lie some wider dispari-
ties in terms of seasonal and annual pre-

The table above explains the meaning 
for the lettering within the Köppen clas-
sification in the map above. Looking at 

cipitation as well as mean, maximum, and 
minimum temperatures (Pahl-Weber et 
al., 2013, p. 22). Seasonality differs with 
hot and arid countries often experienc-
ing weak winters and hot summers, and 
warm temperate climates experiencing 
cooler winters and cooler summers. For 
example, the mean annual precipitation 
ranges from 20 mm in Cairo, Egypt, to 93.5 
mm in Dubai (DSC, 2010), UAE, and to 609 
mm in Algiers, Algeria (Pahl-Weber et al., 
2013, p. 22). Similarly, this is noticeable for 
annual mean temperatures as well, which 

can vary from 30 °C in Dubai (DSC, 2010), 
to under 14 °C in some cities of Northern 
Iran (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 22).  More-
over, there are significant variations within 
the countries themselves too; for exam-
ple, Tabriz with 13.7 °C and Abadan with 
26.0 °C in Iran (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, 
p. 22). Furthermore, relative humidity in 
the region differs, with the Gulf countries 
experiencing one of the highest humid-
ity in the region (Bolleter, 2009, p. 20).

The MENA region is located along the glob-

DUBAI

Figure 3.1.2.1: Map of MENA region and its Köppen classification. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 22). Figure 3.1.2.2: Examples of annual mean temperature (left) and precipitation in mm/year (right) in cities of 
the MENA region. (replace one bar with dubai characteristics. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 22).
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Almost 70 % of the MENA region is characterized by 
an arid climate, nearly 30 % by a warm temperate cli-
mate. However, the MENA region has a wide variety 
of climatic zones and shows great variability in both 
seasonal and annual precipitation, as well as in mean, 
maximum, and minimum temperatures.

The precipitation distribution varies significant-
ly between cities of different countries, and even with-

in a country. For example the mean annual precipita-
tion ranges from 609 mm in Algiers (Algeria) to 20 mm 
in Cairo (Egypt) and in Tunisia from 519 mm along the 
coast (Tunis) to 157 mm inland (Gafsa) (DWD 1996–2010). 

The same applies for the annual mean tempera-
tures, which vary from over 30 °C in some cities of 
Saudi Arabia to under 14 °C in some cities of northern 
Iran. Even here we have significant variations within 
the countries themselves (e.  g. Taebriz with 13.7 °C and 
Abadan with 26.0 °C in Iran (Ibid.)).

The variety becomes even more apparent in a com-
parison of mean temperatures with maximum and 
minimum temperatures. While Damascus and Algiers 
have similar mean annual temperatures (17.6 and 
17.9 °C), the difference between mean annual maxi-
mum and minimum temperature is only 7 °C for Algier, 
but nearly 14 °C for Damascus (Müller 1983). Even 
Tehran and Casablanca have similar mean annual tem-
peratures (about 18.5 °C), but there are extreme differ-
ences between the absolute maximum and minimum 
temperatures, e.  g. Casablanca’s 41 °C max./0 °C min. 
and Teheran’s 42.8 °C max./20.6 °C min. (Ibid.).

Following the Köppen classification, as in the 
map above (cp. Köppen 1900), the climate in the 
MENA region is mainly arid, but there are also 
warm temperate regions and regions with cold 
climates. 
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Cartography: J. Müller
Thematic data source: Kottek et al. 2006
GIS data set: http://thematicmapping.org/downloads/world_borders.php

Fig. 14, 15: Annual mean temperature (left) and 
precipitation in mm/year (right) in cities of the 
MENA region (based on DWD 1996–2010)
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Almost 70 % of the MENA region is characterized by 
an arid climate, nearly 30 % by a warm temperate cli-
mate. However, the MENA region has a wide variety 
of climatic zones and shows great variability in both 
seasonal and annual precipitation, as well as in mean, 
maximum, and minimum temperatures.

The precipitation distribution varies significant-
ly between cities of different countries, and even with-

in a country. For example the mean annual precipita-
tion ranges from 609 mm in Algiers (Algeria) to 20 mm 
in Cairo (Egypt) and in Tunisia from 519 mm along the 
coast (Tunis) to 157 mm inland (Gafsa) (DWD 1996–2010). 

The same applies for the annual mean tempera-
tures, which vary from over 30 °C in some cities of 
Saudi Arabia to under 14 °C in some cities of northern 
Iran. Even here we have significant variations within 
the countries themselves (e.  g. Taebriz with 13.7 °C and 
Abadan with 26.0 °C in Iran (Ibid.)).

The variety becomes even more apparent in a com-
parison of mean temperatures with maximum and 
minimum temperatures. While Damascus and Algiers 
have similar mean annual temperatures (17.6 and 
17.9 °C), the difference between mean annual maxi-
mum and minimum temperature is only 7 °C for Algier, 
but nearly 14 °C for Damascus (Müller 1983). Even 
Tehran and Casablanca have similar mean annual tem-
peratures (about 18.5 °C), but there are extreme differ-
ences between the absolute maximum and minimum 
temperatures, e.  g. Casablanca’s 41 °C max./0 °C min. 
and Teheran’s 42.8 °C max./20.6 °C min. (Ibid.).

Following the Köppen classification, as in the 
map above (cp. Köppen 1900), the climate in the 
MENA region is mainly arid, but there are also 
warm temperate regions and regions with cold 
climates. 

Ma
rr
ak

es
ch

Ca
sa

bl
an

ca

Al
gi
er

s
Tu

ni
s

Ga
fs
a

Tr
ip
ol
i

Ka
ir
o

Te
l A

vi
v

Da
ma

sk
us

Ri
ya

dh
Do

ha

Sa
la
la
h

Ta
eb

ri
s

Te
hr

an

30

20

10

0

Ma
rr
ak

es
ch

Ca
sa

bl
an

ca

Al
gi
er

s
Tu

ni
s

Ga
fs
a

Tr
ip
ol
i

Ka
ir
o

Te
l A

vi
v

Da
ma

sk
us

Ri
ya

dh
Do

ha

Sa
la
la
h

Ta
eb

ri
s

Te
hr

an

600

400

200

0

 10 Variable Climate Conditions 

Cartography: J. Müller
Thematic data source: Kottek et al. 2006
GIS data set: http://thematicmapping.org/downloads/world_borders.php

Fig. 14, 15: Annual mean temperature (left) and 
precipitation in mm/year (right) in cities of the 
MENA region (based on DWD 1996–2010)
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Figure 3.1.2.3: Explanation of letters in the  
Köppen classification.

Marra
kech

Casa
blanca

Algiers
Tunis

Gafsa

Trip
oli

Cairo

Te
l A

viv

Damascu
s

Riyadh
Doha

Salalah

Ta
briz

Te
hran

Marra
kech

Casa
blanca

Algiers
Tunis

Gafsa

Trip
oli

Cairo

Te
l A

viv

Damascu
s

Riyadh
Doha

Salalah

Ta
briz

Te
hran



REGIONAL CONTEXT: MENA 

factors. Needless to say, wind variation 
within MENA is large and changes from 
a day-to-day basis. However, some wind 
patterns can occur when cities lie near the 
coast, such as a local seas breeze or more 
prominently, a regional maritime effect 
(Sullivan, 2009). The yearly wind distribu-
tion patterns of some cities below indicate 
how varied wind can be depending on the 
location of the city. For example, Dubai’s 
wind comes from a north-west direction 
majority of the year due to Zagros Moun-
tain Range in south Iran the Persian Gulf 

al sun belt, meaning that this region gets 
the most solar access per day, month and 
year (EPIA, 2010), making harnessing solar 
energy a feasible alternative energy source. 
The UAE for example, receives a daily sum 
of above 7.5 kWh/sqm and an annual sum 
of above 2700 kWh/sqm (SolarOne, 2016).

As for wind, local context is important be-
cause wind can change significantly and 
rapidly depending on atmospheric pres-
sure, topography, altitude, landscape, 
built environment and a plethora of other 

(see above for wind direction summary 
in 2016). Moreover, the Gulf countries ex-
perience strong winds during the winter 
months, known as the ‘Shamal’ (Bolleter, 
2009, p. 20). All four cities’ yearly wind dis-
tribution represent general trends in air 
movement largely influenced by their sur-
rounding physical landscapes that can be 
further followed and studied in real-time 
via Earth’s interactive worldwide map on 
global wind, ocean and weather condi-
tions (Earth, 2017). Multiple layers can be 
turned on to assist a multi-layer analy-

sis combining wind and temperature. 

Figure 3.1.2.4: Wind direction distribution in % 
for the year in Tehran, Iran (Windfinder, 2017b).

Figure 3.1.2.5: Wind direction distribution in % for 
the year in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (Windfinder, 2017d).

Figure 3.1.2.6: Wind direction distribution in % 
for the year in Minya, Egypt (Windfinder, 2017c).

Figure 3.1.2.7: Wind direction distribution in % 
for the year in Dubai, UAE (Windfinder, 2017a).

p. 15 



Climate Trends

REGIONAL CONTEXT: MENA 

region would experience temperature 
increases that are significantly above 
the mean global surface temperature in-
crease of 0.17 °C that has been recorded 
in the past decades (Hansen et al., 2010).  
This fact has also been reinforced by the 
UN in a statement: “[a]s global tempera-
tures rise, they will rise even faster in 
MENA, causing more frequent and se-
vere droughts,” (UN News Centre, 2016).

Moreover, it is also predicted that the 
North Africa region will experience a 20% 

The map above indicates oncoming cli-
mate changes in the MENA region in the 
years to come, and more significantly of 
this, the rise in temperatures that the re-
gion will experience. This can be seen 
through the simulations by the Interna-
tional Panel on Climate Change, where 
temperatures for the North of Africa and 
Central Asia are expected to increase by 
3 to 4 °C from the 1980-99 averaged by 
2080-99 (Christensen et al., 2007 in Pahl-
Weber et al., 2013, p. 23). With these pre-
dictions at hand, it would mean that the 

decrease in mean precipitation by the 
end of the 21st century (Pahl-Weber et 
al., 2013, p. 23). The Middle East will too, 
experience a decrease in rainfall due to a 
poleward shift of the North Atlantic storm 
track and a weakening of the Mediterra-
nean storm track (Black et al., 2010). This 
will result in inconsistent dry periods for 
the region (Black et al., 2010), which could 
be detrimental for human sustainability 
considering the issue of water-scarcity in 
the region. Hence, the progress of these 
regions depends highly on how climate 

change is approached, and its mitigation 
incorporated, in their future development. 

Figure 3.1.3.1: The map indicates predicted temperature increases across the region between 1980-99 and 
2080-99, averaged over 21 simulations based on (Christensen et al., 2007 in Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 23).
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The MENA region as defined in this publication is a 
vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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According to simulations by the International Panel 
on Climate Change, temperatures for North of Africa 
and Central Asia are expected to increase by 3 to 4 °C 
from the 1980–99 average by 2080–99 (Christensen et 
al. 2007). The highest temperatures will occur in the 
summer months from June to August (JJA), as has hap-
pened in the past. Given these predictions, the region 
will likely have to cope with temperatures that are sig-
nificantly above the global mean temperature increase. 

In addition to warming, North Africa will most 
likely experience a 20 % decrease in mean precipitation 
by the end of the 21st century. This will be due to storm 
tracks shifting towards the poles, changing winter rain 
patterns in the region and concurrently decreasing 
summer moisture content of the region’s soil. 

In Central Asia the winter (DJF) will almost cer-
tainly become wetter, with 4 % more precipitation, and 
the summer drier, with 13 % less. In Iran, precipitation 
changes will be split, with northern parts facing sig-
nificant decreases in summer while southern, coastal 
areas will face increased precipitation, and vice versa 
in winter.  

Since simulation results vary strongly, great un-
certainties remain in the predictions. E.  g. the influ-
ence of vegetation and dust aerosol were not accounted 
for in the calculations, there is no realistic variability, 
and the simulations are said to have “significant sys-
tematic errors in and around Africa” (Christensen et 
al. 2007, p. 866). 

The maps show the predicted climate changes 
for the region between 1980–99 and 2080–99, 
averaged over 21 simulation models based on 
Christensen et al. (2007, Fig. 11.2 and 11.9). 
Top: Annual mean temperature changes. 
Right bottom: Summer precipitation changes 
(JJA).
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Demographic Development

REGIONAL CONTEXT: MENA 

Figure 3.1.4.1: Demographic changes in the MENA region. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 18).
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Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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The demography of the MENA region is in transition. 
This demographic process is characterized by two 
phenomena: one spatial and one structural.

The first phenomenon, is characterized by a change 
in the spatial distribution of the population, mainly as 
result of rural to urban migration processes. In many 
countries of the region (cp. Chapter on fast growing cit-
ies), flows of refugees from political or ethnic conflicts 
as well as settlement programs for nomads and mobile 
livestock keepers are other important factors. 

The second phenomenon can be described by 
the demographic transition model (DTM, see figure 
above): after the rapid population growth spurred by 
improved health care systems (phase 2), fertility rates 
drop and population growth slows (phase 3). Some 
MENA countries already show shrinking population 
growth rates (see map).

The different countries of the MENA region re-
flect different structural transition phases depending 
on their current stage of development. Each stage of 
transition faces individual challenges: in Yemen, for 
example, the population is in the early stages of the 

demographic transition (phase 2 of the DTM). With 
about 24 million people, 43 % are between 0 and 14 
years. The median age is only 18.1 years and the popu-
lation growth rate is 2.5 % (IndexMundi 2012).

Iran serves as an example of phase 3: after a dra-
matic increase in population in the second half of the 
20th century, Iran has recently experienced a relative-
ly sudden and dramatic drop in its fertility rate. The 
current demographic bulge in youth is a result of the 
former high birth rate. More than half of the popu-
lation is under the age of 24, while one quarter is 15 
years of age or younger (UNDP 2012a). The median age 
is 26.8 years and the population growth rate is 1.2 % 
(IndexMundi 2012). The expected high proportion of 
the elderly will become a major challenge in the com-
ing decades.

Another defining factor of the region’s demogra-
phy is the immigration of laborers into certain MENA 
countries — the strongest recent force being the oil 
economy, attracting large cohorts of guest workers 
into oil-producing countries such as the UAE, Qatar, 
Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia.

“Nearly one in five people living in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region is be-
tween the ages of 15 and 24 —  the age group de-
fined as �youth.’”

(Assad and Roudi-Fahimi 2007, p. 1)
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 6 Demographic Development —  A Population in Transition Cities 

Fig 10: The process of demographic  transition (Adapted from Bähr 1997, 248 f.) 
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a structural change in demographics, as 
explained by the demographic transition 
model above (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 18) 
- where after rapid population growth oc-
curs due to improved health care systems 
(phase two), fertility rates drop and popu-
lation growth slows down (phase three). 

Different countries in the MENA region 
experience different phases depending 
on their current level of development. An 
example of a country in phase two would 
be Yemen, whose population is in the early 

Like other developing regions, the MENA 
region is in rapid and constant transition. 
The demographic transition can be cat-
egorized into two phenomena: spatial and 
structural (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 18). 
The first phenomenon can be described 
as a change in the spatial distribution of 
the population, mainly due to the rural – 
urban migration processes. In other coun-
tries, other factors may affect this spatial 
distribution too, such as the flows of refu-
gees from political or ethnic conflicts. The 
second phenomenon can be referred to 

stages of demographic transition. Within 
its population of 24 million, 43% of them 
are aged between 0 to 14 years old. The me-
dian age is approximately 18 years and the 
population growth rate is 2.5% (IndexMun-
di, 2012 in Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 18). In 
contrast is another example, the UAE. The 
population is in phase three, where they 
are entering a process of late expansion. 
The UAE experiences one of the greatest 
incoming international migration in the 
region, and even being fifth in the world in 
2013 (MPI, 2013). This is mainly due to the 
oil economy among the GCC (Gulf Cooper-
ation Council) states, which attracts a large 
cohort of guest workers (Pahl-Weber et al., 
2013, p. 18) – top five countries of origin 
being India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Philip-
pines, and Egypt (Unicef, 2013). Although 
international migration into the UAE grew 
starkly between the years 2000 to 2013 by 
a whooping estimate of 5 million people, 
the crude net migration rate is predicted 
to decrease in the coming years (Unicef, 
2013). The population growth rate contin-
ues to increase in the coming decades but 
at a slower rate than before (Unicef, 2013). 
The population is dominantly male, and 
dominantly young, with 43% of the popu-
lation being male between the ages of 25 
and 39 (Unicef, 2013). The median age is 
around 30 years (IndexMundi, 2016) and it 
further confirms that the MENA region is 

a “young one”, as explained by Assad and 
Roudi-Fahimi, “[n]early one in five people 
living in the Middle East and North Af-
rica (MENA) region is between the ages 
of 15 and 24 — the age group defined as 
youth,”(Assad & Roudi-Fahimi, 2007, p. 1).
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vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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Socio-Economic Disparity

et al., 2013, p. 19). Noticeably, the major 
contributor to the different income levels 
depend majorly on the unequal distribu-
tion of, and access to, natural resources 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 19). This results 
in extreme inequality with a high propor-
tion of urban population living below each 
country’s specified poverty line (UN Habi-
tat, 2012 in Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 19). 
According to the MENA Economic Monitor 
publication by the World Bank, large in-
come inequality was one of the contribut-
ing reasons to the Arab Spring uprisings 

This section aims to detail the socio-eco-
nomic differences within the region itself 
in a bid to derail sweeping perspectives 
on its regional homogeneity. The MENA 
region hosts a variety of income groups, 
from the immensely rich oil-rich coun-
tries that have small populations and a 
high income per capita, such as Bahrain, 
Oman, Qatar, UAE, Saudi Arabia and Libya, 
to the poorer countries with little or no 
fossil resources that have larger popula-
tions and lower income per capita, such 
as Egypt, Morocco, and Syria (Pahl-Weber 

(World Bank, 2015). Most prominently in 
Egypt, Hlasny and Verme cited that large 
income inequality was one of the reasons 
behind the Egyptian revolution (Hlasny 
& Verme, 2013). The Arab Springs upris-
ings had thus, brought issues of equality 
and inclusion in the region to center stage 
(World Bank, 2015). Due to the extensive 
issue of income inequality, the MENA re-
gion has countries of both low Human De-
velopment Index (HDI) levels, such as Mo-
rocco, Egypt and Yemen, and of high HDI 
levels, such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Figure 3.1.5.1: Discrepancies in Human Development Index (HDI) across the MENA region. Source: (Pahl-
Weber et al., 2013, p. 19).
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The MENA region as defined in this publication is a 
vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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The MENA region is often perceived as one homoge-
neous entity, although there are in fact major socio-eco-
nomic differences. The most obvious difference is the 
income disparity between and within the countries; a 
circumstance which is in many cases directly caused 
by the unequal distribution of and access to natural re-
sources. There is a number of relatively small oil rich 
countries with small populations and a high income 
per capita, such as Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, and Libya. Larger countries with large popula-
tions but smaller, or no, fossil resources have far lower 
income levels; these include Egypt, Morocco, and Syria. 

This leads to extensive inequality, with a high pro-
portion of urban populations living below each coun-
try’s designated poverty line (UN-Habitat 2012a). 
Despite the impressive urban growth of the 1990s and 
2000s in countries like Jordan and Lebanon, the over-
all poverty ratio has declined slowly. As a result, MENA 
region countries have both low to medium Human 
Development Index levels, for Morocco, Egypt, and 
Yemen, and very high levels, such as in Libya, Iran, 
Saudi-Arabia, and the UAE. 

Education and life expectancy vary strongly be-
tween the MENA countries. In general, countries in 
a later stage of urbanization and with greater avail-
able funds tend to have higher literacy rates and life 
expectancies, as well as lower child mortality rates. In 
this regard, Israel has a very high level of health and 
education development, along with the UAE, Brunei/
Darussalam, Qatar, and Bahrain. In contrast, most of 
the countries with more land have lower literacy rates 
(Saudi Arabia at 86.1 %; Tunisia at 77.6 %) and higher 
child mortality rates (with 21 per 1,000 live births for 
both Tunisia and Saudi Arabia) (UNDP 2011).

The Human Development Index (HDI) mea-
sures average achievements in three dimensions 
of human development: health, education, and 
living standards. Those three dimensions are 
calculated using the following factors: 
. . Life expectancy (health), 
. . Mean years of schooling, expected years 

of schooling (education), 
. . Per capita gross national income (living 

standards).
There are other indexes beyond the HDI which 
can draw a more precise picture of human devel-
opment by certain aspects in specific countries, 
i.  e. the “Inequality-adjusted HDI", the “Gender 
Inequality Index”, or the “Multidimensional 
Poverty Index” (UNDP 2011). 
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Vernacular Islamic Morphology

man elements from the previous era can 
still be seen within their urban fabric. 
(Burns, 1999 and 2005, and UNESCO, 2013a 
and 2013b, in Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16).

After the fall of the Roman Empire and 
with increasing Islamic influences, an era 
began which created the basis for unique 
Islamic urban forms and urban settlements 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16). “The spe-
cial character and practice of the Islamic 
religious order could not but influence the 
corresponding social structures and living 
habits,” (Bianca, 2000, p. 29). Stefano Bian-
ca here - and throughout most of his 2009 
book, Urban Form in the Arab World - suc-
cinctly explains the simple understanding 
that Islamic vernacular architecture, de-
sign and spatial preferences are outputs of 
daily religious practices and rituals, where, 
the form of the city thus meets these daily 
functions. Although local specifics deviate 
from the broader character he speaks of, 
general assumptions and principles still re-
main. In the following paragraphs, Bianca 
refers a lot to the specific spatial and func-
tional arrangement of the Middle Eastern 
city - which is one main characteristic of 
traditional urban design and architecture 
in the MENA region. Understanding the 
relation and roots between the person, 
community, religion and design is crucial 
in the context of this thesis especially, as 
the connections between these actors 

EARLY RELIGIOUS AND 
CULTURAL INFLUENCES

The MENA region is so richly character-
ized by its history, culture, and religious 
background that until today, its roots in 
vernacular architecture and the omnipres-
ence of Islam in daily life still holds strong. 
More significantly, the region has had a 
long history of urban settlements, for ex-
ample with the village of Ur, founded in 
Iraq in 4,000 B.C, marking just one out of 
several settlements in the early times. With 
the conquest of the cities of the orient by 
Alexander the Great (334 – 331 B.C) began 
a new, almost thousand-year-era of Helle-
nistic, then Roman, and later Byzantine cul-
ture (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16). In this 
period, signature architectural traits and 
urban morphologies came into being. For 
example, cities in the Hellenistic era were 
built largely by rational planning methods, 
where principles such as a strict north-
south and east-west building orientation, 
rectangular street grid, and distinct pub-
lic spaces (agora) were prominent. These 
practices were then reformed by Roman 
influences, but traces of which can still be 
seen in the urban plans of cities such as 
Damascus and Aleppo (Heinle, 2009 in 
Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16). These cities 
continued to develop during the Islamic 
middle age and even so, some of the Ro-

must first be understood before any pro-
cess of replicating and reinventing vernac-
ular design ideals in a modern-day context 
can take place. Thus, with the help of his 
book, the thesis elaborates on these intrin-
sic connections between actors and urban 
form further in the following paragraphs.

The backbone of Islam, and along with it 
rising social consequences, lies within the 
“five pillars of faith”, which are the basic af-
firmation of faith (shahada), prayer (salat), 
almsgiving (zakat), fasting during the 
month of Ramadan, and the pilgrimage 
to the Ka’aba (hajj) (Bianca, 2000, p. 30). 
Prayer is recommended to be conducted 
five times a day, wherever possible, and 
in a collective manner. On Friday noons 
however, the prayer is a larger event with 
the community coming together to col-
lectively pray at a mosque. The practice 
and sequence of five daily prayers struc-
tures the life of the individual and the 
community, thus consequently affecting 
the course of commercial activities within 
the city (Bianca, 2000, p. 30). According 
to William Marcais (1872-1957) - an early 
scholar in the field who produced the ar-
ticle L’Islamisme et la vie urbaine in 1928, 
which was revered to be one of the earli-
est codifications of the traits of an ‘Islamic 
City’ - explained that within his quintes-
sential model of an ‘Islamic City’, the city 
must have a Friday mosque (Masjid Jami) 

with a nearby market place (suq), with 
these two then being surrounded by a 
series of public baths (hammams) as the 
third physical feature of the Islamic city, 
because these functions and their spatial 
arrangements are important to a Muslim 
in his or her preparation for Friday prayer 
(Falahat, 2014, p. 11). The transition from 
the secular sphere of the marketplace, 
to the sacred sphere of the mosque, is 
often accomplished by a few steps to al-
low for convenient interaction between 
the two entities (Bianca, 2000, p. 38). 

The other pillar of Islam, almsgiving, is 
a social duty conducted by individuals 
who meet a certain criteria of wealth.  It 
traditionally involves at least four per-
cent of each individual’s yearly income, 
as a kind of religious tax, which is paid 
to zakat collectors, who then distribute 
the money to less fortunate Muslims or 
new converts (Bianca, 2000, p. 31). This 
pillar does not have a direct impact on 
Islamic urban form but is nevertheless 
important in the life of a Muslim and up-
keeps social bonds within the community.

The next two pillars of Islam emphasise 
that community matters. Fasting during 
the month of Ramadan from dawn to sun-
set is a major collective effort and thus a 
social event, such as through the com-
ing together for breaking fast at the end 
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the need for external controls. It can be 
said that its coercing mechanism worked 
from within – an internal justice system if 
you will – that needed little or no external 
institutional support (Bianca, 2000, p. 32). 
For example, traditional Islamic cities had 
no municipalities as that of those identi-
fied in the western world, nor the Crown 
and the Church (in the institutional sense) 
of Medieval Europe. Therefore, the Muslim 
res publica was not the result of civil rights 
wrested from oppressive authorities, but 
instead the outcome of a shared belief and 
devotion to following a religiously pre-
scribed pattern of life (Bianca, 2000, p. 32). 

Physically, the lack of formal institutions 
meant that outstanding government 
buildings were not a part of the urban fab-
ric. Any institutional functions that were 
needed were already fulfilled by the Friday 
Mosque, which, parallel with the Islamic 
philosophy of life, had not only religious 
functions, but political and social functions 
as well. The mosque, being the prime pub-
lic building, thus was usually centrally po-
sitioned in the city, with residential build-
ings being arranged in concentric circles 
or districts around it (Ehlers & Floor, 1993). 
However, even though its significance 
as a building, the mosque seldom took a 
monumental form as European cathedrals 
did, and commonly remained a “polyva-
lent structure integrated into the urban 

of the day (iftar). In addition to this, the 
month of Ramadan culminates in the cel-
ebration of “Eid al-Fitr”, one of the two ma-
jor Islamic holidays (Bianca, 2000, p. 31). 
As for the pilgrimage to Mecca, believers 
from all over the world come together in 
the heart of their religious world after a 
long and tiresome journey from the “pe-
riphery” to the “centre”, which refers to 
the Ka’aba in Mecca. It is said to provide 
them with unique geographical, social 
and human experiences of their Islamic 
community (umma) (Bianca, 2000, p. 31). 

According to Stefano, 

“[the] emphasis on community matters, 
combined with its concern for social har-
mony and formalized human interac-
tion, gave Islam a distinct civic charac-
ter and made it, at least potentially, an 
urban religion,” (Bianca, 2000, p. 31). 

He goes on to explain his belief that be-
cause of the strength of Islam’s ritualized 
living patterns, and general social consen-
sus deriving from community bonds (built 
through the practice of Islam), the need for 
formal institutions was removed. Unlike in 
Europe, where administrative structures 
are normally identified in cities, these struc-
tures were absent in the Islamic world sim-
ply because the society had internalized 
its structuring constraints, which lessened 

fabric, with no intention of expressing 
the power of religious or secular authori-
ties,” (Bianca, 2000, p. 33). The mosque did, 
however, have clearly delineated bound-
aries due to the prayer space having to 
meet special requirements of cleanliness, 
and thus the plot was often marked by 
gates and thresholds where visitors would 
take off their shoes (Bianca, 2000, p. 38). 

Another notorious consequence of a re-
ligion based on internal mechanisms as 
opposed to external institutions is the 
absence of settlement planning – what 
academia would refer to as urban plan-
ning today. Robert Brunschvig (1901-
1990), an academic who was renown for 
his work that went beyond the question 
of the morphology of Islamic cities to un-
derstand the factors that influenced its 
shape, described Islamic cities’ morphol-
ogy as “tortuous, labyrinthine, compli-
cated, with manifold secret corners and 
shadowy recesses,” (Falahat, 2014, p. 11). 
He went further to claim that their ur-
ban form is “irrational and without any 
plan” (Neglia, 2008, p. 5). Bianca, how-
ever, took a more dignified approach 
in his explanation of their morphology:

“Most traditional Islamic cities, with the 
exception of royal palace cities, followed 
an “organic” pattern of growth, marked 
by the presence of certain archetypes of 

built form which acted as architectural 
“seeds”. Such archetypes could develop a 
wide range of related physical shapes ac-
cording to site constraints, community 
size, economic resources, building mate-
rials etc. Due to this common origin and 
mutual affinities, the resulting buildings, 
i.e. houses, mosques, public facilities, car-
avanserais and markets, could combine 
into larger structures in an unforced and 
quite natural manner. The commonly ac-
cepted rules of building, as determined by 
the codex of social behaviour, did away 
with the need for central planning; com-
bined with the casual freedom of individ-
ual variations, they resulted in the striking 
balance and homogeneity of the Islamic 
townscape which is so different from 
planned uniformity,” (Bianca, 2000, p. 33).

Bianca then aptly points out that the juxta-
position between a highly formalized 
way of life and a hectic spatial arrange-
ment of an Islamic city is not a matter of 
conflict but rather that it is because of 
their way of life that, ironically, allows 
for informal urban layouts and a corre-
sponding freedom of individual archi-
tectural expression (Bianca, 2000, p. 33).  

Due to the religion’s focus on commu-
nal and family bonds, and a somewhat 
hesitant approach to external forces, the 
concept of sacred space came into be-
ing. While the urban fabric of the city 
tends to be continuous, there lies a clear 
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between public areas and residential quar-
ters are winding and broken into succes-
sive hierarchical sections, with each sec-
tion increasing in privacy the further away 
it lies from the public areas (Bianca, 2000, 
p. 38). Condensed residential quarters 
tend to consume street space and con-
vert it into private access corridors. Thus, 
the sanctuary of the home is essentially 
protected through the multitude of layers 

differentiation within the internal struc-
ture, made up of a series of units of self-
contained cellular compartments, which 
allow the private or sacred character of 
individual spaces to be protected (Bi-
anca, 2000, p. 37). In the living quarters 
of an Islamic city, “the residents conceal 
their private life behind the “forbidding 
walls” of their houses in the maze of al-
leys and back streets,” (Planhol, 1959, p. 8). 
Planhol describes residential areas to be: 

“... obscured by an entanglement of de-
tail which seems quite inextricable ... 
Especially in residential districts are the 
streets nearly always tortuous in the 
extreme ... Onto these streets open a 
number of dead-end alleys, blind pas-
sages leading into inner courts, at the 
entrances ... the streets are just as narrow 
as they are twisting,” (Planhol, 1959, p. 5).

The hierarchical and compartmentalized 
nature of the urban form (land uses of-
ten do not mix) of traditional Islamic city 
would mean that living quarters are often 
shielded from the main streams of pub-
lic life, as they flank the mosque and the 
commercial activity areas (Bianca, 2000, 
p. 38). The living spaces are often tightly 
knitted together, and they are sometimes 
built wall to wall in the case of courtyard 
structures, forming inward-oriented au-
tonomous units that are protected against 
visual access from the street. The access 

of complex street network that wean out 
public eyes in the process. Dead-end alley-
ways and a progressive sequence of gates 
and thresholds are some efforts in achiev-
ing this protection, thereby preserving the 
sanctity of the family sphere and prevents 
encounters with the public realm (Bianca, 
2000, p. 38). Some examples of cities that 
exhibit this structure are the city cores (me-
dinas) of the Fes, Aleppo, Isfahan, or Yazd, 

with them being similar in structural form 
and functions. In Arab cities, the medina is 
often surrounded by city walls with gates 
that connect them with the extra-mural 
urban areas (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16).

Figure 3.1.6.1: Graphical representation of the spatial arrangement of the living quarters in a traditional Islamic city. Adapted from (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 16).
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She goes on to explain that this in turn af-
fects the planning and building in many 
Middle Eastern cities today, as friction 
arises between the individual and the 
authorities when attempting to combine 
modern planning techniques with the 
values of familial societies (Alfasi, 2014). 

Context is key, and so another reason for 
conflict, apart from the shift of power 
from the people to a more top-down ap-
proach, is due to the adoption of a mod-
ern planning system by these Arab cities 
being “rooted in the modern, western-
oriented worldview and the rationale of 
liberal nationalism,” (Alfasi, 2014). This is 
because in the 19th century, many MENA 
countries were colonized or occupied by 
European powers, which consequently 
resulted in a strong western influence in 
their urban development. During the ex-
pansive French mandate in the region 
(countries including Algeria, Tunisia, Mo-
rocco, Syria and Lebanon) new neighbor-
hoods built in European style were con-
structed outside the historic centers of 
cities. This western perspective in urban 
planning and architecture stretches till 
today, where it can be seen in modern 
buildings and urban projects of the re-
gion, such as the “Ville Nouvelles” of Fes 
or Rabat. Even though the last occupied 
countries of the MENA region became in-
dependent by the end of the 1950s, ties to 

SHIFTS IN URBANISM OVER 
THE YEARS

PLANNING PERSPECTIVES

As revised earlier, traditional Islamic cities 
were often governed and formed through 
a series of bottom-up approaches –an an-
archical nature of sorts if you will - where 
control and decision-making lay within 
the tribal clan itself and not on external, 
top-down forces. In the face of increas-
ing acceptance to an institutional body 
of urban planning over the years, the shift 
is not without its conflicts. In the article 
Doomed to Informality: Familial vs. modern 
planning in Arab towns in Israel produced 
in 2014, Nurit Alfasi explains that Middle 
Eastern cities were built by their inhabit-
ants, rather than by a government or a 
municipal planner. This meant that the 
socio-spatiality of these cities is anchored 
in Muslim tradition, with regards to both 
form and conduct (Alfasi, 2014). One prime 
example of a source of conflict is the land 
tenure system of traditional cities, where:

“[l]and tenure in traditional cities is based 
on familial and tribal ownership, and 
the structure of many cities still expresses 
the tribal and extended family divisions, 
impacting accessibility to houses, com-
mercial business and public spaces need-
ed for modern planning,” (Alfasi, 2014).  

the western world remained and the west-
ern-style planning paradigm continued 
to be used (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 17).

In this western perspective, the society 
comprises of fairly equal and free indi-
viduals that operate in a relatively free 
market, with both the economy and 
peoples’ lives only requiring state inter-
vention in extreme cases, such as market 
failure (Alfasi, 2014). This directly repli-
cated form of planning into a commu-
nity traditionally run by ancient tribal and 
familial customs results in the impedi-
ment of implementing old codes, as well 
as the rejection of modern forms by the 
traditional familial order (Alfasi, 2014). 

Moreover, the forceful combination of 
modern planning and traditional plan-
ning has led to the rising trend of grey 
urbanism; the development of grey 
space characterized by its fragile bal-
ancing act between the accepted and 
the rejected. Grey space refers to:

“a multitude of groups, bodies, housing, 
land, economies and discourses lying liter-
ally in the shadow of the formal, planned 
city, polity and economy. It is a space that 
adorns the character because of the very 
nature of its lying at the chromatic cen-
tre of white and black: the ‘whiteness’ of 
legality/approval/safety, and the ‘black-
ness’ of eviction/destruction/death,” (Yifta-

chel, 2009, p. 89 in Mishra, 2015, p. 93).

Grey urbanism is prominent in some 
towns in Israel, an example case being the 
Bedouin Arabs in the Bersheeba region. 
According to Yiftachel, the Bedouin Arabs 
lie outside the gaze of city state authorities 
that do not validate their rights to basic 
amenities, and continue to oppress them 
by marginalising them within the plan-
ning idioms of the state (Yiftachel 2009, 
p. 89 in Mishra, 2015, p. 94). Grey urban-
ism is not a sustainable output planning, 
and among many other complex planning 
problems of the region, could be tackled 
by what Alfasi refers to as a ‘urban code’, 
which adjusts western planning perspec-
tives to fit the local context. Planning for 
these traditional Arab cities could firstly 
and most importantly, be made more flex-
ible in order to incorporate relevant fea-
tures of the traditional familial structure. 
Instead of implementing a broad, statutory 
outlined plan that has become quite com-
mon in the region, the ‘urban code’ should 
be adopted as the legal base for regulat-
ing planning. Alfasi suggests that other 
features of the ‘urban code’ would include:

“tak[ing] maintenance of social codes of 
traditional, family-based societies such 
as visual and acoustic privacy in living 
spaces into account and a hierarchy of 
public spaces should be defined. Since 
public and commercial uses are located 
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functional, resilient and responsive hu-
man settlements,” (Madbouly, 2009, p. 41). 

Furthermore, he discusses the possibilities 
of participatory planning in the process, 
and outlines the deviation between the 
planning paradigms in this respect be-
tween the different MENA countries. For 
example, The North African region imple-
mented participatory approaches since 30 
years ago, whereas countries like Lebanon 
and Jordan followed a central planning 
structure until today where they have 
recently implemented a participatory 
structure. Lastly, GCC countries followed 
a completely different approach where 
planning has been largely controlled by a 
strong partnership with the private sector 
and a dominant leadership in the public 
sector (Madbouly, 2009, p. 35). The chal-
lenge for the future certainly lies in creat-
ing new or revised measures and tools for 
planning processes in order to develop 
strategies for sustainable settlements, as 
well as to help support open and more 
participatory debate with the local au-
thorities (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 60).

on main roads, those urban routes must 
include the necessary facilities for public 
activity. The code must also set a minimum 
distance or effective barrier between in-
dustries and residences in order to control 
environmental pollution,” (Alfasi, 2014).

Apart from grey urbanism, the ‘urban 
code’ could potentially tackle the lack of 
sustainability within the planning para-
digm of modern day MENA. The context of 
today’s MENA region is mostly shaped by 
personal-vehicle based mobility and the 
consumption of fossil based energy (Pahl-
Weber et al., 2013, p. 60). Furthermore, 
rapid urbanization and increase in urban 
population has resulted guidelines on 
urban form often call for mass-produced 
housing, thus indicating that modern 
planning in the region does not necessar-
ily focus in resource efficiency (Pahl-Weber 
et al., 2013, p. 60). Unlike the traditional 
cities that were built from the local natural 
resources and energy resources available 
to them, modern-day production often 
uses unsustainable materials and in gener-
al, resources, at an unprecedented speed 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 60). Dr. Mo-
stafa Madbouly calls for an open planning 
paradigm to create discussion and debate 
on issues like this, and he also proposes 
a more sustainable urbanization, where 
rapid urbanization and urban growth is 
tackled by “focusing on the effective man-
agement of these processes to achieve 

Figure 3.1.6.2: Ville Nouvelle in Rabat, Morocco. Source: (Velcea, 2012).
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with the onset of new influences, the ar-
chetype of the courtyard was pried open 
to allow light and air to enter. The idea of 
opening up the outer, public-facing fa-
çades led to the possibility and opportu-
nity for the idea of multi-storey buildings 
to be fathomed (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 
67). The previous organizational blueprint 
of a neighbourhood was now turned ver-
tical and the stairway was then adapted 
as a vertical ‘dead-end’, still remaining a 
semi-private space as it was once consid-
ered in Islamic tradition. The opening up 
of façades and more spaces to the pub-
lic eye resulted in some modern habits, 
such as to cover windows with curtains. 
Furthermore, these open spaces that are 
now revealed to the public eye, such as 
courtyard gardens and loggias, are no lon-
ger frequented because of their openness 
to public visibility and have thus become 
peripheral use areas, such as for the use of 
storage or technical supply zones (an ex-
ample would be space for air conditioners) 
(Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 67). Moreover, 
the application of extroverted housing 
schemes have resulted in superblocks of 
linear building arrangements, such as was 
typical of the western, modernist planning 
paradigm. The outcome of this trend has 
resulted in many residual, unused, empty 
open spaces that have plagued urban 
design within the MENA region. Thus, a 
large contradiction still exists between 

ARCHITECTURAL FORM

With the increasing tendencies to plan 
and build according to western influences, 
especially with the adoption of interna-
tional modern housing typologies in the 
20th century, the MENA region has seen a 
massive shift in its architectural form from 
its traditional roots. Traditional spatial hi-
erarchy that concerns the community and 
privacy, and which used to be a pivotal fac-
tor for architectural design in the MENA re-
gion, has taken a backseat to make way for 
extroverted housing complexes of west-
ern tradition. The case of the form of the 
courtyard for example, will be discussed. 

The archetype of the courtyard house, de-
spite differences between localities, rep-
resents a significant portion of the Islamic 
urban form and is considered a suitable 
housing type for the dense urban form in 
most mid-eastern traditions (Pahl-Weber 
et al., 2013, p. 67). This type of housing 
has been climatically and socially adapted 
for the local context and is known to be 
representative of vernacular architecture. 
It reaps the benefits from both worlds – 
being extremely private to meet Islamic 
culture’s high demand for privacy, as well 
as being cooling due to its thermal enve-
lope, which is demanded in mostly arid 
and semi-arid climates (Wirth, 2002 in 
Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 67). However, 

traditional Islamic architectural comfort 
zones to modern western planning tech-
niques that have been replicated and 
implemented wholesale. Rising tension 
and hesitation to new ideas occur when 
there is a certain disregard for local and 
historical culture – even more so if a soci-
ety is thrown into a new habitat without a 
participatory approach to understand the 
preference and will of the public.  Like the 
‘urban code’ spoken of above, there may 
be a capacity for the MENA region to bet-
ter contextualise planning methods and 
ease into new planning or architectural 
paradigms at their own pace (Wehage et 
al., 2013 in Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 67).  

Figures 3.1.6.3 and 3.1.6.4 (Above): Source: 
(Wehage  et al., 2013 in Pahl-Weber et al., 
2013, p. 67).

Traditional sense of place - inward looking 
space.

Western sense of place - outward looking 
space



p. 25

REGIONAL CONTEXT: MENA 

ter thermal performance. The selection of 
techniques and materials used for build-
ing were usually dependent on the local 
availability of construction materials and 
presence of skilled labour (Alrashed et al., 
2017). In Saudi Arabia for example, ver-
nacular housing units were constructed 
from local materials that were produced in 
situ, such as clay (adobe), limestone, coral, 
stone and wood, with adobe being the 
most popular due to its local availability 
and its ability to protect dwellings from 
the extreme outdoor weather (Alrashed 
et al., 2017). Due to their superior ther-
mal properties and hardiness, these hous-
es have withstood the test of time and 

CLIMATE-SENSITIVITY

Apart from being shaped largely by reli-
gious and cultural factors, the hot and arid 
climate of the region also played a signifi-
cant role in the design vernacular form and 
architecture. Due to approximately 70% of 
the MENA region lying within the Köppen 
classification of a hot and arid climate (as 
mentioned earlier), long durations of so-
lar exposure and its high intensity make 
some designs necessary for built areas in 
order to maintain an acceptable standard 
of thermal comfort. Although local climate 
can differ greatly between the different 
countries, for example, the extent to which 
four seasons are experienced, some simi-
larities in design within the region can be 
seen. Below we discuss some of these de-
sign similarities and how they help main-
tain a comfortable living environment.  

Climatically, cooling in such hot climates 
is the name of the game and the designs 
of vernacular Islamic architecture often 
revolved around this sole goal. Many ver-
nacular architectural techniques would 
include wind towers, windcatchers, court-
yards, fountains and mushrabiyas (delicate 
stained and patterned glass windows) to 
achieve cooling and daylighting (Alrashed 
et al., 2017). Dwellings would commonly 
have thick walls, floors and roofs for bet-

some of these houses exist until today, 
where they are dated to be 500 years old.

In the Gulf region, the main building ma-
terial was coral aggregates with walls that 
were then plastered and painted white 
(Mileto et al., 2015, p. 100). The traditional 
and most common house design was the 
courtyard archetype with rooms opening 
on it, and arcaded verandahs surrounding 
it (Mileto et al., 2015, p. 100). The compact-
ness of traditional courtyard housing, to-
gether with a dense urban form, reduces 
thermal envelope energy loss. Further-
more, shady courtyards can deliver ther-
mal comfort and air circulation through 

the buildings’ morphology to produce a 
comfortable microclimate that residents 
can appreciate (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, 
p. 67). Finally, it also follows cultural ide-
als of privacy by allowing light to enter 
into surrounding spaces while maintain-
ing the privacy of the compound for its 
residents (Othman et al., 2014, p. 16). 
Courtyards in warm temperate climates in 
the region are also built with seasonality 
in mind, as depicted in the photo below.

Figure 3.1.6.5: Traditional midmakh (adobe brick) homes in Najran, Saudi Arabia. Source: (Naturalhomes.
org, 2017).

Figure 3.1.6.6: Graphic example of a floorplan of 
a courtyard in a warm temperate climate. “Sum-
mer rooms” are often located in the southern 
section of the courtyard, facing north, while the 
“winter rooms” are located in the northern sec-
tion, facing south (Bekleyen & Dalkilic, 2011 
in Othman et al., 2014, p. 16). This is because 
the north-facing rooms catch the cool sum-
mer breeze while the south-facing rooms block 
cooler winter winds from entering the courtyard.
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singular housing resulting in larger land 
coverage in living quarters and higher sur-
face area to volume ratios. Greater sun ex-
posure to unsealed soil (sand) in this case 
results in higher heat load gain during the 
day and higher heat load loss during the 
night, resulting in a higher variability in 
temperatures and thermal comfort in the 
local area (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 63). 

Apart from urban form and climatically 
adapted architecture, the integration of 
simple technologies as a secondary design 
layer also aids in maintaining thermal com-
fort. For example, shading devices, such as 
mushrabiyas, help regulate solar impact on 
a building. Also, the traditional habit of cov-
ering courtyards with mechanical or textile 
elements reduces solar heat gain on open 

As mentioned earlier, vernacular form in 
the MENA region was often compact and 
dense. The urban form largely influences 
surrounding microclimates by determin-
ing the level of sun exposure to an area 
(through solar incidence and shading) 
as well as the level of natural ventilation 
that an area receives (through wind and 
air exchange) (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, 
p. 62). Thus, this makes a compact form 
necessary in order to reduce heat gain by 
surfaces during the day through shading, 
and facilitate passive-cooling strategies 
successfully through the minimization of 
building surfaces (Alawadi, 2017, p. 360). 
For example, the traditional street layout 
stemmed with the idea to tackle high out-
door temperatures by channeling wind 
and providing shade and in regions with 
cold winters, sunlight on southerly ori-
ented surfaces helped to reduce the need 
for aided heating (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, 
p. 62). The traditionally dense urban form 
and defined spatial system also resulted 
in minimal land consumption, where this 
low-rise, high-density scheme made the 
built area economically and resource ef-
ficient (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 62) 
through a low surface area to volume ra-
tio. This means that there was minimal 
surface area exposure to sun light and 
thus, resulting in minimised heat gain and 
heat loss (see photo on the right). Modern 
urbanism often sees the opposite, with 

surfaces and thus, creates a more cooling 
open space (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 70). 

Figure 3.1.6.7: Graphic representation of different urban forms with different surface area to volume ratio, with modern urbanism reflected on the left and 
vernacular form on the right. The vernacular form results in minimised land coverage and lower surface area to volume ratio while modern urbanism indi-
cates the opposite. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 70).
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The emirate of Dubai is located towards the north-eastern 
end of the Arabian Peninsula. It lies within the country of the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is bordered by Oman to the 
south-east and Saudi Arabia to the south-west (as seen below). 
Dubai is one of the seven emirates of the United Arab Emirates, 
sandwiched between Sharjah in the north-east and Abu Dha-
bi in the south-west. Since the emirate of Dubai extends over 
a large portion of undeveloped land further inland, this thesis 
has selected a case study area over the concentrated growth of 
the ‘city’ of Dubai only. The case study area is bordered by the 
E611 highway, the Persian Gulf, and the borders separating 
the emirates of Sharjah and Dubai, and Abu Dhabi and Dubai.

Case Study Area
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Figure 3.2.1.1: Map of Study Area with respect to Dubai Emirate.

Figure 3.2.1.2: Dubai Emirate with respect to the other Gulf Countries. Adapted 
from (Bolleter, 2009, p. 16).
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History of Urban Development

Dubai has had a relatively short history 
thus far, being only rapidly urbanised in 
the past two decades. There are four ma-
jor phases of urban development that 
can be identified in Dubai’s history, and 
they are: 1900 to 1955, 1956 to 1970, 
1971 to 1980, and 1980 to the present. 

1900 to 1955 saw a period of slow growth 
and little expansion due to limited eco-
nomic growth and a negligible increase 
in population (Pacione, 2005, p. 259). At 
the start of the period, Dubai had a popu-
lation of 10,000 people that was concen-
trated in three residential quarters of 1) 
Deira, which comprised 1,600 houses and 
350 suq shops. The majority of its inhab-
itants were made up of Arabs, Persians 
and Baluchis, 2) Al Shindagha, a former 
residence of the ruling family with only 
250 houses and no suqs. There were only 
Arab residents living here, and 3) Dubai, 
the smallest of the other quarters with 
200 houses and 50 suq shops. This area 
had a majority of Persian and Indian Mer-
chants (Pacione, 2005, p. 259). The urban 
area remained at 3.2 sqkm until 1955, with 
most inhabitants living with extended 
family in barasti houses (houses built of 
palm fronds). As mentioned in previous 
sections, residential quarters were built 
in clusters to ascertain collective secu-
rity and privacy as well (Pacione, 2005, 
p. 259). The courtyards were connected 

Figure 3.2.2.1: Satellite image over Dubai city and emirate as it is today. Source: (Google Earth Pro, 2017a).
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where houses were built on by 1960 are 
normally controlled by their residents. In 
the areas that were undeveloped by 1960, 
the ruler may have sold the land, leased it, 
allocated special uses to it over a period of 
time, or handed it over to the municipality 
for public utilities (Pacione, 2005, p. 260). 
The titles to plots that were developed by 
1960 could be traded freely and as such, 
if the municipality wanted to acquire land 
outside of their own, the landowners had 
to be compensated in line with market 
value. The freedom to decide on uses for 
a piece of land by a landowner was virtu-
ally unlimited – whether be it renovating a 
single house to a more modern dwelling, 
or building an apartment block to rent, 
with several stories (Pacione, 2005, p. 260).

From 1971 to 1980, there was a period 
of planned suburban growth. Due to the 
availability of more capital from the first 
findings of oil in the emirate in 1966 (Gulf 
News, 2010a), as well as the prior urban 
expansion, a more ambitious master plan 
was created. The plan arranged for ring 
roads around the city core and radial street 
networks in the suburbs. Shindagha Tun-
nel, laid underneath Dubai Creek in order 
to connect the districts of Bur Dubai and 
Deira (seen on map), as well as the con-
struction of the bridges of Maktoum and 
Garhoud, were conceived during this pe-
riod as well. More importantly, the area 

by narrow paths intended for the use of 
pedestrians and domestic animals for 
goods transport and retrieving water from 
four public wells (Pacione, 2005, p. 259). 

In the period of 1956 to 1970, the first 
house using concrete blocks was con-
structed. British architect, John Harris, 
drew up a master plan in 1960 that called 
for the provision of a road system, land use 
zoning, and the creation of a new town 
centre (Pacione, 2005, p. 259). This was 
followed by a period of compact growth 
that was in line with the emirate’s pre-
oil resources, and indicative of a strong 
central control over urban development. 
During this period, it was noted that a 
formal institution was needed in order to 
guide future urban development. There-
fore in 1957, the Dubai Municipality was 
founded and delegated to execute and 
coordinate all municipal services under 
the guidance of a city council, whose 
membership drew from a large number 
of influential and successful merchants 
(Pacione, 2005, p. 260). The control and 
regulation over urban development was 
made possible because of the expansive 
control the ruler of Dubai had over land - 
where any land not that was occupied by 
a homestead for a lengthy period of time 
could be used (or unused) in any way that 
he willed. This principle has been in place 
since the 1960 and thus, plots of land 

east of the creek around Deira, came to 
develop quickly into a major business and 
administrative centre, centered around 
banking and finance. The area also be-
came known for handling coastal and ex-
port shipping activities, as well as an ideal 
position for the placement of what was 
to be Dubai’s main international airport. 
On the west side of the creek, a thriving 
container harbour dealing with interna-
tional import was located alongside the 
dry docks and other significant industrial 
areas. Finally, the now well-known Jumei-
rah area was then designated for residen-
tial use, and the budding growth of Sheikh 
Zayed Road as a new commercial and fi-
nancial centre of what is now called “New 
Dubai” was seen (Pacione, 2005, p. 260).

Figure 3.2.2.2: Graphic representation of urban ex-
pansion in land area between the years of 1973 to 
2011. Source: (Alawadi, 2017, p. 354).
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and 2008 revolved around spectacle and 
global branding. Graphically appealing 
and awe-inducing engineering feats such 
as the Palm and The World Islands that 
extend into the shallow waters of the 
Arabian Gulf represent two of the many 
outcomes of Dubai’s global branding ex-
ercise (Bolleter, 2009, p. 32). However, 
the effects of the global financial crisis in 
mid 2009 slowed down this exercise as 
it resulted in a significant toll on Dubai’s 
economy and construction industry in 
particular (Bolleter, 2009, p. 32). Today, 
Dubai’s history of growth and construc-
tion has led to a disjointed, yet magnifi-
cent, physical landscape while its “culture 
vacillates between the poles of global and 
regional values, Islamic values and vice, 
and extreme socio-economic privilege 
and discrimination,” (Bolleter, 2009, p. 32).

The period of 1980 to 2000s saw a rapid 
urban expansion and growth in areas con-
sisting “New Dubai”. By 2004, the physical 
spread of urban area covered an area of 
605 sqkm, which is further planned to ex-
pand another 501 sqkm by 2015 (Pacione, 
2005, p. 260). Even though the 1960 mas-
ter plan produced the city’s backbone with 
an urban road network and the system of 
municipal services, it could not have pre-
dicted the following explosive growth 
of the economy and city. Hence, in the 
early 1990s, the government authorized 
the Dubai Urban Area Strategic Plan that 
was to be implemented between 1993 
and 2012, in order to lead the growth of 
economic and physical activity of the city 
into the twenty-first century. Some promi-
nent components of the plan included 
1) allocating additional land for residen-
tial, industrial and commercial needs, 2) 
expanding existing transport infrastruc-
ture, 3) building rapport between private 
companies and government agencies for 
the undertaking of mega-projects, 4) at-
tracting expatriates to invest in locally, 
and 5) developing an internal framework 
capable of monitoring, executing and re-
viewing the plan (Pacione, 2005, p. 260).

While growth between the 1971 to 1980 
centered around basic expansion and 
budding establishment of Dubai as a 
modern city, the growth between 1980 
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Contemporary Urbanism

and 3) Desert developments. 

The development of man-made water-
fronts and resorts along the Arabian Gulf 
was intended to transform the coastline, 
so as to increase tourism. The plan to ex-
pand the coastal land from 45 km to over 
1,500 km would see the rise in artificial 
island developments, such as Palm Deira, 
Palm Jebel Ali, the World Islands, the Uni-
verse, and lastly the massive Waterfront 
City project masterplanned by OMA, 
which has a planned accommodation of 
1.5 million people (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 
2015, p. 76). Unfortunately, these named 
developments were never realized. The 
Dubai Marina, however, designed by HOK 
and developed by Emaar, is a relative suc-
cess story in comparison by being the 
world’s largest planned waterfront com-
munity at completion of the first phase in 
2003 (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 76). 

Another category of modern urbanism 
in Dubai is the urban regeneration of 
existing areas. This regeneration often 
concerns the restoration or recreation 
of traditional urban environments, pos-
sibly in response to the dissipation and 
ambiguity of local culture stemming from 
globalization and rapid urbanization. The 
areas of Al Bastakiya and Al Shindagha 
exemplify some of these regeneration ef-
forts, although criticism still lies in the ac

Modern urbanism in Dubai reflects mas-
sive, rigid grid systems with an over empha-
sis on road networks, land-use zoning and 
building regulations, rather than a care for 
planning with natural and developmen-
tal considerations in mind (Elsheshtawny, 
2008, p. 157). “New Dubai” located west 
of the original city consists of develop-
ments packaged in disjointed parcels of 
land, which were allocated as business 
free zones or residential areas, distributed 
by the Sheikh among developers with the 
likes of Emaar, Nahkeel and Dubai Proper-
ties. As state-sponsored developers com-
peted for spotlight, quite noticeably so 
through brazen brand marketing on build-
ings (see Fig. 2.2.3.7), they often attempt-
ed to outdo each other through projects 
that were increasingly larger and grander 
(Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 76). The 
result of this was a series of satellite cities 
being built – cities within cities if you will 
– including the likes of Downtown Dubai, 
Dubai Marina, Jumeirah Lakes Towers dis-
trict (JLT), Internet City, Knowledge Village, 
Media City, International Media Produc-
tion City, International City, Mohammed 
bin Rashid City, Motor City, Dubai Silicon 
Oasis, and Dubai Outlet City (Katodrytis & 
Velegrinis, 2015, p. 76). The typologies of 
these cities, also iconic to Dubai’s new ur-
banism regime, can be categorized within 
three categories: 1) Waterfronts and coast-
al resorts, 2) Urban regeneration projects, 
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Figure 3.2.3.1: An example of a traditional cor-
ridor in Al Bastakiya given new life with festive 
decorations and attractions.

Figure 3.2.3.2: Another example of the maze-like 
corridors in Al Bastakiya.

Figure 3.2.3.3: An example of a courtyard in Al 
Bastakiya. Courtyard is hidden to the public eye.

Figure 3.2.3.4: An aerial view of a courtyard in Al 
Bastakiya. Vegetation provides shading midday 
where building walls cannot.
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tual functionality of the areas other than 
for tourism. Other regeneration projects 
that clearly cater to the tourism industry 
while reflecting a vernacular design con-
text are Souq Al Bahar, Palace Hotel proj-
ects in Downtown Dubai, Souq Madinat 
Jumeirah and its surrounding hotel com-
plex (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 76).

Lastly, the suburbanization of vast inland 
desert areas is a third category of mod-
ern urbanism trends in Dubai. As with 
the waterfront developments, these in-
land satellite residential cities served to 
attract expatriate families. Examples of 
this type of development include the 
Arabian Ranches, Falconcity of Wonders, 
and most prominently, Business Bay and 
Downtown Dubai – communities that 
provide the localised landscape for the 
world’s tallest building, the Burj Khali-
fa (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 77).

The global financial crisis of 2008 had dire 
impacts on the progress of building and 
construction in the Gulf, and recovery in 
the property market only really begun in 
2012 (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 79). 
Dubai’s successful bid to host the World 
Expo 2020 had a noticeable effect on con-
struction as it commenced once again. 
However, the course for urban develop-
ment had shifted. The intervening period 
and the deterrence of investors towards 

grand development due to the global cri-
sis had changed the market in the Gulf. In-
stead of solely focusing on grand and spec-
ular designs, higher quality environments 
focused on livability, and a public realm 
conducive to outdoor lifestyles and family 
lives are now gaining ground (Katodrytis 
& Velegrinis, 2015, p. 79). Furthermore, a 
“growing awareness of the limits to growth 
has increased the pressure on Gulf coun-
tries to devise strategies to mitigate the
impacts of uncontrolled urban expansion,” 
(Rizzo, 2017, p. 90). New projects that re-
flect this budding sustainable form of 
thinking are Dubai Design District (d3) and 
City Walk. Dubai Design District attempts 
to capitalize on the Gulf’s and Dubai’s 
status as highest per-capita consumers 
of luxury products, while implementing 
strict and ambitious sustainability goals 
(Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 79). City 
Walk on the other hand, is built on the idea 
of a comparatively low-rise, and largely 
outdoor, environment, and is located on 
the site of an abandoned mega-project. 
The idea of a lifestyle-oriented develop-
ment came from its site developer, Meraas, 
who have also focused on other lifestyle-
oriented developments elsewhere, such 
as The Beach project in Jumeirah Beach 
Residence (JBR) at the Dubai Marina area 
(Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 79). 

Figure 3.2.3.5: A night-time view over Dubai Marina development. Source: (That Dubai Site, 2017).

Figure 3.2.3.6: A rendering of Dubai Design District (ddd) de-
velopment. Source: (The National, 2014a).

Figure 3.2.3.7: A example of local devel-
oper, Emaar’s, brazen marketing on build-
ings at Dubai Marina.
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oritised ease of access and parking at any 
location in the city (Riad, 1981, p. 10). The 
support for a car-centric culture can be 
largely seen through the social groups of 
native Emiratis and western expatriates, 
where a level of wealth can buy a certain 
standard of privacy, comfort, availability 
and immediacy – that is, the car (Sloman, 
2006, p. 55). Moreover, the car remains re-
garded as a status symbol the world over – 
not to mention, the low-cost petrol in the 
region that maintains this - which further 
contributes to the will of use and owner-
ship of it within the city (Sloman, 2006).

However, as mentioned earlier, certain 
leaps in the realm of public transportation 
has been made this last decade. Dubai 
Metro was introduced in September 2009 
with a Red Line that follows the coast-
line of the city. The 52 km long Red Line 
has 10 stations, with the Guinness World 
Records acknowledging it as the world’s 
longest, fully automated, metro network 
(Ministry of Water and Environment, 2014, 
p. 60). Another line, the Green Line, was 
added in 2011 and it has 47 stations. It 
is said that the number of daily passen-
gers has spiked greatly, from 60,000 in 
2009 to approximately 500,000 in 2014, 
thereby revolutionizing how a large pro-
portion of the population moves around 
the city (Ministry of Water and Environ-
ment, 2014, p. 60). Moreover, RTA (Road 

TRANSPORT

The transport infrastructure in Dubai has 
long been dominated by the car, and the 
width and length of streets are in them-
selves, indicative of that. High speed roads 
and the ease of access to large areas dedi-
cated towards parking lots motivate only 
one thing: driving as a predominant mode 
of movement. Dubai is a paramount ex-
ample of Le Corbusier’s famous affinity 
for the automobile: “I tell you straight: a 
city made for speed is made for success,” 
(Le Corbusier, 1987, p. 179). In the past 30 
years, Dubai’s little care for a public trans-
portation system has set it back from truly 
being a modern, global city – although 
large steps have been taken this past 
decade to rectify this. Nevertheless, the 
transport network today can still be said 
to exemplify a manifestation of the city’s 
class system, where it has been discovered 
first hand (see photos on the right) that 
non-car owners are marginalised in the 
face of issues such as physical accessibility 
to public transport, availability of pedestri-
an roads, fitness to walk these pedestrian 
roads along superblocks (walking for long 
distances under intense solar radiation), 
disjointed pedestrian paths and unclear 
signages, and finally, accessing areas that 
are not served by public transport (which 
today, is still a large proportion of the city). 
Car-owners, on the other hand, have pri-

Figure 3.2.3.8: Labourers walking on the street 
dividers where proper sidewalks are not provid-
ed. Source: (Blacklock, 2011, p. 5)

Figure 3.2.3.9: Pedestrians navigating grass 
patches from the metro towards Burj Khalifa. 
Source: (Blacklock, 2011, p. 6).

Figure 3.2.3.10: Pedestrians walking on street 
dividers and crossing streets illegally where suf-
ficient pedestrian crossings are not provided. 

Figure 3.2.3.11: Long sightline with no end that 
could make a pedestrian’s journey mentally tire-
some, and also physically exhausting under the 
relentless solar radiation.
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and Transport Authority of Dubai) claims 
that with the introduction of the Metro, 
traffic congestion has reduced, thereby 
reducing the release of carbon dioxide 
emissions into the atmosphere by an es-
timated amount of over 645 tonnes per 
day (Ministry of Water and Environment, 
2014, p. 60). The authority plans to intro-
duce three more metro lines by 2030, as 
well as an extension of the Red Line to the 
Expo 2020 site, thereby serving over 421 
km of land area with 197 stations (Minis-
try of Water and Environment, 2014, p. 60).

Further in 2014, Dubai Tram was intro-
duced in the Dubai Marina area based on 
the success of the Dubai Metro. The tram-
way is the first outside Europe to be pow-
ered by a ground-based electrical supply 
system (Ministry of Water and Environ-
ment, 2014, p. 60). The project has seen the 
completion of its first phase, which has 11 
stations that run 10,6 km along Al Sufouh 
Road from Dubai Marina to Burj Al Arab – 
or to those unfamiliar with the city, it runs 
within “New Dubai” between the east and 
west. The second phase is predicted to add 
4 km of track and 6 more stations (Ministry 
of Water and Environment, 2014, p. 60).

However, according to Sloman, an effec-
tive public transport system has to be 
coupled with the restricted use of the 
car (Sloman, 2006). Thus, apart from im-

Figure 3.2.3.12: A sketch of a cross-section across Sheikh Zayed Road to portray the impossibility of walking, indicative from 
the vast improportionality between the buildings, road, and metro to an individual person. Source: (Blacklock, 2011, p. 10).
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proving its public transportation system, 
Dubai is attempting to reduce congestion 
on its roads with a few simple tricks, such 
the Salik toll collection system in 2007 
that charges access to certain parts of the 
city at certain times of the day, as well as 
legalizing car-pooling in 2013 in a bid to 
increase vehicle occupancy rates (Ministry 
of Water and Environment, 2014, p. 16). 

As walking becomes more tenable in the 
face of a rise in public transportation ser-
vice, the main question we should now be 
asking ourselves is how will an increase 
in walking shape and influence the land-
scape of the currently “unwalkable” and 
poorly planned pedestrian environment 
of the city of Dubai? Furthermore, how 
will that impact the currently polarized 
socio-spatial mobility of the inhabitants? 
Sloman explains that with the absence of 
walking, the opportunities for spontane-
ous, informal contact between people are 
reduced. Thus, with an increase in com-
muting time is a directly proportional de-
crease in civic engagement, with greater 
mobility resulting the loss of social capital 
(Sloman, 2006). The key is to facilitate this 
increase in walking within the city, but 
also by understanding what is needed for 
the appeal of the activity, some examples 
being, 1) shaded pedestrian walkways in 
a bid to maintain thermal comfort while 
walking, even in a harsh climate, and 2) 

seamless junctures or nodes between 
different forms of transport to mini-
mize waiting times and journey detours. 

Figure 3.2.3.13: Comparing tissues of the same area between “New Dubai” (left) and Manhattan (right). 
Superblocks, wide roads, and an illegible network all contribute to an “unwalkable” city, unlike that of 
Manhattan to the right, that champions western new urbanist ideals of integration and walkability. 
Source: (Blacklock, 2011, p. 1).
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and that Emiratis with a plot of less than 
935 sqm may be given another plot of ap-
proximately 1,400 sqm in addition to the 
original plot (Pacione, 2005, p. 261). With 
further house purchases, Emiratis are fur-
ther entitled to interest-free loans to assist 
their purchases (Pacione, 2005, p. 261). Al-
though Emiratis are certainly appreciative 
of their entitled government subsidies, 
others would argue that the government 
is “subsidizing environmentally unsus-
tainable practices” (Crot, 2013, p. 2821). 

The built landscapes of these neighbour-
hoods have taken different forms in dif-
ferent points in history. They have, how-
ever, always absorbed a large land area in 
comparison to the totality of Dubai’s city 
land; subsidized neighbourhoods, total 
201 sqkm, taking up 14% of developed 
land and are mostly designed as sprawl-
ing, low-density, single-use residential 
zones (Alawadi, 2017, p. 355). The evo-
lution of Emirati neighbourhoods over 
time is influenced by shifting trends, 
planning codes, and residents’ socio-
economic status – with some influential 
events being the oil revenue in the 1970s 
and real estate speculation in the 1990s 
that had impacted these housing forms.

Beside, are tissue samples of the urban 
forms of neighbourhoods in the different 
decades. Morphologically, the late 60s ur-

The culture of distinct segregation and 
discontinuity in Dubai’s urbanism extends 
into its neighbourhoods, where inhabit-
ants are clearly segregated by class and 
origin. The history of Dubai’s government 
policies, cultural and religious norms, and 
market forces have led to this creation 
of neighborhoods that are segregated 
into ethnic and socio-economic enclaves 
(Alawadi, 2017, p. 355). The native-born 
citizens, or local Emiratis, have their own 
subsidized neighbourhoods, separated 
from other immigrants and expatriates, 
where their housing is the responsibility 
of the public sector. Expatriate housing 
needs, on the other hand, are handled by 
the private sector. Native Emiratis com-
prise the wealthiest stratum of society, 
benefitting  largely from Dubai’s early 
findings of oil. Today, every native citizen 
household earns a government subsidy 
of either a new, move-in ready home, or 
a parcel of land amounted to a minimum 
of 1,000 sqm, without interest or mort-
gage (Alawadi, 2017, p. 355). This is often 
accompanied by a private park or garden 
within the compound that caters for that 
household, thus ascertaining that each 
Emirati has access to green space. On top 
of that, there is subsequent subsidization 
in energy and water expenditure of these 
households. In detail, state policy com-
mands that all Emirati males aged 20 and 
above receive a plot of land of 1,400 sqm 

ban neighbourhood is characterized by a 
harsh grid structure with a connecting and 
penetrating street system. The local area 
has quite a high population density at 7 
to 10 living household units per acre (ap-
proximately 4,000 sqm). In the early 70s, 
a coarser grid structure emerged in the 
neighbourhoods, with high densities be-
ing maintained of at least 8 units per acre 
(Alawadi, 2017, p. 356). The neighbour-
hoods at this time however, were less con-
nected than they were in the late 60s. In 
the 80s however, neighbourhoods started 

suffering from sprawl as planners replaced 
the traditional grid pattern with looping 
streets and superblocks. This resulted in a 
disjointed and illegible street system, lined 
with long blocks. (Alawadi, 2017, p. 356).  
Neighbourhood density took a massive 
hit with the originally high density neigh-
bourhood typology transforming into low 
density neighbourhood typology, with 2 
to 4 household units being estimated per 
acre (Alawadi, 2017, p. 356). The vibrancy 
and interactivity of originally high-density 
neighbourhoods was lost in this process. It 

Figure 3.2.4.1: Tissues of approximately 1 km by 1 km of different Emirati neighbour-
hood typologies over the decades. The top left image shows a late 60s neighbour-
hood, the top middle and left shows an early 70s neighbourhood. The three bottom 
images show neighbourhoods from the 80s to the present. Source: (Alawadi, 2017, 
p. 356).
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can be said that the development of these 
Emirati neighbourhoods over time strayed 
away from local culture and tended to-
wards the post World War II, North Ameri-
can model of urbanism, which also reflects 
these low densities and discontinuous ur-
ban form patterns (Alawadi, 2017, p. 356). 

As aforementioned, the local Emirati 
neighbourhoods are not associated with 
the expatriate neighbourhoods, which are 
planned on and by entire different policies 
and actors. The expatriate living environ-
ments are mainly built and controlled by 
the private sector. The market offers a col-
lection of free-zones, totaling 260 sqkm 
and taking 18% of developed land, where 
expatriate neighbourhoods normally lie 
(Alawadi, 2017, p. 356). Otherwise, expa-
triate neighbourhoods can also be found 
adjacent, but not continuous to, local Emi-
rati neighbourhoods (Alawadi, 2017, p. 
356). The neighbourhoods located near 
those of the local Emiratis are often lo-
cated in central areas, while the free-zone 
neighbourhood projects are located in the 
outskirts, in the form of towers or gated 
communities. The photo on the right de-
picts the different typologies of expatriate 
neighbourhoods. The top row portrays 
three gated communities supplied with 
commonly unsustainable, unnecessarily 
expansive landscape features (a common 
typology), which normally host high to 

Figure 3.2.4.2: Tissues of approximately 1 km by 1 km of different expatriate neighbourhood 
typologies over the decades. Source: (Alawadi, 2017, p. 357).

Figure 3.2.4.3: Illegible, discontinuous urbanism formed between local neighbourhoods and expatriate neighbourhoods, 
despite being “adjacent” to one another. Source: (Alawadi, 2017, p. 356).

middle income expatriates. The bottom 
row portrays other typologies of housing 
for expatriates, including townhouses, 
single-family units, and apartment com-
plexes. The townhouses and villas shown 

are commonly adjacent to local Emirati 
neighbourhoods (Alawadi, 2017, p. 357).
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velopment, in the process creating acute 
morphological problems in the city’s built 
environment (Machado, 2006 in Alawadi, 
2017, p. 355). Furthermore, the resultant 
unequal economic growth has inevitably 
led to socio-spatial polarisation between 
the groups of high income earners and 
low income earners in society, and more 
urgently, led to the possibility of social 
conflict (Pacione, 2005, p. 264). Although 
not a current priority, the challenge to 
mitigate this social polarization may one 
day tire the powers of urban planners. 

Recently, the spreading of ‘anti-globali-
sation’ sentiments across many cities has 
seen an increase in a participatory ap-
proach to planning, with many urban 
populations able to exercise a degree of 
influence over city plans. This is not the 
case in Dubai however, as the exclusive 
and centralised structure of the govern-
ment and economic centrality of the 
structure plan restrict local democratic 
participation in urban planning (Pacione, 
2005, p. 264). “Top-down rather than 
grassroots decision-making is the princi-
pal means for carrying forward the devel-
opment of the city,” (Pacione, 2005, p. 264).

Dubai, governed by the Government of 
Dubai and Dubai Municipality, has had a 
loosely controlled land-use regime over 
the years, with the only substantive land 

Governance and planning often work 
hand in hand with each other to produce 
a city that is representative of a culture 
and locality. Dubai city similarly, follows 
a “neo-patrimonial” governance system 
where the interests of the government 
and businesses are tightly intertwined, 
and where decision-making power is of-
ten concentrated in the hands of a small 
group of business elites and politically 
powerful tribes (Alawadi, 2017, p. 355). 
This is due to the members of this group 
- core members of the government and 
prominent tribal allies - having “key posi-
tions in [both] public decision making and 
in the management of private companies,” 
(Ponzini, 2011, p. 254). This means that the 
city’s economic and urban development 
is navigated by state-owned private com-
panies, which oddly positions the govern-
ment as both a private and public body. 
Thus, “the public and the private melt 
together without clear-cut boundaries,” 
(Acuto, 2014, p. 1737). This integration be-
tween the state and the private sector has 
essentially resulted in the creation of a city 
that reflects a “spatial expression of eco-
nomic strategy,” (Pacione, 2005, p. 264) be-
cause of the need to provide required and 
accompanying infrastructure and services 
for certain economic development. This 
governance mechanism has a dire yearn-
ing for quick investment return, and this 
priority has both led and dominated de-

use policies being that “the ruler of Dubai 
uses land grants and development rights 
as political favours to allies and that gov-
ernment-controlled mega developers 
are, and will continue to be, responsible 
for most of Dubai’s development,” (Shaw, 
2016, p. 17). Officially, Dubai Municipality is 
in charge of urban planning within the city 
(Dubai Municipality, 2017a), along with su-
pervision of construction, environmental 
protection, conservation of public parks 
and a plethora of other functions. Howev-
er, the exact standards, planning process, 
planning framework, check and balance, 
and internal mechanisms and structure are 
unknown as “land-use regulations are usu-
ally not publically available or referenced 
in English [and as] such, it is not possible 
to cite to specific laws governing land use 
or urban policy in Dubai,” (Shaw, 2016, p. 
2). Some of the planning documents that 
are eventually produced in English, often 
encompass overarching and revolution-
ary urban developmental goals for a time 
period, such as Dubai Urban Master plan 
2020. These plans, because they are often 
not legally binding, indicate a risk of not 
being followed through. Within this mas-
ter plan, however, Dubai proposes a much 
needed Supreme Urban Planning Council 
that would be in charge of developing a 
comprehensive urban planning system 
(Shaw, 2016, p. 16). This points towards the 
increasing realization that an effective ur-

ban planning institution is required in or-
der to guide Dubai’s development into the 
future – and also more importantly, this 
infers acceptance of current shortcomings 
in this arena as mentioned above, and this 
solution attempts to address this problem. 
In 2011, a news article revealed that this 
council would soon be established and will 
legislate on land use and further in 2013, it 
was announced that the council has been 
created. However, and unfortunately, 

“[t]here is no evidence available online 
showing the existence of the Council. 
Given Dubai’s excellent web services and 
the importance that this agency would 
have to Dubai, it is likely that the Su-
preme Urban Planning Council has not 
yet been established,” (Shaw, 2016, p. 16). 

On a more successful note, outside of 
Dubai lies Abu Dhabi’s Urban Planning 
Council (UPC) that provides a more cen-
tralized and influential planning institu-
tion for the region. The UPC was estab-
lished in 2007 and has increasingly shown 
an interest towards more meaningful 
and qualitative, as opposed to quantita-
tive, development (Katodrytis & Velegri-
nis, 2015, p. 79). The introduction of its 
Public Realm Design Manual in 2011 and 
the first Open Space Masterplan for Plan 
Abu Dhabi 2030 indicated a willingness 
to provide a more conducive and health-
ier living environment for its inhabitants.
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har Bagh, in order to represent a metaphor 
for the paradise that awaits every faithful 
Muslim (Goldschmidt Jr. & Boum, 2016, p. 
444). Likewise, the comparatively low ur-
ban density of traditional Islamic cities per-
mitted vegetation and green spaces to be 
formed near people’s houses and places of 
work. In previous chapters, the courtyard 
archetype has been thoroughly discussed 
to be a prominent housing form in tradi-
tional Islamic cities. These courtyards usu-
ally enclose green spaces called riyad (sin-
gular rawd); a garden at the center of the 
courtyard that is accompanied by a foun-
tain (Goldschmidt Jr. & Boum, 2016, p. 444). 
In addition to this, inhabitants often cared 
over orchards and small plots that sup-
plied food for day-to-day subsistence. Fi-
nally, “[f ]lowers and trees not only formed 
a green belt between the walls of the city 
and its bustling center but also served as 
the green lung of the Islamic city’s residen-
tial neighbourhoods, mosques, and palac-
es,” (Goldschmidt Jr. & Boum, 2016, p. 444).

However, it is important to note that 
contextual climate is a main influencer 
in this interpretation of Islamic ideas, as 
areas where climate is more arid, green 
spaces are rare and seldom. As such, aca-
demics provide conflicting ideas on the 
availability of green areas in traditional 
Islamic cities; with some calling green 
spaces in these cities generally “sparse”, 

FROM TRADITIONAL PUBLIC 
SPACES, TO MODERN GREEN 
SPACES

Within the scope of this thesis, the aim is 
to take inspiration from vernacular Islamic 
architecture of the region in order to aid 
the equitable provision of parks across 
modern Dubai city. With this in mind, it 
is first important to understand the role 
parks (or essentially, this typology did 
not exist back then and so this section 
mainly discusses generic green spaces at 
that time) played in these Islamic cities, 
and how this has changed over the years. 

“In stark contrast to the extreme desert 
and harsh environmental conditions of 
the Middle East, scenes of green oases, gar-
dens and flowing water dominate Islamic 
art, architectural forms, and urban spaces,” 
(Goldschmidt Jr. & Boum, 2016, p. 444).

According to Goldschmidt Jr. & Boum in 
their book Concise History of the Middle 
East produced in 2016, the concept of 
the garden and water is ingrained with 
spiritual dimensions and the traditional 
Islamic city has always been a medium for 
the environment and humans to interact 
and connect. Courtyards of mosques and 
houses usually included a garden, or archi-
tectural forms portraying a garden, or Cha-

while others such as Goldschmidt Jr. & 
Boum above seem to believe otherwise. 
For example, Marrakech in Morocco has 
for centuries, actively planned around 
garden spaces and upkept irrigation in-
frastructure to care for orchards, parks, 
and temple gardens. These spaces were 
usually publicly accessible, making them 
ideal modern parks but in a traditional 
context (Faiz, 2008). On the other hand, 
Katrina Johnston-Zimmerman, a behav-
ioural analyst in public spaces and found-
er of THINK.urban, and would argue that:

“Green space within these cities [were] 
typically sparse and the emphasis [was] in-
stead on the streets (they eventually add-
ed) as the catch-all public space. Walled 
compounds surround distinct neighbor-
hood units that were even closed off at 
night isolating their individual urban al-
leys (like more vertical and compact cul-
du-sacs)” (Johnston-Zimmerman, 2013).

Now that the term “public space” is thrown 
into the mix, the discussion is further com-
plicated by different perspectives on what 
constitutes a public space. Western ideals - 
the stereotypical “park” created sometime 
in the Victorian era and perpetrated ever 
more strongly during the Olmsted era of 
fresh air (Johnston-Zimmerman, 2013) - 
shapes western (and almost global) defi-
nition of a public open space today, while 
in traditional Islamic cities, public open 

space often referred to gathering areas not 
necessarily consisting of greenery – for ex-
ample, mosques often provided courtyard 
space to entertain peak assemblies (Re-
vault, 1983). In the case of Dubai, it is dif-
ficult to compare public open space in the 
sense of traditional Islamic urbanism, with 
that of what it is considered today (Bollet-
er, 2009, p. 158). This is because hardly any 
similarities exist between the two urban-
isms anymore as to what constitutes pub-
lic open space, since Dubai’s urban form 
began manifesting western ideals in the 
last few decades. Complicating matters 
further, some Islamic cultural ideas could 
still exist in some areas of society despite 
Dubai’s modern western context, thus re-
sulting in areas planned through the lens 
of western perspective, but used accord-
ing to Islamic cultural rituals. For example, 
streetscapes are an important public space 
in traditional Islamic urbanism, whereas 
contemporary Dubai streetscapes would 
not generally qualify as public open space, 
although some may still use it as such.  
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Figure 3.2.6.1: A vibrant alleyway in the Naif district.

GREEN AREAS IN PLANNING 
AND SOCIAL 
CONSEQUENCES

From the previous sections, it is notice-
able that Dubai city is shaped by its cen-
tralized political system and strong eco-
nomic ideals. This has led to a condition 
of social polarization within the city, di-
viding Dubai’s demographic into discrete, 
socio-economic strata. A large portion of 
Dubai’s private workforce – 90% to be ex-
act – are immigrants who derive from In-
dia, Bangladesh and Pakistan (MPI, 2013). 
These often unskilled migrant labourers 
are required to perform dangerous and 
exhausting tasks with little financial com-
pensation, as seen by their mean annual 
earnings being 1/16th that of a typical 
Dubai resident (Mafiwasta, 2008). Com-
paratively, the Emirati and western expa-
triate population exist on the other end of 
the spectrum, living a life of ease and afflu-
ence. This severe social polarization within 
society is reflected within the built envi-
ronment of Dubai too, with the wealthy 
and affluent having social accesses to al-
most everywhere, while the poor and mar-
ginalized have access to almost nowhere. 
This is a result of the high proportion of 
privatized built environment, as well as 
portions of the built environment that is 
supposedly “public” in theory, is not pub-

lic in practice, as will be discussed below. 

Dubai’s park system can be defined as 
private and public, with the term “pub-
lic” being questionable. In the pie chart 
below, public parks, often called Dubai 
Municipality parks as they are run by 
Dubai Municipality, only consists 23% of 
the city’s total green space, while a ma-
jority of 77% is dedicated to other green 
space; private parks, lawns, scenography 
and landscape (that is not programmed 
or intended for use), and more (Dubai Mu-
nicipality, 2004). Essentially, there exists 
only 23% of functional and programmed 
green space within the city that is “pub-
lic”, while the other 77% is often private, 
unprogrammed, and manicured - a land-
scape not meant for recreational use.

Furthermore, with respect to the entire 
urban area, Dubai Municipality parks only 
consist a measly 1% of the urban land 
area. These “public” parks are essentially 
not truly public, but semi-public, as most 

Figure 3.2.6.2: Pie chart indicating the city’s percent-
age distribution of municipality parks with respect 
to other green spaces.
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cratic landscape, or even the early Islamic 
concept of social cohesion and democratic 
gathering in public areas such as mosques 
and suqs in vernacular Islamic cities, have 
not been successfully carried over into 
park forms today (on a side note, this also 
indicates the capacity for modern forms to 
learn from vernacular forms and culture). 
According to Mike Davis, an academic re-
nown for his narratives on the relationship 
between social structures and power re-
lationships that are embedded within the 
built environment, public spaces should 
be “social safety valves, combining classes 
and ethnicities in common recreational 
activities,” (Davis, 1992, p. 156). Further, 
writer John. R. Parkinson also mentions:
 

“[t]he public/private split is taken to be 
constitutive of democracy itself: it creates 
normative room for citizens to exercise in-
dividual autonomy free from interference 
by others, and a public sphere in which 
conflicts between the results of those au-
tonomous decisions can be resolved, or at 
least discussed,” (Parkinson, 2012, p. 50).

Thus, the marginalization of certain socio-
economic groups in the matter of the use 
of parks lends the park system to essential-
ly be undemocratic, as an environment for 
different socio-economic groups to come 
together and interact with one another 
is absent, and thus, differences between 
these groups remain deeply seated and 

of these parks are gated and usually an en-
try fee is charged (Bolleter, 2009, p. 188). 
Some of these parks can only be reached 
by private transport (car or taxi), which fur-
ther marginalizes low-income groups that 
cannot afford such transport. Often living 
in the periphery of the city or within indus-
trial areas notorious for hosting appalling 
labour camps, these labourers depend on 
public transportation (Bolleter, 2009, p. 
188) to move around and since Dubai has 
a limited range to which its public trans-
portation covers, these labourers are often 
restricted to certain neighbourhoods and 
areas that are separated from the rest of 
society. Moreover, security guards often 
present at the park disallow those of lower 
income groups (often stereotypically iden-
tified as middle-aged Indian men) from 
entering, and even if entry is allowed, “they 
would in all likelihood feel out of place 
and be unable to afford to participate in 
the various attractions and commodities 
on offer,” (Bolleter, 2009, p. 188). However, 
ironically enough, those within the lower 
income groups are still often within the 
vicinity of parks, but only as maintenance 
workers rather than targeted consumers. 

Dubai’s strict centralized government and 
the omnipresent social polarization in soci-
ety have indeed resulted in the city’s parks 
today, or public spaces in general, to mirror 
such trends. The western ideal of a demo-

unresolved within society. A democratic 
space would otherwise allow the oppor-
tunity for the groups to discuss and learn 
from one another, similar to what was ex-
plained earlier by Parkinson. Therefore, in 
the face of increasing will for the democ-
ratisation of space, the paramount task 
lying ahead for local planners would be 
to not only be to establish conventional 
democratic parks in Dubai, but also to do 
it with respect and ensure that cultural 
and political norms receive the movement 
positively to ensure future maintenance.

Lastly, the inefficiency of Dubai Municipal-
ity parks today can also be attributed to its 
misalignment with the city’s cultural life. 
In 2006, Dubai Statistics Center (DSC) in-
dicates that average Dubai resident uses a 
Dubai Municipality park only 2.89 times a 
year (Dubai Municipality, 2006). In another 
shocking example, the Dubai Municipal-
ity park system received 4,393,270 visitors 
in the whole year of 2006, while Dubai’s 
shopping malls, as part of the ‘Dubai Shop-
ping Festival’, received 3,000,000 visitors 
in between December 20th and February 
2nd of 2006 alone (Dubai Municipality, 
2006). It is clear to say that the residents 
of Dubai do not extensively use the mu-
nicipality parks, although it is important to 
note that private parks are not taken into 
consideration in the above statistics. This 
infers a tendency for residents to spend 

time in shopping malls, which could not 
only be attributed to the popularized 
shopping culture, but also to the cool-
ing environment shopping malls provide 
as parks are normally thermally uncom-
fortable to visit due to the hot weather, 
especially during the summer months. 
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the chart suggests, grass is a main com-
ponent of these green spaces, and it re-
quires a significant amount of water for 
sustenance (Bolleter, 2009, p. 179). This 
water needed for irrigation does not 
come cheap, as it derives from desali-
nated seawater, which is a costly process.

According to a news article reported by 
Gulf News in 2010, the United Nations 
had reported that the GCC countries are 
among the world’s highest per capita wa-
ter users and the UAE comes first in the 
group by consuming approximately 550 
litres of water a day each, with almost all 
being produced by expensive desalination 
processes (Gulf News, 2010b). Considering 
further than that astronomical number, 
traditional irrigation, such as spray sys-
tems, accounts for about 80% of all water 
use by the UAE (The National, 2012). Ac-
cording to the UAE Minister of Energy Mo-
hammed Bin Dha’en Al Hameli, water con-
sumption rates for irrigating natural grass 

ENVIRONMENTAL COST AND 
FINANCIAL MAINTENANCE

With 77% of green spaces being land-
scaped areas not intended for use, one 
must question its feasibility, sustainabil-
ity and functionality in a climate so hot 
and arid such as it is in Dubai. As men-
tioned in the sub-chapter of contempo-
rary urbanism, the period of construc-
tion that resumed only after 2012, due to 
the crippling financial crisis, saw greater 
tendencies towards environmental con-
cern and livable environments. How-
ever, prior decades saw vast ecological 
destruction, and especially in the area of 
this aforementioned 77% of green space:

“The sheer artificiality of most landscape 
architect designed landscapes in the 
Dubai context is that 77% of what is con-
sidered green space within the Emirate 
of Dubai by the Dubai Statistics Center 
was grass (Dubai Municipality, 2006), an 
imported and unsustainable plant ma-
terial. This can be seen to indicate the 
lack of an ecological agenda or basic 
levels of environmental responsiveness 
in most Dubai landscape architect de-
signed landscapes,” (Bolleter, 2009, p. 177).

On the right is a pie chart breaking down 
the type of vegetation used in green 
spaces throughout the emirate, sup-
porting Bolleter’s statement above. As 

is found to be between 130 to 180 litres 
for every square meter annually, which re-
sults in a monetary expenditure of 75 dir-
hams a square meter (Gulf News, 2010b). 

With this knowingly being an unsustain-
able venture, architects and profession-
als have sought, and continue to seek, 
other alternatives to cut down on costs 
and environmental degradation. Since 
most landscaped areas exist within pri-
vate complexes, a policy was passed in 
2015 to encourage the use of treated 
wastewater instead of desalinated seawa-
ter for villa-owners in Dubai. Dubai villa 
owners would pay a low fixed monthly 
fee of 10 dirhams instead of a variable 
meter rate for irrigating water, and in-
stead use treated wastewater rather than 
desalinated seawater (Gulf News, 2015). 

As for the larger question of environmen-
tal degradation, in an interview with Ro-
wena West, a Cracknell Senior Associate, 
conducted by Gulf News, she expresses 
the need to reduce areas of lawn in order 
to reduce the area needed for irrigation, 
or otherwise considering replacing grass 
with native, more sustainable species (Gulf 
News, 2010b). There are other suggested 
solutions on the market, such as alterna-
tive irrigation systems that reduce water 
wasted through evaporation. Traditional 
irrigation systems often lead to 60% of the 

water being evaporated before it is actu-
ally absorbed by plants. As a result, only 
40% of the water meant for irrigation is 
used, and that in itself is not evenly dis-
tributed (EcoMENA, 2016).  An alternative 
method is drip irrigation, where perforat-
ed tubes are lined on the floor alongside 
the vegetation, or buried near the roots 
of the plants, which result in water being 
delivered directly on to the plant roots 
(EcoMENA, 2016). This not only remark-
ably reduces the amount of water evapo-
rated, but it also used 25% less water than 
spray irrigation systems. (EcoMENA, 2016). 
Other alternative and experimental solu-
tions include using seawater directly in-
stead of desalinated seawater through 
an engineered system by the company 
Epic Green Solutions, and the propos-
al of using artificial grass by Cracknell.

An existential question we can also ask 
ourselves is, do green spaces necessar-
ily have to be green? Jönsson argues that 
the problem lies in the definition, and 
what the idea of lush, urban landscapes 
is supposed to look like. Jönsson summa-
rizes the landscaping phenomenon that 
has occurred in the UAE succinctly below:

“Urban landscaping is shaped by socio-
economic values, the needs of society, and 
technology. Before air-conditioning, urban 
landscaping in desert cities would func-
tion to make cities more habitable in high 

Figure 3.2.6.3: Pie chart indicating the city’s per-
centage distribution of the different types of green 
spaces.
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temperatures. Air-conditioned buildings 
and modern technologies have changed 
the need for functional and strategic plan-
ning of the city green spaces, as well as 
the habits of city residents, reducing the 
function of green spaces to merely decora-
tive. However, in desert cities such as Abu 
Dhabi, the well-maintained green lawns 
and lush trees will hardly make the city 
‘liveable’ in the long term,” (Jönsson, 2016).

In this respect, green landscapes need not 
be green per se, but more reflect the alter-
native meaning of green, that is, sustain-
ability and ecologically respectful. For ex-
ample, in Abu Dhabi’s Public Realm Design 
Manual, there appears to be a rising trend 
of the creation of art parks (Abu Dhabi Ur-
ban Planning Council, 2011, p. 43). Previous 
studies conducted in the area have indi-
cated that public art, just like green spaces, 
tops other aspects such as education, safe-
ty and even the local economy, in creating 
a welcoming environment and a sense of 
“openness” and community camaraderie 
among citizens (Jönsson, 2016). Further-
more, since public art in cities makes the 
environment attractive, accessible and 
vibrant, such as the functions of green 
spaces, it is also considered “green” for pro-
viding all of the above without needed ir-
rigation or causing ecological destruction.
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‘Motility’: Mobility as Capital

‘MOTILITY’

attempts to discuss how social structures 
and movement dynamics are mutually 
dependent in providing the capacity for 
‘capitalization’ (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 745).

Often in social sciences, mobility is re-
ferred quite plainly to a) neighbourhood 
mobility, b) migration (inter- and intra-) 
c) travel (for example, tourism) and lastly, 
d) daily movements (for example, running 
errands and commuting to work) (Schuler 
et al, 1997 in Vincent et al., 2004, p. 749). 
However, this categorization lacks depth. 
Firstly, these categories indicate that fo-
cus is simply placed on the movement in 
an isolated space-time context, instead of 
the interaction between actors, structures, 
as well as space-time context. Actors are 
essentially embedded in the social struc-
tures of society and not ultimately ‘free’ in-
dividuals, which in itself, restricts or allows 
movement depending on the placement 
of the actor on the spectrum of social stra-
ta (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 749). To examine 
geographic flows in isolation would result 
in an incomplete understanding of larger 
processes at work, in other words, failing to 
understand the “modus operandi of the so-
cietal and political logic of movements in 
geographic space,” (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 
749). Secondly, these categories tend to be 
buried in studies solely focusing on actual 
and past fluidity, without theoretical cal-
culations on potential future movement. 

In an eye-opening essay by Vincent 
Kaufmann, Manfred Max Bergman and 
Dominique Joye, they reviewed the pos-
sibilities of mobility as a form of capital 
and how this could be theorized, ap-
plied and tested. Motility forms a core 
component of this thesis and acts as a 
lens through which this thesis is pro-
duced and assessed, thus rendering 
its elaboration of utmost importance.

Vincent et al. begin their work by discuss-
ing the term ‘mobility’ and its use and 
context within the academic field of so-
cial sciences. A sub-set of mobility is spa-
tial mobility, which, according to them, 
refers to the geographic displacement of 
entities, or their fixed trajectory from an 
origin to destination in relation to time 
and space (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 746). 
These mentioned entities could either be 
of concrete or abstract form, for example, 
machinery or people, as well as ideas and 
information. Social mobility on the other 
hand, refers to the movement of individu-
als through the social strata of society, with 
factors that can allow one’s social status 
and positioning to change in relation to 
others (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 747). Clearly, 
problems in this arena mainly contrib-
ute to social stratification and inequality 
within society. Hence, by focusing on the 
relation between spatial and social mobil-
ity, or socio-spatial mobility, Vincent et al. 

Studies of potential movement is impor-
tant in revealing new aspects of the mobil-
ity of people in regard to future opportu-
nities and restrictions of their manoeuvres, 
as well as its impact on larger socio-spa-
tial forces (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 749).

In light of these shortcomings, Vincent et 
al. attempted to put forth a theoretical 
concept that would not only encompass 
the named shortcomings from above, 
but also generally serve as a more holis-
tic form of mobility. Thus, ‘motility’ was 
conceived, and it can be defined as the 
“capacity of entities (e.g. goods, in-
formation or persons) to be mobile in 
social and geographic space, or as the 
way in which entities access and ap-
propriate the capacity for socio-spatial 
mobility according to their circum-
stances,” (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 750). 
Motility, as it is only a general theory, can 
vary greatly across contexts as it is depen-
dent on local structures and cultural con-
texts. Motility is layered by complexity in 
its definition because it relates to all top-
ics, forms and degrees of mobility, such 
as the access to mobility and the ability 
to recognize and make use of this access. 
On the other hand, motility, as a form of 
capital, begs a whole other discussion. 

Generally, within most discussions of so-
cial inequality in the realm of social and 

political sciences, the lack of financial 
capital has always presented itself as the 
key factor in resulting this phenomenon. 
This is because financial capital is often 
argued to be exchangeable for other 
“socially desirable resources, including 
education, health, safe and stable work, 
status, power, social integration, etc.,” 
(Vincent et al., 2004, p. 751). Further-
more, financial capital has been known 
to be key in ascertaining social stand-
ing and reward distribution in society, as 
aptly described in this example below:

“For example, many students from less-
advantaged backgrounds, if they com-
plete a university degree, tend to select 
degrees or universities that lead to less 
financially and otherwise rewarding ca-
reers, compared to their counterparts. 
On the other hand, students from advan-
taged backgrounds are more likely to study 
medicine or law and are less likely to study 
sociology,” (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 751).

Academics also often resort to using fi-
nancial capital as a yardstick in many 
discussions because of its ease of theo-
rizing, operationalizing, measuring, and 
interpreting as compared to societal con-
structs, such as human, cultural or so-
cial capital (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 751). 
Due to the inability to quantify these 
societal constructs, some academics 
would determine the use of these con-
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planning, where certain arrangements of 
the built environment could favour certain 
individuals’ mobilities by incidentally pro-
viding better access to transport for some 
but not others. Unfortunate positioning 
could cause an individual his or her finan-
cial, time and movement capital. Finally 
on a macro-level, motility as capital can 
be assessed through links between na-
tional social and geopolitical policies and 
how these may influence social inequality 
in the region (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 752).

In conclusion, the comprehensiveness of 
motility can provide insight on heighten-
ing the quality of life within a community 
as it encompasses a thorough understand-
ing of socially circumscribed rules, norms 
and structures. Understanding the com-
plexity and impacts of managing different 
social positions across geographic space 
contributes to heightened awareness that 
financial capital itself may not be key in de-
ciding social inequality, but motility is. The 
potentiality of motility as a form of capital 
in academic studies is enormous, as ap-
plication of the theory within a context al-
lows, “[v]arious behaviours and constraints 
[to be] highlighted [and understanding of ] 
where actors seek to negotiate their mobil-
ity potential, socially and spatially, accord-
ing to different contexts and possibilities,” 
(Vincent et al., 2004, p. 753). Understand-

structs as unscientific, thus, not ideal. 

Vincent et al. beg to differ however, and 
assert that motility can be used as a form 
of capital, that is, it can be exchanged for 
other types of capital. While all forms of 
capital share vertical and hierarchical qual-
ities, motility serves to add perspective on 
spatial constraints and contexts and how 
they impose on capital and cause its differ-
entiation. Thus, systemically, the approach 
lies in the appreciation that, “movement 
can take many forms, that different forms 
of movement may be interchangeable, 
and that the potentiality of movement 
can be expressed as a form of ‘move-
ment capital’,” (Vincent et al., 2004, p. 752). 

With any theory comes the problem of 
applying it. On a micro-level, applying 
motility as capital could mean to focus a 
study on the options and circumstances 
of movement possibilities of individuals 
in relation to resource exchanges (for ex-
ample, time and money). In this sense, a 
number of underlying factors may influ-
ence the analysis, such as the individual’s 
physical abilities or skills that either di-
rectly or indirectly influence physical or 
social mobility, and the access to certain 
networks that aid mobility (Vincent et al., 
2004, p. 752). On a meso-level, motility as a 
form of capital can be studied through city 
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ing motility is synonymous to understand-
ing socio-spatial access in the context 
of this study, and emphasizes that socio-
spatial access, like motility, is the ability, 
and also the realization of this ability by 
entities themselves, to move across social 
stratas and geographic space bounded 
by these social stratas. Understanding 
the meaning of socio-spatial access pro-
vides the foundation and lens to the rest 
of the study, as seen by the operative  
model of the theory in the figure below.

Figure 4.1.1: The operation of ‘motility’ theory in the scope of this thesis.



Research in the arena in the past decades 
has revealed the enormity of the con-
cept, and how environmental justice can 
take many different shapes and forms. In 
the modern context, robust literature has 
been produced on not only the distribu-
tional and social justice effects of environ-
mental hazards, but also health dispari-
ties within the population that are further 
worsened by the urban environment (Salz-
man et al., 2014, p. 16). Urban sociologists 
are concerned about the equitable provi-
sion of environmental benefit and ecosys-
tem services within the city, and with ur-
ban parks being a focal amenity of any city 
plan, the equitable access and use of these 
parks is a forefront topic of any urban so-
cial and environmental research study. 

Urban parks are essential in upkeeping 
health and lowering the risk for mortality 
and chronic diseases by serving as sites 
for physical activity and recreation (John-
son & Ballin, 1996). Moreover, links have 
been made between park proximity and 
level of physical activity (Brownson et al., 
2001). Thus, access to urban parks would 
aid in alleviating societal problems such 
as obesity and inactivity in general, which 
could lead to bad health. In this sense, it 
is environmentally just if every inhabitant 
of a city had equal opportunities and ac-
cess to visit and use these parks. However, 
more often than not, this is not the case 

For the longest of time, discussions on 
justice has triggered academics and activ-
ists alike, and mostly because of one sole 
reason – to critically assess the functional-
ity of existing institutions and to guide for 
social change (Ebbesson & Okowa, 2009, 
p. 2). Similarly expounded by classic litera-
ture writer John Rawls, justice provides “an 
Archimedean point for appraising exist-
ing institutions as well as the desires and 
aspirations they generate,” and, “an inde-
pendent standard for guiding the course 
of social change” (Rawls, 1972 in Ebbesson 
& Okowa, 2009, p. 2). It is no wonder that 
these moral-led aims have contributed to 
the foundations of the ‘environmental 
justice’ movement championing the 
right to a healthy living environment 
for every person that originated in the 
USA in the 1970s and 80s, when alleged 
‘environmental racism’ occurred within 
the developmental and environmental 
policies of USA (Ebbesson & Okowa, 2009, 
p. 2). The policies not only sentenced dis-
proportionate burdens of hazardous ac-
tivities and substances unto certain social 
groups, but they also highlighted the lack 
of opportunities for grassroots participa-
tory decision-making (Ebbesson & Okowa, 
2009, p. 2). Since then, the term ‘environ-
mental justice’ gained ground and begun 
spreading to several regions of the world, 
where (in)justice factors have been in-
creasingly tackled by critical, public voice. 

with most cities as certain demograph-
ics are often marginalized in the context 
of access to urban parks. Fast forward a 
couple of years from 1980s when the USA 
had environmentally ‘racist’ policies that 
started the entire paradigm on environ-
mental justice, the year 2014 still present-
ed the same problem for USA. In a speech 
held by Barack Obama, he mentions:

“[i]t is a historic moment in equitable ur-
ban ecosystem services provision when 
the United States President recognizes 
that there are disparities in park access 
for people of color, that this contributes to 
health disparities, and that state and fed-
eral agencies need to address these social 
justice issues,” (The White House, 2014).

This is in-line with academic literature to-
day, where abundant evidence is provided 
for environmental injustice in the distribu-
tion of green space in cities. An article writ-
ten by Wolch, Byrne and Newell in 2014 
called Urban Green Space, public health 
and environmental justice: The challenge of 
making cities ‘just green enough’ summa-
rizes recent works on this topic and gives 
a plethora of academic sources, ideas and 
results of analysis conducted this arena. 
As mentioned in the article, studies have 
indicated that racial or ethnic minorities 
and people within the low-income stra-
tum of society often have less access to 
green space, parks, and recreational pro-

grams than those who are ‘white’ or more 
affluent (Abercrombie et al., 2008). Fur-
thermore, other studies of public and non-
profit funding for urban parks and recre-
ation have also reflected these race and 
class stratification and segregation, with 
low-income neighbourhoods, already 
having less income to spend on parks and 
recreation, now receive less non-profit re-
sources as well (Joassart-Marcelli, 2010). 
These problems could be a result of blan-
ket planning solutions, where a ‘one size 
fits all’ planning of parks and green spaces 
within cities disregard the diversity and 
uniqueness, or more importantly, diverse 
and unique needs, each neighbourhood 
may require. For example, in Baltimore 
city in the USA, it was found that ‘Blacks’ 
were more likely to live within walking dis-
tance of a park than ‘Whites’, while ‘Whites’ 
had access to more park acres. This led 
to congestion in the parks servicing the 
residential areas of the ‘Blacks’ than the 
‘Whites’ (Wolch et al., 2014, p. 236). Thus, 
the “notoriously heterogeneous” (Wolch 
et al., 2014, p. 236) planning of parks 
that disregard locally-needed interven-
tion may have undermined the ability to 
meet national standards for urban parks 
space provision in the USA over the years, 
which ties in to Obama’s statement above. 

The relationship between some green 
spaces and the community however is 
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cial justice issues (Curran & Hamilton, 2012, 
p. 1028). This was a success in attaining an 
environment that is more environmentally 
just to every inhabitant of the community. 
Other similar case studies have also indi-
cated that the key to success of ‘just green 
enough’ strategies rely on the willingness 
and openness of planners and local stake-
holders to plan and design green spaces 
and parks in direct response to the com-
munity’s will, concerns, needs and desires 
(Wolch et al., 2014, p. 241). Replacing con-
ventional urban design templates for ur-
ban green spaces with ‘just green enough’ 
strategies can aid in protecting marginal-
ized groups of society, ensuring that their 
needs are met (Wolch et al., 2014, p. 241).

Moreover, ‘just green enough’ solutions can 
also come in the form of promoting small-
scale approaches, where green space inter-
ventions are implemented on a communal 
scale, such as community gardens and 
pocket parks. This would be more success-
ful than “grander civic green space projects 
that geographically concentrate resources 
and kick-start rounds of gentrification,” 
(Schauman & Salisbury, 1998 in Wolch et 
al., 2014, p. 241). In a last example, Wolch 
et al. explain the benefits small-scale ap-
proaches to ensure environmental justice:

“For example, the history of urban reuse 

more complex than meets the eye. Environ-
mental justice, in these cases, goes deeper 
than physical measurements of access 
and opportunity - it plays on a multitude 
of levels of social acceptance and prohibi-
tion, political guidance and maintenance, 
and cultural norms. Some of these topics 
and examples will be brought out in the 
later chapters of this thesis, as the theory is 
operationalized in assessing environmen-
tal justice in Dubai’s park provision system. 

The key to environmental justice, as it has 
been discussed in this article, is to imple-
ment design interventions that are ‘just 
green enough’ – a term coined by Curran & 
Hamilton in 2012 in their article Just green 
enough – Contesting environmental gentri-
fication in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. In the case 
of Greenpoint, Brooklyn, working class resi-
dents and victims of gentrification cooper-
ated to protest for environmental cleanup 
strategies that permitted continued indus-
trial uses and conservation of blue-collar 
work in order to avoid what they called 
the “parks, cafes, and a riverwalk” model of 
a green city (Curran & Hamilton, 2012, p. 
1028). The ‘just green enough’ strategy fo-
cused on toxic creek cleanup and the cre-
ation of green space surrounding the resi-
dential areas of the existing working-class 
population and industrial land users in a 
bid to address both environmental and so-

begun with focusing on very large, com-
plex, and extremely degraded sites, such 
as abandoned mines or oil refineries, 
to its present focus on weaving natural 
function into many small, underutilized 
sites. Refocusing on small-scale interven-
tions, they argue, has the benefit of more 
evenly distributing access to nature for 
urban residents rather than creating a 
focal point for property development 
strategies,” (Wolch et al., 2014, p. 241).

Understanding environmental justice and 
cases of environmental injust paves the 
way to understanding the context of park 
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Figure 4.2.1: The operation of the environmental justice theory in the scope of this thesis.

provision in Dubai; who is marginalized, 
what actions, policies, laws and design 
features lead to their marginalization, and 
how can authorities better plan for envi-
ronmental justice for everyone. The case 
of the ‘Whites’ and the ‘Blacks’ in Baltimore 
resonates with the current case study of 
Dubai, that too, experiences harsh income, 
and in some cases racial, segregation and 
discrimination. Drawing connnections 
between the two cases, as well as learn-
ing design solutions that are ‘just green 
enough’, will facilitate in learning from past 
mistakes or mistakes made by others, in 
order to improve the conditions in Dubai.  
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Case Studies

I | Profile of the MENA Region 12

The MENA region as defined in this publication is a 
vast area stretching about 7,500 km from the High 
Atlas in Morocco at its western edge, to the Koppeh 
Dagh in Iran at its eastern edge, and 3,000 km from 
Yemen’s Hadhramaut in the south, to Turkey’s Pontic 
Mountains in the north. It extends over three conti-
nental plates: the African, Arabian and Eurasian Plate. 
The commonly accepted definition of the MENA re-
gion encompasses 19 countries, which are located in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 

In 2010, the population of the entire MENA region 
was 380 million people, of which 165 million resided in 
North Africa and 215 million in the Middle East. The 

region has a wide variety of country sizes and popula-
tions. It includes very small countries, such as Bahrain 
with only 1.2 million inhabitants, as well as very large 
countries, such as Egypt with over 80 million inhabi-
tants. While geographic location, cultural aspects, and 
climatic character (mostly arid) differ across the re-
gion, the various populations have developed and ad-
opted a wide range of living and subsistence strategies. 
As a result, the urban population concentrates mainly 
along coastal or river shores and the region’s historic 
trade routes. The rural populations are either settled, 
with an agrarian economy, or unsettled, with a mobile 
livestock-keeping and trade based economy.
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Tunisia

Libya
Egypt

Yemen

Qatar
Bahrain
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Syria

IranPalestinian
Territory 
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Cartography: N. Döge
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Figure 5.1.1: Map of case studies in relation to other MENA countries. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2013, p. 12).

The aim of this chapter is to provide a selec-
tion of significant examples from the MENA 
region that have utilized vernacular design 
to meet modern-day urbanist ideals within 
new developments. The successes of these 
examples can lend learning points for the 
development of this thesis as the author 
attempts to apply vernacular design in 
park provision to alleviate socio-spatial 
access inequality across the city of Dubai.

The two case studies elaborated on in this 
chapter is the Shahre Javan Pilot Project 

CASE STUDIES

in the area of Hashtgerd New Town, Iran, 
and the Heart of Doha project located in 
Doha, Qatar. These case studies are indi-
cated on the map above with yellow dots. 

Heart of Doha Project

Shahre Javan Pilot Project
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SHAHRE JAVAN PILOT PROJECT

Shahre Javan Community Pilot Project

ect is an example of sustainable, clean, 
and energy efficient development, as well 
as a test bed for energy efficiency on na-
tional and international scale. A variety 
of sustainable housing typologies based 
on the needs of different social groups, 
an urban environment based on Islamic-
traditional urban planning principles, an 
integration of vernacular architecture 
with modern building technologies, a 
compact urban form, an integrated pub-
lic transportation system, and a modern 
energy infrastructure, all combine to pro-
vide an outstanding environment for life, 
work, and recreation in Hashtgerd New 
Town.” (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 31).

A summary of an analysis of the area in the 
paragraphs below informs the design ap-
proach of the area, which will be discussed 
later. Studies have shown that Hashtgerd 
New Town’s inhabitants belong to low-
income groups, living in the city either as 
owners or tenants (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, 
p. 25). The current population of the town 
is nowhere near where the first compre-
hensive plan intended it to be, which is 
500,000 (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 32). 
Lack of speed and control over develop-
ment has allowed a scattered pattern of 
development to occur, which has in turn 
led to negative outcomes such as the deg-
radation of soil and natural areas, a high 
dependency on vehicular transport, in-
creased infrastructural costs, and minimal 

“social coherence and urbanity” (Pahl-We-
ber et al., 2012, p. 33). Furthermore, Hasht-
gerd New Town’s ability to attract immi-
grants from the region is seen as far below 
its estimated goals. Thus, the failing as-
pects of the town, alongside its stark con-
trast against tremendous advancements in 
the region, heightened the drive to revise 
the first comprehensive plan of the town 
from 2005 (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 33).

Farsi meaning ‘Young City’, is intensively 
discussed between the acting agents of 
the German Young Cities research proj-
ect in the Technological University of Ber-
lin (TU Berlin), New Towns Development 
Corporation (NTDC), Building and Hous-
ing Research Center (BHRC), and the lo-
cal municipality (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, 
p. 5). A revised detailed plan of the area 
revolves around their vision statement:

“The Shahre Javan Community pilot proj-

The Shahre Javan Community Pilot Proj-
ect is an interesting case study for the 
reason that it is based on extensive aca-
demic study revolving around climate-
sensitive, vernacular design. The pilot 
area is a plot of land covering nearly 45 
ha in the southern part of Hashtgerd New 
Town (a town situated 60 km away from 
Tehran, the capital of Iran), and is a part 
of a functioning society that has 16,000 
inhabitants (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 
12). The Shahre Javan project, a name in 

Figure 5.2.1: Map of case study area in relation to Hashtgerd New Town area. Source: (Google Earth Pro, 
2017b).

Figure 5.2.2 and 5.2.3: The image most top por-
trays the current derelict housing and the sprawl-
ing nature of the town, while the image below 
portrays the Alborz Mountain range in the back-
ground. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 33).

Alborz Mountains

Hashtgerd New Town

To Tehran

Case Study
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users of the space (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, 
p. 40). The courtyard typology is consid-
ered ideal for this development because 
of its traditionally characteristic combina-
tion of privacy and energy efficiency in a 
dense urban setting (Pahl-Weber et al., 
2012, p. 40). The buildings are built on 
small plots (typically 7.5 m to 9 m) and are 
organized as maisonette units around a 
central courtyard that caters as a private 
open space for each individual unit (Pahl-
Weber et al., 2012, p. 40). In the larger plots 
of 15 m, the courtyard is shared due to the 
larger dimensions. In any case, all home-
owners should be equally entitled to some 
area of the central courtyard. The spatial 
arrangement of the upper floors permit 
sunlight to enter in every part of the unit, 
while still protecting privacy (Pahl-Weber 
et al., 2012, p. 41). The adjustable orga-

The climate of Hashtgerd New Town is clas-
sified as a semi-arid climate, and because 
of the nearby Alborz Mountain range in 
the north, it has a relatively high amount 
of annual precipitation (Pahl-Weber et 
al., 2012, p. 43). Its landscape is unique in 
that it is sandwiched between two dis-
tinct ecoregions of ‘Central Persian desert 
basins’ and ‘Alburz Range forest steppe’ 
(WWF, 2001). The central plateau and the 
mountain slopes facing the town have a 
“temperate, continental desert climate 
with extreme temperatures,” (Zohary, 1973 
in Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 43). The effects 
of altitude, the nearby desert, mountains 
and steppe region all contribute a vari-
ety of factors and complexities to Hasht-
gerd New Town’s local climate, making it 
an interesting climatic case study as well. 

In response to the site, population, and 
meteorological characteristics above - as 
well as the area’s statement vision - the 
following urban form was produced. The 
housing typologies of the Shahre Javan 
pilot project are rooted in Islamic vernacu-
lar design, while incorporating modern 
energy systems and technology. Thus, the 
street system follows the traditional hier-
archical nature of access, where the public 
sphere transforms into a private sphere 
through intricate, yet well-planned, routes.
This gives the area its characteristic identi-
ty as well as meets the needs and habits of 

nization of floors around the courtyard 
permits zoning of living rooms depend-
ing on privacy and climate, which was a 
crucial feature of the spatial arrangement 
of homes in Islamic architecture in cooler 
cities. In addition, the formation of flats 
surrounding the courtyard enables sun 
access to penetrate the units, as well as 
promotes ventilation. The outer facades of 

SHAHRE JAVAN PILOT PROJECT

Figure 5.2.4 and 5.2.5: On the left is a vertical cross-section of the common courtyard archetype in the area 
and on the right is a a floorplan of the spatial arrangement of units around a courtyard. Source: (Pahl-Weber 
et al., 2012, p. 41).

Figure 5.2.6: A 3-D graphic representation of the common archetype within the area. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 41).

the building are designed with small-grid 
openings to further enhance light expo-
sure into the unit, as well as prohibit un-
wanted light by using them as mechanical 
sunblinds (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 41).
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SHAHRE JAVAN PILOT PROJECT

The previous paragraph dealt specifically 
with the architecture of the Shahre Javan 
pilot project area while in this paragraph, 
some general urban design guidelines of 
the development are explained. Firstly, 
to fulfill the goal of promoting maximum 
natural light to enter living units and pas-
sive solar energy gain, the length of the 
southern facades on the third floor can-
not exceed more than half of the total 
façade length, In order words, shadows 
casted from the third floor cannot ex-
ceed 75% of the ground area (see Fig-
ure 5.2.7) (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 99).
Secondly, in order to increase sun reflec-
tivity, façade of buildings were made to 
be light-coloured surfaces, using materials 
such as stone, concrete, plaster or bricks. 
Thirdly, the privacy of courtyards follow the 
traditional Islamic culture of high privacy, 
such that visual access to courtyards must 
be planned in such a way that disables oth-
ers from looking in while the home-owner 
looks out (see Figure 5.2.9)(Pahl-Weber et 
al., 2012, p. 99). Fourth, in order to lower en-
ergy costs and increase the use of renew-
able energies, only flat roofs are allowed 
in the area in order to minimize volume 
and construction height as well as ensure 
roofs are readily available for the installa-
tion of renewable energy systems, such as 
photovoltaic power sheets) (Pahl-Weber et 
al., 2012, p. 99). Lastly, the facades of build-
ings should represent a continual façade 

the standard of living of the city and hope-
fully meet some previously unmet goals 
and concerns for the area. Although the 
project is not yet completed and thus, 
successfulness in its resulting function 
cannot be made for certain yet, there are 
many takeaway learning points from this 
project, ranging from its detailed environ-
mental and climatic background study, 
precision and focus on design details and 
needs of the community, well-thought 
out land-use plan, and mostly, the care-
ful marriage between the old and the 
new cultural and religious design ideals.

concept that “should be a harmonic part 
of the general layout by using the same 
composition of structural arrangement, 
openings, materials, colours and other 
elements (for example, equipment like 
sunblinds),” (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 99). 

Apart from the urban design and architec-
tural guidelines that govern the character 
of a place, a plethora of other develop-
ment aspects were examined in detailed, 
including sustainable landscaping and 
introduction of flora and fauna. These de-
tails can be sourced from the document 
called The Shahre Javan Community De-
tailed Plan: Planning for a Climate Respon-
sive and Sustainable Iranian Urban Quar-
ter that is referenced in the reference list. 
Overall, these guidelines hope to improve 

Figure 5.2.7 and 5.2.8: The image on the left rep-
resents why the length of the southern facades 
on the third floor cannot exceed more than half of 
the total façade, and the image on the right repre-
sents how the courtyard arrangement allows light 
penetration into private courtyards and thus, liv-
ing units. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 2012, p. 99).

Figure 5.2.9: The image indicates how visual access 
to private courtyards can be planned without com-
promising on privacy. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 
2012, p. 99).

Figure 5.2.10: A 3D Simulation of Shahre Javan 
Community Pilot Project. Source: (Pahl-Weber et al., 
2013, p. 63).
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and environmental concerns over the city 
center, which, after the massive migra-
tion of Qatari natives out of the area in the 
period of 1972 to 1999, became home to 
overcrowded living conditions for Asian 
workers (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 680). 
Furthermore, the noticeable absence of 
local Qatari identity was increasing with 
increased globalization, which was anoth-
er impetus for regeneration. The project 
begun April 2006 when EDAW and AECOM 
were hired to plan and design a concep-

The Msheireb Project, also known as the 
heart of Doha project, is a “regeneration 
initiative and a showcase example that 
aims to unite the city’s urban and archi-
tectural past with elements of a contem-
porary Arab city,” (Exell & Rico, 2014, p. 
196). This idea for regeneration was con-
ceived by Father Emir Sheikh Hamad bin 
Khalifa Al Thani and his second wife, Her 
Highness Sheikha Mozah bint Nasser Al 
Missned in 2004 (Exell & Rico, 2014, p. 
196), in response to the growing social 

tual master plan for Inner Doha. The deci-
sion for the project to become one of re-
vitalization and regeneration came when 
site analysis and research exposed that 
the area in question, the Kahraba area, 
was once the hub of community living in 
the city’s history (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, 
p. 682). It was an area where Doha as a vil-
lage had first thrived, and then expanded 
to become the city it is today. Over the 
years, its importance has been lost and 
forgotten (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 682).

The 35 ha site is located in the center 
of Doha, nearby the recently redevel-
oped Souk Waqif, yet another success-
ful mixed-use development based on a 
traditional Qatari souk and the historical 
Al Koot Fort (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 
682). The climate of the area mirrors the 
climate of the region, hot and arid with 
relatively high temperatures throughout 
the year (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 682). 
However, its proximity to the Persian Gulf 
contributes to its relatively high humidity.

The conceptual plan revolved around 
what was called, the ‘Twelve Per-
spectives’, which acted as the de-
velopment’s vision statement:

“… revitalizing history, heritage, and 
culture of the place, developing chal-
lenging architecture concepts and ideas 

THE HEART OF DOHA

The Heart of Doha

to connect the past to the present, and 
achieving high levels of environmental 
sustainability targets that suits the com-
munity,” (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 683).

In detail, the local authorities delineat-
ed these twelve requirements for the 
area (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 683):

1. Achieve a “balanced and flexible mix of 
land use, public realm and social and cul-
tural infrastructure to provide a catalyst for 
renewal beyond both the period of devel-
opment and the site boundary.”

2. Minimize urban heat island effect so that 
outdoor spaces remain thermally comfort-
able for longer periods in the year.

3. Reduce car-dependency within the city 
to relieve congestion, and improve inter-
city connection through other transport 
means.

4. Provide a vibrant and high-quality pub-
lic realm.

5. Apply bioclimatic principles to urban 
design and architecture in order to maxi-
mize energy efficiency of buildings.

6. Promote community spirit and social ex-
changes (in line with number 4).

Figure 5.3.1: Location of “Heart of Doha” project. Source: (Allies and Morrison, 2017).

2 km
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area is a central idea to this regeneration 
initiative, the masterplan of the area “is 
expected to create an environment very 
similar to the city is used to be in terms 
of urban structure and social norms,” (Ex-
ell & Rico, 2014, p. 196). In the photos to 
the right, this goal was evidently achieved 
despite claims that “the renovated core 
will obviously be quite different to the 
pre-modern Doha of the 1950s,” (Exell & 
Rico, 2014, p. 196). The masterplan draws 
upon the traditional fareej concept, which 
revolves around the idea of a common 
space where different families share and 
interact with one another whilst in place 
in a modern-day context. The urban form, 
in respecting this fareej typology, results 
in a tightly knitted urban fabric where low 
to medium rise buildings are located close 
enough to one another in order to create 
natural shade (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 
684). Traditional sikkas (walkways) and 
barahas (plazas) also make a comeback by 
being integrally planned into the layout of 
this neighbourhood, so that walking will 
become a predominant mode of transport 
and in turn, social interaction in a public 
sphere is increased (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, 
p. 684). The orientation of the roads are 
planned in response to the local climate, 
such that they catch prevailing wind and 
channels it through the system in order to 
reduce any heat or pollutant load build-
up. An extensively integrated basement 

7. Tackle social segregation through the 
provision of housing for all types of in-
come groups within the neighborhood, as 
well as a mixture of single and family ac-
commodations.

8. Achieve a diverse and dynamic local 
economy that taps into the advantages of 
the site’s location.

9. Promote sustainable waste manage-
ment through the implementation of a 
creative strategy.

10.  Use sustainable materials all through 
the construction and operational stages of 
development. 

11. Provide schooling in the area so as to 
meet local education demand without the 
need of using private transport to com-
mute. 

12. Lastly, minimize water demand for the 
area and apply renewable energy sources 
that could ensure its efficiency.

With reference to the principles above, 
it is no wonder that The Heart of Doha 
project is known to comprise “one of the 
world’s largest collections of buildings us-
ing sustainability principles,” (Katodrytis & 
Velegrinis, 2015, p. 77). As re-establishing 
traditional design and culture within the 

infrastructure system for service access 
was also an idea considered for the mas-
terplan as well, which would then allow 

THE HEART OF DOHA

Figure 5.3.3: The image on the left is the Old Fabric while the image on the right is the proposed fabric. 
Source: (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 685).

Figure 5.3.2: Conceptual representation of the cross-section of the new development and how its design 
responds and adapts to climatic factors. Source: (Allies and Morrison, 2017).

narrower streets to be planned on the sur-
face level (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 684).
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quarters; the Diwan quarter where all new 
governmental buildings are positioned, 
the heritage quarter that connects Souq 
Waqif to the old historic center, the retail 
quarter that connects with the old retail 
area as well, and lastly the Kahrab quar-
ter, the residential quarter that consists 
of office buildings, schools, and town-
houses, all formed according to clusters 
of the fareej concept (Khalil & Shaaban, 
2012, p. 685), thus, equally allowing ev-
ery inhabitant to access a public space.

However, the site has seen some social 
repercussions in face of the redevelop-
ment. Poorer South Asian workers that 
used to occupy the area have been dis-
placed elsewhere, and replaced by high-
paid Qataris and foreign expatriates 
(Rizzo, 2013, pp. 542). Thus, although this 
development attempts to be effective in
“increasing density in the urban centre, 
implementing a mixed-use land use, and 
providing for pedestrian-oriented mo-
bility,” (Rizzo, 2013, pp. 542), more head-
way could be made in terms of social 
justice and planning that would allow 
the city to capitalize on its multicultural 
social capital, parallel to reserving its lo-
cal Qatari identity (Rizzo, 2013, pp. 542).

According to the announced timeline, the 
conceptual masterplan that begun early 
2004 would be followed by five phases of 
construction over a period of eight years, 
where the first phase is planned to be 
completed in mid-2012. The construction 
begun with the ‘Diwan Amiri Quarter’ in 
the first phase, and is now in the fourth 
phase, following online construction up-
dates (Msheireb Properties, 2017). The to-
tal build would include approximately 226 
buildings that consist of hotels, premium 
commercial office spaces, a variety of resi-
dential complexes and typologies, retail 
and restaurants, all ranging from three 
to 30 stories high. There is also heavy fo-
cus on public arts, where a cultural forum 
will be built, along with school, nurseries 
and mosques (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 
684). There will also be two underground 
levels catered to parking to service ac-
cess (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, p. 684).

All in all, the masterplan successfully re-
introduces traditional Qatari design into 
the modern landscape. The site of 22 su-
perblocks reflects its precise planning, 
what with its hierarchical road and open 
space system, extensively permeable pe-
destrian environment, and legibility in 
its road system (Khalil & Shaaban, 2012, 
p. 684). The project also reflects a well-
thought out zoning and land use process 
that breaks down the site into four main 

THE HEART OF DOHA

Figure 5.3.4 and 5.3.5: The image most 
top portrays the development’s master-
plan and the image below it portrays a 
massing and skyline study of the site. 
Source: (Doha Land, 2010 in Khalil & Sha-
aban, 2012, p. 684).
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In this section, a macro spatial analysis is 
first conducted in Part One, where parks 
across the entire city are subjected to 
analysis, while and a micro spatial analy-
sis is then carried out in Part Two, where 
the author zooms in on four micro - case 
studies to focus upon. All findings from 
the macro and micro spatial analysis are 
documented and they inform the case-
specific designs that follow in Part Three. 
All in all, this chapter targets to fulfill the 
research purpose by applying the cre-
ated methodology to the case study area. 

The chapter uses a culmination of analy-
sis methods; site visits, spatial integration 
analysis, aerial studies with Google Earth 
Pro, drawing information from the lit-
erature review and background chapters, 
document analysis, ArcGIS, and quantita-
tive studies using Photoshop and Excel, in 
order to produce the information in this 
chapter. The boundary of the case study 
area is presented on the first few maps to 
faciliate understanding of the spatiality of 
the parks within the area, however,  under-
standing of the boundary is then assumed 
for the other maps that focuses on more 
detailed information about the parks.  



Part One: 
Macro-Spatial Analysis

MICRO-SPATIAL
 ANALYSIS

CASE-SPECIFIC 
DESIGN 

APPLICATION

MACRO-SPATIAL
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Fig. 6.1.1: Map on public parks and their land coverage. p. p. 56
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the generally higher population densities 
in the north than in the west (this will be 
further explained in the park per capita 
map below). Furthermore, existing litera-
ture contests the analysis that the north 
has higher park provision, as ‘New Dubai’ is 
known to be home to the grand landscape 
projects that Dubai has become synony-
mous with. In the sub-chapter ‘contem-
porary urbanism’, it is understood that the 
Sheikh packages land in the west and dis-
tributes them to developers where these 
grand landscape projects follow. Thus, 
although the north may have the higher 
number of public parks, the west holds a 
large proportion of the 77% private green 
space aforementioned. This also means 
that there could be a possibility that the 
number of private parks in the west pro-
vides more park area per capita than the 
number of public parks in the north, which 
is not reflected in this map. However, since 
private parks often only built to cater to a 
specific stratum of the population while 
public parks are, by definition, open to 
everyone, the parks indicated on the 
map still remain the focus of this thesis. 

There are parks that are named and exist 
most probably under ownership of the 
municipality but are however, not main-
tained and thus have resulted in aban-
doned dusty, sandy and barren areas. In 
some cases, ArcGIS data may indicate 

PUBLIC PARKS

As previously mentioned, the parks on 
this map reflect the positions of Munici-
pality parks, as well as informal but well-
known and popular spaces that thus, 
serve as parks. Privately owned parks are 
not reflected in this map, but still need to 
be recognized due to their prominence 
in the landscape - as mentioned in the 
sub-chapter ‘green areas in planning 
and social consequences’, 77% of green 
space still belongs to private-owners.

According to the map’s north arrow rota-
tion, the largest park is located in the east, 
called Mushrif Park, which also acts as the 
city’s only sector park. The number and 
size of parks are greatest in the north and 
dissipate towards the west, where parks 
are found in fewer numbers and smaller 
sizes. Coincidentally, the north of the city 
is where ‘Old Dubai’ is located, where de-
velopment originated and slowly pro-
gressed along the coastline towards the 
west. ‘New Dubai’ is located beyond the 
creek, towards the west of the city. Hence, 
one could liken the progress of public park 
development to the growth of the city – 
originating from the north of the coastline 
and progressing to the west. From this, 
one would assume that park provision in 
the north of the city is thus higher than 
the west, but this is not the case due to 

a named park, however upon an aerial 
study, the ‘park’ sits on a barren plot of 
land. These parks are not considered with-
in the study because they lack the essen-
tial feature of a park, which is greenery.

LAND COVERAGE 

As mentioned in the methodology, 
Roudha Alsuwaidi, Head of Strategies 
Department in the municipality, provid-
ed a municipal video (Dubai Municipal-
ity, 2017b) that documents Dubai’s urban 
planning successes thus far. It is one of 
three documents to undergo document 
analysis within this section. The relevant 
information transcribed from the vid-
eo, accessible via pCloud (see reference 
list for link), can be summarized below:

1. 13.3% is the total land area covered by 
green areas, while 9.5% is what is stipulat-
ed by the UN for this region.

2. The municipality has 128 parks in total.

3. Municipal’s “Dubai Parks and Beaches” 
phone application keeps track of all parks 
and informs the public where and how 
they can be accessed.

4. The municipality manages 26.86% of 
public beach and park areas (while the rest 
can be assumed to be privately managed).

5. As for landscape maintenance, 
46,753,341 flowers, trees and plants are 
grown each year. 

Thus, it is reported that green areas 
cover 13.3% of the total emirate land 
area, and the target for land coverage by 
open space according to the Abu Dha-
bi’s Public Realm Design Manual is 20%. 
The document is the second document 
to be analyzed in this section, and this 
number was extracted from Chapter 3 of 
the 234-page manual, where they refer to 
what is called “Level of Service” standards. 
“Generally, Level of Service (LOS) standards 
are used to quantify the amount of parks 
and/or open space which must be provid-
ed to meet a community’s basic needs and 
expectations both now and in the future,” 
(Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2011, 
p. 15). Within the manual, the public realm 
is broken down into a hierarchical order, 
categorized into the Emirate, Municipal-
ity, City, District, and the Neighbourhood, 
and within each level, the public realm 
has different requirements and guide-
lines to be followed. The Universal Level 
of Service delineate three definite and ge-
neric guidelines for parks in the emirate: 
a) each park’s level of service (park provi-
sion per capita) should be maintained at 
1.3 hectares per 1,000 population (mean-
ing 13 sqm provision per person), b) 20% 
of total land area should be dedicated 



towards open space, and lastly c) any 
park should be serviceable within a 350 
m radius or 10 minute walk - meaning it 
should take a maximum of 10 minutes for 
any individual to reach a park (Abu Dha-
bi Urban Planning Council, 2011, p. 16).

With regards to the comparison between 
the reported 13.3% and the ideal 20% 
of green space, it can be assumed that 
Dubai is well on its way to reaching 20% 
of green area coverage as well. However, 
the goal is meaningless unless it caters 
to the population somehow. Landscaped 
green areas do not cater to the popula-
tion and only serve as scenography that 
consumes an immense amount of wa-
ter. What is important in this discussion 
is the functionality and accessibility of 
this green space. From above, it is under-
stood that 77% of green space is private, 
and hence, what is the actual land cover-
age of publicly accessible, usable parks? 

Thus, the author carried out her own as-
sessment of park area coverage with re-
spect to the total land area within the 
study area using Adobe Photoshop. The 
layers are first separated into a park-only 
layer, a ‘developed land’ layer, and then a 
‘less developed land’ layer. The histogram 
function counts the number of pixels con-
tained within each layer and it was discov-
ered that the number of pixels in the park-

only layer is 869 pixels while the number 
of pixels in the ‘developed land’ layer is 
23,339 (including parks since they all lay 
on developed land), and lastly, 16,989 pix-
els exist in the ‘less developed land’ layer. 
In realistic measurement terms, these 
pixels are 1,247 ha, and then 33,491 ha, 
lastly, 24,379 ha respectively. The num-
ber of pixels or hectares within the study 
area is thus an addition of the latter two 
of the above, resulting to 40,328 pixels, or 
57,870 ha. 867 pixels as a percentage of 
the pixels of the total study area results 
in 2.1% (to one decimal point). More im-
portantly, 867 pixels of the pixels of devel-
oped land within this area results in 3.7%. 
These results mean that the percentage 
of land area in the study area covered 
by public parks is only 2.1%, and zoom-
ing into the developed areas, only 3.7% 
of this area is covered by public parks. 
Even though this study area is smaller 
than the total land area of the entire emir-
ate, these are still considered very low 
percentages out of the 13.3% reported by 
the municipality, and even more so from 
the 20% coverage mentioned as a goal 
in Abu Dhabi’s Design Manual. This 3.7% 
indicates that little of the green coverage 
results from parks but rather, idle land-
scaped scenography. Rather than focusing 
upon 13.3%, more significance and impor-
tance should be placed on  increasing the 
current 3.7% of public parks, since these 
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areas are responsible for influencing the 
level of park provision per capita, which in 
turn influences a plethora of factors such 
as access to urban ecosystem services, 
fresh air, exercise and health, and equita-
ble environmental justice within the city. 
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as through concerts. These needs can be 
fulfilled by formal parks, open spaces, and 
event spaces respectively. The map indi-
cates that formal parks are the most abun-
dant in number, followed by open spaces 
and then recreational and event spaces.

The aerial study over the city coupled with 
site visits brought another dimension to 
the study, such that it was interesting to 
note that the popular spaces were not usu-
ally the municipality parks but rather, spac-
es outside of the system that has become 
popularized over the years with use and 
community attachment. Two examples in-
clude the spaces called “Cap Enterprise So-
lution” beside the bus terminal in Al Satwa 
and Baniyas Square, by the Baniyas Square 
Station. These areas are characterized by 
the absence of fences (fences are a com-
mon feature of municipality parks), secu-
rity guards, and entry fees, which can be 
assumed to make one feel more at ease. 
These spaces provide an ideal balance of 
shade and sitting areas, and are often cen-
tral to an area of bustling activity. Their 
ease of access both physically and social-
ly can be said to be key in making them 
such successful spaces. These spaces are 
thus, although not considered municipal-
ity parks, included in the study because of 
their strong presence in the community. 

Furthermore, park type plays a large role 

Using mainly information from the shape-
files derived from Geofabrik, the mapping 
for park types can be seen on the previous 
page. The park types are split between ur-
ban parks, open space, and recreation and 
event spaces. Urban parks refer to formal-
ized parks that are planned and equipped 
as municipality parks, open spaces refer 
to green spaces that might not have been 
intended by the municipality to become 
parks per se, but have become legitimized 
over time by constant use by, and attrac-
tion of, the local inhabitants. These spaces 
that are spatially publicly accessible serve 
as parks as well, as thus, are included in the 
study as ‘open space parks’. The last catego-
ry is a combination of recreation and event 
parks. This category encapsulates green 
spaces that are only used in specific cir-
cumstances, such as a concert or a basket-
ball match. They are specified and limited 
in their function and they are also planned 
this way by the municipality. These spac-
es are rare, however, they are considered 
parks as well because they do contribute 
usable green spaces that are publicly ac-
cessible as well. The point of categorizing 
the different green spaces is to get an un-
derstanding of how these planned parks 
cater to the different needs of the popula-
tion; be it in terms of providing a place for 
rest and relaxation or to exercise, a place 
to play sports with friends, or to a lesser 
extent, a place for large gatherings, such 
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in affecting the frequency of use of the 
space. Since municipality parks often have 
lower socio-spatial access in that they 
commonly have entry fees, strict codes of 
conduct and are commonly difficult to get 
to without private transport, the attraction 
to these spaces can be assumed to be less. 
However, they cater well to families, where 
children and parents alike can gather and 
interact. Playgrounds are often a large 
pulling factor of these parks for these 
families, and thus, a surrounding safe and 
green environment complements the ac-
tivities well. Two examples of successful 
municipality parks are Al Karama park and 
Al Khazzan park. These parks, catering to 
low-income earners and higher income 
earners respectively, are located quite cen-
trally in vibrant districts. Both do not ask for 
entry fees, and also provide space for play-
ing children. However, the prior is fenced 
around and has strict security control over 
people visiting the park that limits access 
to, and activity of, some social groups. 
The latter however, does not have a fence 
nor a security system, which thus sees a 
greater number of visitors and a range 
of activities that would otherwise not be 
permitted, such as sleeping on benches. 
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Fig. 6.1.3: Plentiful seating coupled with the 
centrality of the location of Baniyas Square.

Fig. 6.1.5: No fencing and open access to 
mixed-use development around Al Karama 
Park.

Fig. 6.1.9: Open space for activities and 
abundant shading provided by trees at Al 
Karama Park.

Fig. 6.1.10: Example of persons utilizing the 
shaded space. 

Fig. 6.1.6: Example of people sleeping on 
benches in Al Karama Park.

Fig. 6.1.4: Walkway with benches in Baniyas 
Square.

Fig. 6.1.7: Open space as a part of Baniyas 
Square. This represents an example of the 
‘open space’ typology.

Fig. 6.1.8: Exit of Baniyas Square Metro into 
Baniyas Square.
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Fig. 6.1.14: Example of a board of rules and 
restrictions when entering a municipality 
park. 

Fig. 6.1.11: Modern playground facilities at Al 
Khazzan Park. 

Fig. 6.1.15: Example of ‘event’ typology. 
Source: Photo of Dubai Media City Park 
(What’s On, 2014).

Fig. 6.1.16: Example of ‘recreation’ typology. 
Source: Photo of Jebel Ali Gardens Cricket 
Ground (Nakheel, 2017).

Fig. 6.1.12: Example of alternative shading 
methods such as pergolas at Al Khazzan 
Park.

Fig. 6.1.13: Trees acting as buffers against the 
heavy traffic right outside Al Khazzan Park. 

Fig. 6.1.17: Varied functions within Al Khaz-
zan Park compound. Photo of ‘Inn the Park’ 
cafe. 

Fig. 6.1.18: Good use of space that provides 
for multiple activities in Al Khazzan Park.
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Fig. 6.1.19: Map of parks by hierarchy.
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access is necessary, these parks are split 
into two by major roads, such as Zabeel 
Park. It is also difficult to get to these parks 
without vehicular transport, as most of 
these parks are only equipped with large 
parking lots and no public transportation. 
Moreover, the surrounding large roads 
also make it near impossible to walk out-
side of the area. The hierarchy of the parks 
play a role in planning, such that depend-
ing on the hierarchy and the surrounding 
population density, the park has a differ-
ent serviceable radius. An assessment 
later would show the true spatial access 
the population thus has to these parks. 

The hierarchy of the parks was mainly de-
rived from the shapefiles provided by the 
anonymous source. Analysis of the distri-
bution shows that there is only one sector 
park (Mushrif Park) in the entire city, and 
that the hierarchy of parks is also reflective 
of the size of the parks. The neighbour-
hood parks are often smallest, and nestled 
among residential estates. The community 
parks then follow, and they are slightly 
bigger in land area size and appear to be 
higher in number than any of the other 
park types. The distribution of the com-
munity parks are varied, with some being 
close to one another and spatially acces-
sible, while others are located far from one 
another and thus, spatially less accessible. 
The number of community parks within a 
community also varies, with some residen-
tial communities having more community 
parks than others. Next are the district 
parks, which have a much lesser presence 
than the neighbourhood and community 
parks. These district parks span across a 
large land area, but are not equally dis-
tributed between the districts. By simple 
counting, there are seven district parks and 
over a hundred administrative districts in 
our study area. Furthermore, their large ar-
eas restrict access and transport planning 
in certain areas. This means that roads sur-
rounding the parks are often high-speed, 
major roads to compensate for the lack 
of roads in the area. In some cases where 
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Fig. 6.1.20: Map of parks’ serviceable radius against residential density.
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Districts Park Hierarchy Max Dist. To 
Facility (m)

Total Park Provi-
sion per person 
(sqm/per person)

Low Density Areas (<70 
persons/ha)

Neighbourhood Park 400 12

Community Park 800

District Park 2000

Sector Park 5000

Medium Density Areas (70-
220 persons/ha)

Neighbourhood Park 350 5.8

Community Park 650

District Park 2000

Sector Park 3500

High Density Areas (>220 
persons/ha)

Neighbourhood Park 300 3.1

Community Park 600

District Park 1500

Sector Park 2000

As explained in the methodology, a docu-
ment analysis was conducted on three 
documents. In this part, the author refers 
to two of the documents, namely Abu 
Dhabi’s Urban Planning Council’s Pub-
lic Realm Design Manual, and the ame-
nity standard list for new developments. 

As aforementioned, although Dubai Mu-
nicipality has its own decision-making 
capabilities in the field of urban planning, 
they often take lead from the central-
ized, and more influential, Urban Plan-
ning Council (UPC) in Abu Dhabi. In line 
with Abu Dhabi’s Vision 2030, the recently 
produced Public Realm Design Manual is 
the most comprehensive urban design 
manual for the region, to date. In the sec-
tion of ‘land coverage’, the LOS standards 
delineate that: a) each park’s level of ser-
vice (park provision per capita) should be 
maintained at 1.3 hectares per 1,000 pop-
ulation (meaning 13 sqm provision per 
person), b) 20 % of total land area should 
be dedicated towards open space, and 
lastly c) any park should be serviceable 
within a 350 m radius or 10 minute walk 
- meaning it should take a maximum of 10 
minutes for any individual to reach a park 
(Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2011, 
p. 16). It is obvious that these three main 
guidelines are benchmarks to which the 
planning of parks follow within the emir-
ates. Since such concise planning goals are 

amiss locally in Dubai, these goals of ideal 
serviceable radius, land coverage and park 
per capita, are used to judge the level of 
current distribution and access of parks 
in Dubai. Since land coverage has already 
been discussed, the following discussion 
and maps focus on serviceable radius and 
park per capita calculations. The exact 
numeric values that indicate successful 
park planning in terms of serviceable ra-
dius and park per capita are found in the 
next document - the amenity standard list.  

A document analysis of the ameni-
ty standard list gives the set of infor-
mation below (Anonymous, 2017b).

The first three columns from the left are 
mainly used in this analysis on serviceable 
radius, and the last column is used for the 
next analysis on park per capita. The map-
ping of the radii follows these measure-
ments to scale, depending on the density 
of the district the park lies in and the hier-
archy of the park. The district map can be 
found in the next few pages for reference. 
An assumption for this information can 
be that if developments followed these 
guidelines strictly, all population would 
lie somewhere within the parks’ radii, or 
as Abu Dhabi’s Design Manual puts it, “it 
should take a maximum of 10 minutes 
for any individual to reach a park,” (Abu 

Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2011, p. 
16). However, it can be seen that on the 
map, there are large gaps between the 
radii and not all of the residential popula-
tion lie within a radii – hence, not all the 
population has access to a park within 
walking distance. The pattern of radii in 
the north of the city is dense, and the ra-
dii overlap in some points, indicating suc-
cessful provision of public parks in the 
area. However, following the coastline 
to the west of the city, the radii become 
more sparse with large residential areas 
not having access to a public park with-
out private transport, thus indicating the 
marginalization of some groups of people. 
This indicates that the guidelines are not 
strictly followed, probably because there 
is little pressure from the government put 
on to developers to fulfill these criteria. 

Fig. 6.1.21: Park provision standards. Source: (Anonymous, 2017b)
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Fig. 6.1.22: Map of administrative districts in Dubai.
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This map introduces the administrative 
districts within the study area. In the Excel 
sheet, a full list of the districts and their 
populations (DSC, 2016) are accounted for, 
and information on a district can be found 
by referring to the number located with-
in the district boundary on the map, and 
then matching it to the row number(s) in 
the Excel sheet. The districts are crucial in 
the next step of analysis, which is the park 
provision per capita calculation. The park 
provision per capita calculation is conduct-
ed district by district, since the population 
in each district varies, and the number and 
area of parks also vary. Furthermore, in the 
description of the park per capita map, 
many explanations are done for some 
phenomena and districts - to which, this 
map is crucial in providing the numbered 
administrative districts for reference. 

The district map also comes in handy 
when overlayed with the maps of park 
type and hierarchy as it then clearly shows 
how haphazard park planning has been 
within the city, with some districts miss-
ing different park types or some hav-
ing too many parks of a certain hierar-
chy. The map also roughly shows which 
parks belong to which districts, which 
also sets a basis of understanding for 
analysis of park per capita calculations.  
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Fig. 6.1.23: Map of park provision per capita by district.
p. p. 69



MACRO-ANALYSIS

p. 70

This map is the graphical representation of 
the Excel sheet in the Appendix, and so for 
further details, one can refer to that. The 
map shows a dire lack of park provision in 
most districts, with 94 out of a total of 139 
districts in the study area having below 
one sqm per capita provision and only 17 
districts having above 12 sqm per capita 
provision. In Fig. 6.1.21 above, the optimal 
park provision for low, medium and high 
density areas are delineated (last column 
on the right). However, instead of assess-
ing the districts according to densities, the 
values of 3.1, 5.8 and 12 are used to feed 
the scale by which the park provision per 
capita is categorized; where the lowest is 
zero provision and then in intervals of 3 
sqm, the provision increases from low, to 
average, to high provision. The numbers 
also reflect the high standard posed by 
Abu Dhabi’s Design Manual, where there 
should be a provision of 12 sqm of parks 
per capita. Moreover, Roudha from the 
municipality confirmed that in line with 
Dubai Plan 2021, the aim for public park 
provision is 3.71 sqm per capita. Since 3.71 
exists within our range, it is clear to say that 
the interval range of park provision used 
reflects all available planning standards 
and goals locally, and within the region.  

Since the thesis focuses on neighbour-
hoods and residential areas, industrial ar-
eas are not studied and hence, are exclud-

ed from the calculation process. They are 
also not assigned a number (as seen from 
the district map), as they are not included 
in the Excel sheet. There are regions where 
no population is recorded and also no park 
provision, and these regions are character-
ized by hatched areas. An important point 
to note is that some areas are not residen-
tial areas per se, but since there is a popula-
tion density assigned to the district, they 
are included in the study. For example, 
number 189 on the Excel sheet, the district 
Wadi Al Safa 4, has a recorded population 
of only two people. Nevertheless, it is still 
above zero and thus it is included in the 
study. One could then argue why the in-
dustrial districts are not included despite 
usually having the highest densities in 
population, however, these areas are often 
hosts to temporary and crowded labour 
camps of which, their shifting and political 
nature is too vast for the scope of this the-
sis. The districts that also extend out into 
the water, with the exception of Jabal Ali 
Third that has some area on land, are not 
considered in the study too for they are 
private housing or economic ports that 
are not attached to the mainland, and so 
their relevance to park planning is little. 

The map shows large red areas in the 
south where development is still ongoing 
than in the already developed north. The 
red areas are also prominent around the 

creek and by the north of the coastline. 
Red areas are also scattered without a dis-
tinct pattern along the east-west axis on 
the right side of the map. As for the green 
areas, provision is extremely skewed. Only 
one district lies within the 6 to 9 sqm inter-
val, zero districts lie within the 9 to 12 sqm 
interval, and the rest of the 17 districts lie 
in the interval above 12 sqm of park provi-
sion. Not only do the 17 districts lie above 
12 sqm, but most of these 17 exceed much 
more than 12 sqm per capita. For example, 
according to the excel, three districts lie 
between a reasonable provision of 12 to 
16 sqm, while the rest take on varied val-
ues of between 20 sqm to an astronomical 
220 sqm per capita. This is due to some dis-
tricts with low populations being entirely 
consumed for the creation of massive 
parks - a trend that has characterized park 
planning in Dubai. However, in the dis-
tricts that need it most - neighbourhoods 
with high residential population - stra-
tegic park provision is generally lacking. 

The map in general shows no noticeable 
trend or pattern in park provision for either 
the high or low provision areas, except 
for that ongoing or less developed areas 
show no provision of parks compared to 
the developed areas. It is interesting to see 
that there is no direct correlation between 
economic status and park provision; low-
income areas and high-income areas show 

the same varied pattern of park provision. 
For example, both low-income area of 
Al Murar (number 59) and high-income 
area of Jumeirah Third (number 106) have 
zero park provision. The assumption was 
that there was a higher park provision 
for high-income areas. Nonetheless, it is 
important to note the significance of pri-
vate spaces that often, for the wealthy, 
act as public green and recreational ar-
eas while for the poor, are socio-spatially 
restricted. For example, in the district 
Marsa Dubai (number 149), is the high-
end development of Dubai Marina, which 
was designed by HOK and developed by 
Emaar. It was considered the world’s larg-
est planned waterfront community in 
2003 (Katodrytis & Velegrinis, 2015, p. 76) 
and it is equipped with lush private green 
areas within residences, and one of the 
city’s most successful public spaces called 
‘The Walk’, a 1.7 km long beach walk lined 
with trendy restaurants and stores. The 
area is marketed towards higher income 
earners and security regulates movement 
within the area, which restricts social ac-
cess to some groups of people. Thus, the 
area is neither truly public nor does it con-
tain public parks of any sort, resulting in 
a zero park provision status for the area. 
This may be misleading in a broader pic-
ture, but for the scope of this thesis that 
focuses on public parks, it is accurate. 
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Buildings
Study Area

From the maps and the Excel sheet 
above, four micro-case studies were 
selected to represent different sce-
narios in park provision within the city:

Scenario A (Al Hamriya - Low Income): 
No parks within the district, does not meet 
basic park provision standards. The de-
mography of the neighbourhood is large-
ly low income earning middle-aged, male, 
Indian immigrants.

Fig. 6.2.2: Scenario A (Al Hamriya) above and Fig. 6.2.3: Scenario C (JLT) 
below.

Fig. 6.2.2: Scenario A (Al Hamriya).

Legend
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Scenario B (Naif - Low Income): Parks 
available with relatively high access to all, 
but does not meet basic park provision 
standards. The demography of the neigh-
bourhood is largely low income earning 
South Asian immigrants and families.

Scenario C (Jumeirah Lakes Towers - 
Middle Income): A large park available 
with low access to some, but meets high 

park provision standards. The demogra-
phy of the neighbourhood is a combina-
tion of middle income earning western, 
regional, and Asian expatriates.

Scenario D (The Greens - Middle In-
come): Large parks available with high 
access to all, with high park provision stan-
dards. The demography of the neighbour-
hood is a combination of middle income 

earning western, regional, and Asian expa-
triates.

In the methodology, it was delineated that 
these districts are all home to the expatri-
ate and immigrant community of Dubai, 
and the difference between these districts 
is the level of income of the residents that 
live in these neighbourhoods. No neigh-
bourhoods of the native Emiratis are se-

Fig. 6.2.3:  Scenario B (Naif ).
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lected as a micro-case study because of the 
extremely private, guarded and secured 
nature of most of these neighbourhoods. 

The photos on the left show the study 
boundaries of each area and the build-
ings, water bodies, parks and roads that 
comprise the area. The study areas do 
not reflect the boundaries of entire dis-
tricts as these areas would be considered 

too large; localized, specific, in-depth tis-
sue studies were intended instead. Fur-
thermore, to gain consistency through-
out the tissue-testing process, it was 
ensured that study areas were similar in 
terms of size, ranging from 50 to 60 ha. 

Fig. 6.2.4: Scenario C (JLT). Fig. 6.2.5: Scenario D (The Greens).
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Features of Accessibility

tive, in most cities, the provision of pub-
lic transportation and its accessibility is 
often intended to make areas accessible 
to the most impoverished groups of so-
ciety, and thus the presence of which, 
coupled with pedestrian paths, contrib-
utes to equitable provision of accessibility.

Parking lots: The area of land dedicated 

ment as inhabitants from all socio-
economic statuses are able to move in 
this manner. Thus, accessibility via pe-
destrian routes indicates the most eq-
uitable form of accessibility provision. 

Transport stops (nodes): The ability to 
move around using public transporta-
tion. From a socio-economic perspec-

of the sites due to the significance each 
plays in the movement of an individual:

Major and minor roads: Most obviously, 
the medium used for all types of vehicles, 
whether be it private or public transport. 

Pedestrian routes: From a social perspec-
tive, the most inclusive type of move-

In these maps, the socio-spatial and physi-
cal accessibility of these different scenari-
os are focused upon. In each map, the ma-
jor roads, the minor roads, the pedestrian 
walkways, the transport stops in terms of 
taxis, bus, metro and ferry stops (nodes) 
and parking lots are mapped out. Each of 
this information was considered essential 
in the mapping of physical accessibility 

Fig. 6.2.6: Scenario A (Al Hamriya). Fig. 6.2.7: Scenario B (Naif ).
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towards parking points towards the type 
of socio-economic group the site intends 
to attract – the stratum of society that can 
afford to own cars, and maintain them as 
their main form of transport. The larger 
the area of parking lots and the lesser the 
availability of public transport stops sig-
nal the tendency to cater to those who 
move through private transportation, and 
marginalizes others who cannot afford it. 
This is a form of preferential accessibility, 
which can be seen in some of the sites. 
However, an important point is that only 
the land areas of parking lots noticeable 
on ground-level surfaces are shown, and 
underground parking lots are not de-
picted within the maps. Instead, the dis-
cussion of underground parking lots will 
be brought up where they are present. 

Moving on, each tissue is now assessed 
individually. In Scenario A, the tissue of Al 
Hamriya, the most notable observation 
would be there is no park present, which 
means zero park provision for the area. The 
quiet, low income, residential neighbour-
hood has numerous areas dedicated to 
parking lots, which seem to be located in 
the most central areas of the tissue. From 
the site visit, it was understood that living 
quarters were arranged around central 
parking lots, which explains the central-
ity of the lots seen in the map. The tissue 
is bordered by major roads, which indi-

cates good access to the area via vehicu-
lar transport. There are pedestrian routes 
available, but they appear to be disjointed 
and without a legible pattern. A site visit to 
the area proved confusing for the author 
as these walkways often hid between tall 
buildings and were not noticeable to new 
eyes, so only inhabitants accustomed to 
the neighbourhood were aware of these 
‘secret’ walkways and understood where 
they led. This signifies an issue of wayfind-
ing for the area, which could be improved. 
The area is well served by public trans-
port, namely buses, as seen by the num-
ber of bus stops located along the main 
roads in the area. Although the walkways 
are illegible and broken, the area still en-
courages pedestrian movement because 
of its compact nature, which means walk-
ing distances are generally shorter be-
tween destinations. This is an important 
factor especially in such a hot climate as 
Dubai’s. The nearby neighbourhood of 
Al Bastakiya, an area that became a well-
known tourist attraction after its regen-
eration to preserve the locality’s Islamic 
tradition and architecture, is seen on the 
map as the maze of pedestrian walkways 
in the north. The dense pedestrian walk-
ways are representative of traditional 
Islamic urban design, and this explains 
the general dense building structures of 
nearby neighbourhood of Al Hamriya.
 

The tissue of Naif, Scenario B, proved to be 
the most interesting assessment for the 
author. Naif, a low income neighbourhood 
and home to a marginalized stratum of 
society, was painted with the preconcep-
tion of being one of the more supposedly 
degraded neighbourhoods of the city. 
However, this was not at all the case. The 
neighbourhood, equipped with a park 
called Naif Park, which leads to a park pro-
vision of 0.11 sqm per person according to 
calculations derived from the Excel sheet. 
The low number is attributed to the fact 
that Naif has one of the highest popula-
tion densities of the city, at a whooping 
54,522 people. Outside the area however, 
lies a popular green public space called 
Baniyas Square (as described previously) 
in the south that provides some greenery 
and place for social interaction in compen-
sation for the lack of adequate park pro-
vision within the area. Naif Park is fenced 
with only one entrance, and does not have 
a security guard that oversees the park’s 
activities. This thus facilitates the site’s ac-
cessibility to people from all strata in so-
ciety, which results in a truly ‘public’ park. 
A relatively high number of persons were 
found sleeping on benches for whatever 
reasons, be it homelessness or simply 
seeking refuge from the intensity of ev-
eryday life, which would not normally be 
allowed in other parks. The park is ill-main-
tained with large areas of sand coverage 

instead of grass. However, it does provide 
sufficient shade for anyone seeking refuge 
from the burning hot sunrays. At the point 
of visitation, a small total number of five 
persons were within park compounds. 

The tissue is located within walking dis-
tance to the bustling metro stop of Bani-
yas Square in the south, through a site 
visit, it is found that the area champions 
general walkability. This is due to the com-
pact nature that facilitates short walking 
distances, as well as a vibrant street life 
where the highly mixed-use area provides 
commercial shops on the street level with 
living quarters on the levels above. The 
pattern of purely pedestrian streets seen 
on the map is disjointed, but since walk-
ing is the predominant mode of move-
ment for a large population of locals at 
the site, the two to four-lane streets are 
dominated by pedestrian life with vehicles 
coming in second tier - a rare sight in the 
city of Dubai. The site is also bordered by 
major roads on its four sides, which allow 
a number of bus stops to scatter along 
these roads, thus providing sufficient ac-
cess to the site via public transportation. 
Parking lots are rare and are seen to flank 
the outskirts of the site, with pedestrian 
life dominating the core of the site. The 
site was thus found to encompass all the 
urbanist ideals of the western world to-
day; a vibrant street life, walkability, as 
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well as high mixed-use development. 
Therefore, the site was optimal in terms of 
providing equitable socio-spatial access. 

However, apart from these ideals, the 
low-income nature of the neighbour-
hood manifested itself in other ways, 
for example, cleanliness and general liv-
ability was generally low, a thriving local 

prostitution industry reduces the feel-
ing of safety and security along some 
streets, and the generally middle-aged, 
male dominated population created a 
homogenous neighbourhood that could 
be considered off-putting for women, 
despite knowing full-well the strict laws 
that govern the safety and security of the 
city. These qualitative observations were 

noted during the author’s site visit, and it 
is important to note that other research-
ers or site visits may result in different ex-
periences and interpretations of the site. 

Next, the tissue of Jumeirah Lakes Tow-
ers (JLT) in Scenario C can be claimed to 
be the complete opposite of the previous 
scenario. The two most noticeable obser-

vations of the tissue are a) the number of, 
and land areas dedicated to, parking lots 
in the site, and b) the sparse development 
and random road structure within the area. 
JLT is a newly developed area of mixed-
use development that comprises ‘clusters’ 
of buildings with dedicated entrances (as 
seen by the penetration of short distanc-
es of minor roads into site), surrounding 

Fig. 6.2.8: Scenario C (JLT). Fig. 6.2.9: Scenario D (The Greens).
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Fig. 6.2.10: Hidden walkways connect differ-
ent parts of the estate in Al Hamriya.

Fig. 6.2.13: A view of the entrance of Naif 
Park. 

Fig. 6.2.11: Another example of a hidden 
walkway in Al Hamriya being utilized.

Fig. 6.2.12: Medium density housing sur-
rounds parking lots in Al Hamriya.

Fig. 6.2.14: Naif Park is poorly maintained, as 
seen by the vast areas of sand as opposed to 
lush greenery, and also provides little refuge 
from the sun. 

Fig. 6.2.17: Tall buildings and narrow streets 
create shade on the pedestrian sidewalk - a 
common place sight in Naif. 

Fig. 6.2.15: ‘Pedestrian is king’ in the heav-
ily pedestrianized area of Naif, as seen by 
man walking on the street despite sidewalk 
provided.

Fig. 6.2.16: A vibrant streetlife is examined on 
a pedestrian-only street in Naif. 
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Fig. 6.2.18: A view over a part of JLT park 
from a pedestrian overhead bridge.

Fig. 6.2.21: Shaded playgrounds allow 
children to play at any time despite the day’s 
weather conditions at JLT park.

Fig. 6.2.19: Trees provide shelter from the 
sun’s rays in JLT park.

Fig. 6.2.20: Construction workers relaxing un-
der the shade provided by trees at JLT park.

Fig. 6.2.22: Parks in The Greens are lush and 
green, providing a lot of shade.

Fig. 6.2.25: The view of the pedestrian path 
sandwiched between the residential build-
ings in The Greens.

Fig. 6.2.23: A view of the winding path along-
side the linear water channel in The Greens.

Fig. 6.2.24: A view over the water channel in 
The Greens.
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a large park and lake in the centre of the 
site. Each building has its own parking 
lot, some with security control and others 
without. The major road in the north-west 
is none other than the approximately 12-
lane Sheikh Zayed Road, which is wider 
than any of the other major roads in the 
other scenarios and thus, it is represented 
by a thicker orange line on the map. There 
is generally much less access via public 
transportation compared to the previous 
two scenarios, with only one metro stop 
serving the direct area, called Damac Prop-
erties, and two metro stops serving the en-
tire JLT compound. There are no bus stops 
within the site. Upon a site visit to the area, 
the author walked between the two metro 
stops of Damac Properties and Jumeirah 
Lakes Towers and it took approximately 40 
minutes, including the time spent sourc-
ing pedestrian bridges, pedestrian cross-
ings, or simply, a pedestrian path to walk 
on. This was perceived as an extremely 
long distance to walk under the scorching 
sun and beside a busy, noisy and dusty six 
to eight-lane road. Most roads were fenced 
such that no jaywalking was allowed, 
while the provision of pedestrian cross-
ings was few and far apart. Generally, it 
can be noted that the area was neither pe-
destrian-friendly nor accessible to any oth-
er forms of movement or transport apart 
from the car. This greatly reduces socio-
spatial access to majority strata of society. 

The park itself is a large, sprawling area of 
68,440 sqm that caters to a district popu-
lation of 18,527 people, resulting in a 
park provision of 3.69 sqm per person. It 
is well-equipped park with green spaces 
for different functions: an open space for 
recreational activity, seating for relaxation, 
outdoor gyms for exercise, and flower or-
chards and fountains for scenography. 
The park is surrounded by buildings with 
commercial ground-level function and 
activity, which immerses local commer-
cial and retail life in a green setting. Dur-
ing the site visit, there were few visitors 
to the park comprising of a varied demo-
graphic: middle-aged, male construction 
workers, children and caretakers, and 
middle-aged joggers. The park itself has 
an open structure that allows easy ac-
cess, characterized by the lack of fencing 
in the area and what appeared to be re-
laxed security monitoring of the environ-
ment. The park, lake and the buildings 
felt disjointed from one another, largely 
due to the sprawling and sparse planning 
of the area that did not succeed in pro-
moting a compact and vibrant street life. 

Lastly, is Scenario D, a tissue from a devel-
opment called The Greens, completed in 
the year 2003. The area is a high-dense, 
residential estate that caters to middle-
income earners. It is renown for its park 
access and its idea of creating an envi-

ronment of livability in a green setting. 
From the map, it is noticeable that its 
road network is more structured that JLT’s. 
The main road access into the area is still 
however, Sheikh Zayed Road, although 
the planning of the area has allowed the 
site to feel like a separate entity, or urban 
room, from the highway. The area is served 
by public transport as well, with bus stops 
littering the compound. The area compris-
es a large, linear water body and its sur-
rounding park in the west, as well as parks 
lining the main road entrance into the 
compound. Parking is available through 
underground carparks and parallel park-
ing for the residence, which minimizes sur-
face areas covered by asphalt and vehicles 
on the ground-level. Surface level parking 
is only found in the commercial and busi-
ness center in the north-west. Also, the mi-
nor roads serving the area are two to four 
lane streets that are broken up by a series 
of pedestrian crossings and speeds of 
cars are slowly down dramatically by the 
placement of several roundabouts in the 
area. This reduces vehicular movement 
in the area, which makes for a more com-
fortable pedestrian environment. There 
are a couple of pedestrian-only paths in 
park-like environments, and all roads are 
lined with wide pedestrian sidewalks that 
are shaded by planted trees and as previ-
ously mentioned, supplied with a com-
fortable and safe walking environment. 
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The presence of public transport and a 
pleasant pedestrian experience generally 
allows for increased social accessibility. 

The parks sit on 103,257 sqm worth of 
land, which results in a park provision of 
12.09 sqm per person - the only scenario 
to provide over the minimum park provi-
sion required for the area. Upon a site visit, 
the parks appeared extremely success-
ful – almost crowded - with high levels of 
activity and social interaction in the area. 
The park and central water body is acces-
sible and open in all directions (or in other 
words, not fenced), however there was a 
relatively high number of security person-
nel in the vicinity monitoring. The visita-
tion demographic was slim, and the parks 
appeared to only cater to those living 
within the area even though spatial and 
physical access to the site was convenient. 
The parks are well maintained with lush 
greenery, and there are many trees that 
provide a lot of shading in all areas. The lo-
cal environment felt cooler than other des-
tinations in the city, which created a natu-
rally thermally comfortable environment.
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Fig. 6.2.26: Scenario A (Al Hamriya). Fig. 6.2.27: Scenario B (Naif ).
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Spatial Integration Analysis

in these maps, sidewalks of wide roads are 
separated into two axial lines rather than 
their common representation of a single 
axial line along a road, due to this afore-
mentioned pedestrian experience. In ad-
dition, the roundabout experience is also 
broken into different lines. Each round-
about is often large and results in the con-
vergence of many different roads. Since 

breaking up the pedestrian experience 
into separate ‘urban rooms’. In the Dubai 
experience, wide and multi-lane roads af-
fect the pedestrian experience immensely, 
in that a certain pedestrian sidewalk can 
feel like a completely different urban room 
and present a different experience alto-
gether when compared to a parallel side-
walk on the other side of the street. Thus, 

the graphs into five categories for easy 
reference. The importance of conducting 
a global integration analysis is to identify 
how integrated the street network of each 
tissue is, in turn, their spatial accessibil-
ity, which could inform the placement of 
potential new parks or the potentiality of 
existing parks. Each axial line represents 
a visible sightline of a pedestrian, thus 

This section uses the programme Depth-
mapX-0.50 for analysis. A local integration 
radius-3 analysis was conducted on the 
axial maps which were drawn manually 
on AutoCAD, thus representing [HH] R3 
values that are determined by the com-
mon Hillier and Hanson d-value normal-
ization method (Turner, 2004, p. 25). The 
legend simplifies the values present on 



the crossing experience is isolated to that 
pedestrian crossing and not representa-
tive of all the pedestrian crossings across 
different roads at the roundabout, differ-
ent axial lines are used to indicate differ-
ent ‘urban rooms’ at the roundabouts. 

In Al Hamriya, it can be seen that the high-
est integration values lie along the major 

roads in the west, north and northeast 
of the site, followed by the thoroughfare 
road that passes through the middle of the 
entire site, and two shorter roads parallel 
to it in the west. Although the lines with 
highest integration values may inform the 
positioning of a new park in the area, it is 
difficult to utilize this information since 
the placement of parks along high-speed 

major roads may not be an ideal loca-
tion. Another alternative is to look at the 
three orange lines that are formed along 
a north-west to south-east axis, connect-
ing two red lines together. These axial 
lines join the main residential quarters 
that surround the parking lots to the thor-
oughfare street that cross the entire dis-
trict. They have high integration values of 

between eight and nine and serve as con-
necting streets for many that live within 
the area. The centrality of the parking 
lots is unnecessary and spends meaning-
ful space that could otherwise be turned 
into a useful space for the community. 

In Naif, the most integrated axial lines lie 
along a main road in the west, north and 
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Fig. 6.2.28: Scenario C (JLT). 6.2.29: Scenario D (The Greens).
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south. The second most integrated axial 
lines scatter in the middle of the neigh-
bourhood, with two prominent lines ex-
tending from the major roads of the system 
in the north and east, into the neighbour-
hood, breaking into two or three other 
highly integrated lines. In the northwest 
corner where two highly integrated axial 
lines meet, is where Naif Park is currently 
located. It can be thus said that the posi-
tioning of the current park is already opti-
mal in terms of drawing the largest crowds 
and being convenient in terms of access. 
However, integration values aside, the lo-
cation of park at the intersection of two 
heavily trafficked roads makes for a noisy 
and unconducive environment for relax-
ation. Furthermore, the park is far from 
providing sufficient park provision for the 
district. Redesigning the park could per-
haps tackle the issue of the lack of provi-
sion and improving park conduciveness 
without compromising on spatial access. 

The pedestrian walkways around JLT park 
show low integration values between six 
to eight, which are low values compared to 
the other values of the system. The highest 
integration values lie outside of the system 
containning JLT park, in the north and the 
west. There is a general lack of integration 
within the system that also reflects the de-
scription made of the area in the previous 
analysis. A tremendous re-planning of the 

area is required in order to improve gen-
eral access and integration into the space. 

Finally, the integration analysis of The 
Greens results in the highest values locat-
ed along a major road stretching along the 
north-west and south-east axis. The main 
road into the residential compound that is 
lined by parks on each side - as well as most 
streets parallel to this street - also shows 
high values ranging from eight to ten. In 
general, the system is well integrated in 
the core but because of its isolated nature 
with respect to other developments, in-
tegration values drop the further out the 
axial line is from the core. However, the 
system is more complex than it is reflected 
because the patterns of axial lines are in re-
ality, more haphazard and more extensive 
due to winding pathways present within 
the parks. The axial lines on the map are 
simplified and may thus, not reflect an ac-
curate level of integration of the park sys-
tem with the core of the site. The high level 
of activity and presence of social interac-
tion described in the section above may 
be able to give a more accurate depiction 
of the access and integration of the park. 
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Al Hamriya
CASE-SPECIFIC APPLICATION

Fig. 6.3.1: The concept map of the placement of new parks, drawing on inspira-
tion from the courtyard typology. The arrows signify the surrounding buildings 
looking into the ‘courtyard space’, or parks in this case. 

Fig. 6.3.2: The yellow radii signify the new access radii produced by the placement 
of these new parks, which covers a large land area.
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Inspired from vernacular principles of
1. Courtyard typology

As previously mentioned, the site lacks 
public parks and is ridden with parking 
lots that take up optimal positions in the 

neighbourhood. Thus, a simple solution 
would be to draw on the courtyard typol-
ogy from traditional Islamic design, where 
residencies would look into a private cen-
tral space that can be utilized by them, and 
then contextualize it for the local site. The 

use of this design in a modern context is 
exemplified in the “Heart of Doha” proj-
ect, where the masterplan drew upon the 
traditional Qatari fareej concept, which, 
as explained in the literature review, re-
volves around the idea of a common 

space where different families share and 
interact with one another. The urban form, 
in respecting this fareej typology, results 
in a tightly knitted urban fabric where 
low to medium rise buildings are located 
close enough to one another in order to 
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create natural shade, thus reflecting the 
urban form in our site area so similarly. 

The courtyard space, traditionally, allows 
residents to access outdoor space but 
with the extended privacy of their own 
home. It thus, brings the outdoor environ-
ment to the residents and not vice versa, 
and drawing on this typology would bring 
parks to the residents, and not vice versa 
as well. It would also, by theory, ascertain 
direct and fair access to green space, as it 
does for outdoor space in the traditional 
context. Al Hamriya, unlike traditional Is-
lamic neighbourhoods however, contains 
mostly apartment buildings. Thus, a deri-
vation of the courtyard typology in this 
aspect would mean that the parking lots 
are removed and be replaced with com-
munity ‘pocket parks’, such that the ‘court-
yard space’ in this context refers to the 
parks in the center as opposed to parking 
lots, as seen on the map. These parks will 
not only introduce green space into the 
area, but will also increase socio-spatial 
accessibility by directly providing for the 
residential buildings that surround it. The 
buildings are a few metres away, which 
allows for convenient pedestrian access, 
and visual accessibility would be possible 
from the different units. Since the parks 
are in the middle, all residents have equal 
opportunity to access these parks and uti-
lize the green space. The parks will not be 

Fig. 6.3.3: Example of bottom-level private 
carpark.

fenced, and surrounding servicing roads 
would be narrowed and equipped with 
speed bumps in order to reduce speeds 
in the area. Since majority of the residents 
living within the neighbourhood are low 
income earning immigrants that may or 
may not own cars, direct access through 
walking into the parks right in front of 
their living quarters would be the most ef-
fective and just way in introducing parks 
to these people as walking is considered 
the most inclusive form of movement. 

The modern-day benefit of this courtyard 
typology for park planning is that it does 
not enclose and restrict families into living 
units that are segregated and socially iso-
lated, as it did in the past. The courtyard 
typology, in the form of an apartment 
building, allows for visual access and use 
of a central green space, while preserv-
ing a level of privacy and security, as the 
park caters to the local neighbourhood 
only. Unlike the isolation of the separate 
living units in the past, this modern twist 
on the courtyard typology also allows for 
social interaction in a shared space that 
can contribute to neighbourhood vibran-
cy and community ties. It also opens up 
the opportunity for access to modern-day 
conveniences, such as ground-level gro-
cery stores and other basic services, as 
well as private and public transport access. 

A good visualization of the improved area 
can be seen from the perspective created 
on the next page. The perspective shows 
how a central green space can be designed 
for a low to medium-dense neighbour-
hood. The design demonstrates how a 
central space can be utilized by residents, 
and how a safe environment can be creat-
ed for children to play. During the site visit, 
it was noticed that children often played 
in the ‘hidden’ alleyways, and introducing 
a green-cum-play space would benefit 
the family life of the area significantly. The 
central green may not necessarily be com-
pletely ‘green’ as its name suggests, but 
utilize sand in some parts instead for eas-
ier and more cost-effective maintainence 
over time. Some vegetation should still be 
planted in order to create shade, as well 
as a cooling and attractive environment.

Not all the parking lots will be removed 
in order to make way for parks, as park-
ing lots are still required for the area. 
Thus, a parking space is still available for 
each residential unit as it is now, located 
at the ground level of each building (as 
shown below). Furthermore, the parking 
that is removed can be compensated by 
building a multi-storey carpark. On the 
map, four potential areas for ‘pocket’ or 
‘courtyard’ park development are indi-
cated, and other two potential areas of 
increased parking capacity are indicated.

The new parks total a land area of 10,439 
sqm, and will increase the park provision 
in the district from zero sqm per per-
son, to 0.35 sqm per person. Hence, the 
planning solution would introduce park 
space to a strata of society that needs 
it direly - low income earning South 
Asian immigrants and families that cur-
rently live in the area and have no direct 
access to parks in the neighbourhood.  

There is still a long way to meet the ba-
sic park provision requirements for the 
area, but this plan aims to plant the seed 
for future thought and planning of parks. 
The positions of the new parks together 
create a new accessibility radius that cov-
ers an expansive area over the district – a 
vast improvement from the previous zero 
capacity for park access within the district.  



p. 85

Fig. 6.3.4 and 6.3.5: A before (left) and after (right) perspective created of a proposed courtyard park at the location circled in black in the map below. The original photo is sourced 
from (Google Earth Pro, 2017c).
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Fig. 6.3.6: The concept map of the placement of new parks predicts the possible 
strong pedestrian connections that may link all parks (old and new), and also 
penetrate the system with respect to the streets that have previously shown high 
integration values from the spatial integration analysis.

Fig. 6.3.7: The yellow radii signify the new access radii produced by the placement 
of these new parks, which covers a large land area.

park that is being built in the area (bnc, 
2010). The feasible way forward is not to 
introduce green areas in a large and cen-
tral presence, but in the form of ‘pocket 
parks’ that exploit the natural pedestrian 
characteristics of the district. Tight, shad-

ed pedestrian alleyways are expansive and 
extensive, and mostly hidden, throughout 
the district, through which most peo-
ple get around. They almost never have 
names, making it difficult for wayfinding 
for an individual new to the area. The in-

Inspired from vernacular principles of
1. Pedestrianization
2. Public to private hierarchy

In Naif, the compact and dense structure 
of the buildings make it near impossible to 

additionally supply the district with green 
spaces or parks. The open spaces that are 
present either belong to derelict builds, 
or small and informal parking areas. The 
parking lots that are removed are already 
compensated by the new multi-storey car-
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Legend
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Serviceable 
Radii of 
Proposed Parks
Existing Parks’
Serviceable Radii

Naif
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troduction of these ‘pocket parks’ will not 
only contribute to clearer wayfinding and 
a sense of place within the district, but it 
will also bring parks to people that need 
it most. The demography of the area is 
majorly low income earning, male, Indian 
immigrants that flood the streets daily, 
conducting business in the local stores 
and manual work in the area. There is little 
refuge from the busy streets exacerbated 
by the scorching weather on a day-to-
day basis, and the current park provision 
does not suffice in providing areas for es-
cape and relaxation. This was further con-
firmed during a site visit to the area and 
its parks, the parks were mostly used as 
areas for rest and relaxation for inhabit-
ants of the area. It was observed that some 
were sleeping on the benches, some were 
spending their lunch hour resting and eat-
ing in the park, and others were sitting 
and having conversations between them-
selves. Almost all of the benches were oc-
cupied. Thus, this signals a demand for 
more of these ‘rest and relaxation’ areas.

The location of the proposed parks in 
the map are planned on top of areas 
that are currently unused or used for 
parking lots. These spaces are tight, ac-
cessible by pedestrian paths located 
between buildings and by car. The pen-
etration of these small parks into the sys-
tem, as well as the breaking down and 

the decentralization of the typical ‘large 
park’ typology common in other areas 
of Dubai, not only celebrates the pedes-
trian life of the area, but also enhances it. 

In vernacular Islamic typology, pedestri-
anization was pointedly explained as a 
core method of access to different parts 
of a traditional city, and this trait, already, 
reflected in Naif, is championed in this 
manner to increase access to parks. The 
illegible, tortuous and convoluted, un-
named pedestrian pathways in Naif, that 
can almost be comparable to those in 
traditional Islamic cities, are not seen as 
a bane for the district with respect to the 
new park planning, but as a boon, as these 
new pocket park formations celebrate the 
irregularity and organic nature of the dis-
trict. Literature on the traditional Islamic 
form concerning their tortuous organic 
street network are often depicted as a 
negative trait, but using the same princi-
ple for this park planning, the author takes 
a positive twist on the matter and exploits 
the very nature of this urban design that 
makes it confusing and frustrating – a sort 
of ‘personalized’ and ‘bottom-up’ commu-
nity empowerment, if you will, to shape 
and identify spaces for uses befitting the 
community. Furthermore, the structural 
transition of the urban form from public to 
private life that can be seen in traditional 
Islamic cities, is applied in this form of park 

planning. The parks, mostly hidden from 
the public eye, are built solely to cater to 
the local population, as once mentioned 
before, that know how to ‘get around’ by 
discrete pedestrian paths. This would be a 
take from the traditional Islamic planning 
of the public to private street hierarchy, 
with the concept of ‘pocket parks’ being 
its modern twist or implementation. The 
parks would be publicly accessible by na-
ture, such that it is physically and socially 
accessible to all, however, the parks on 
their semi-hidden plots of land are inten-
tionally planned as so in order to provide 
a form of green haven or relief, some level 
of privacy, and possibly sanctuary that the 
local population of approximately 55,000 
people need. The parks, also indicated on 
the map, have serviceable radii that stretch 
over extensive areas of the district, which 
is a vast improvement from the previous 
radii of accessibility that the district had. 
The largest park planned, located in the 
north of the map, covers a land area of 
3,307 sqm and is an anomaly from the 
general planning trend of the other parks 
listed above. For one, the park is large, and 
two, it is also extremely publicly accessible, 
like that of the current Naif park. The point 
of the park is to exploit the high integration 
value along Naif Road (the street it sits on) 
as shown in the spatial integration analy-
sis in the previous section. The park would 
have a higher hierarchy than the others, 

with it having a community park status 
and the others having a local park status. 
This was planned in hopes of drawing a 
crowd to the green space, which sits be-
side a tourist destination on the left, called 
the ‘Traditional Souq’. Drawing crowds to 
the park follows the intention of differ-
ent social groups to use the space, which 
would allow some interaction between 
these different groups of people that 
would not normally interact, which could 
possibly go a long way in challenging bi-
ases or preconceptions of the district, as 
well as elevating the image of the district. 

The new parks total a land area of 5,608 
sqm, which bumps up the current park 
provision for the district from 0.11 sqm 
per person to 0.22 sqm per person. The 
increase, although numerically not signifi-
cant, is a drastic improvement in reality. 
Naif district can be characterized as busy, 
grey, concrete-oriented, and run-down, as 
well as suffering from a thermally uncom-
fortable environment. The breaking up 
of this landscape with some green relief 
that these park would provide, no mat-
ter how little, would not only give some 
much needed space for rest and relax-
ation, but also an escape from the intense 
heat as well as some capacity for social 
interaction and gathering other than al-
leyways (see photos on next page). These 
parks, considering their space restrictions, 



Fig. 6.3.8 and 6.3.9: A before (left) and after (right) perspective created of a proposed pocket park at the location circled in black in the map below. The green of the park breaks the 
monotonous dirty, grey and brown theme that colours the district, and provides an area for social interaction and rest and relaxation. Furthermore, the tight space will often be largely 
shaded by the buildings that flank it, providing a comfortable environment to be in. The original photo is sourced from (Google Earth Pro, 2017d).
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would be best suited as lush, ‘urban park’ 
typologies, however, some can also be 
used and considered as the ‘open space’ 
typology for recreational purposes. The 
planning of these parks can be a step-
ping stone to more extensive plans that 

could one day meet the required level 
of park provision that the district needs. 
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mixed-use development that surrounds it, 
such that the park’s demography is varied; 
from office workers taking lunch breaks, 
to mostly the middle income earners that 
reside in the area, and sometimes, lower 
income earners in the form of labourers 
carrying out construction work in the area. 

To create a ‘sense of place’ and a unique 
local spatial experience, which gener-
ally enhances the feeling of compactness, 
there needs to be a clearer and tighter 
connection between the different poles 
of the park. Currently, the park is charac-
terized by large lawns that do not pro-

Inspired from vernacular principles of
1. Climate-sensitivity
2. Chahar bagh

Due to the park provision in the area al-
ready meeting basic demands, the im-
provements in the area revolve more 

around design-oriented principles, rather 
than the strategic implementation of new 
park spaces as seen in the previous two 
cases. The site area is generally sprawl-
ing, open, and extremely exposed to solar 
access (which will be further explained 
in the solar access study). It caters to the 

Fig. 6.3.10: The concept map for the improvement of the area focuses on strength-
ening cross-axial connection through the park, and drawing attention from the 
outside in by improving sightlines and visualization of the park.

Fig. 6.3.11: The figure depicts the existing serviceable radius of the current park. 
There has been no change to the serviceable radius as the current park provision 
within the district meets basic demands at 3.69 sqm per person.
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vide any meaningful spatial experience, 
which results in little to no indication of 
where an individual is positioned within 
the park. The lack of legibility makes it dif-
ficult for one’s wayfinding within the park, 
and thus, consequent usage of the park. 
To enhance the perception on compact-
ness and spatial understanding, the park 
can be broken up into different ‘pockets’ 
or ‘urban rooms’ in order to create a more 
digestable environment, such that people 
can better navigate the park through the 
recognization of the different ‘rooms’. This 
can be done by the strategic planting of 
native vegetation such as the relatively 
fast-growing sidr, Ziziphus spina-christi, 
or the leathery-leaved Rhazya stricta 
(The National, 2014b), as well as the cre-
ative use of park furniture (how benches 
and seating areas are designed and posi-
tioned) and lastly, by providing different 
functionalities into each ‘room’ (outdoor 
gym, playground, pond area, etc.) The 
creation of different rooms would al-
low several social groups from different 
socio-economic backgrounds to use the 
park space at once, which would also 
create a sense of belonging and allow for 
more social interaction in the long run. 

Currently, pedestrian access through the 
park only exists along one main pathway 
that connects the entire park, such that 
for one to utilize a green space, one must 

wander off the pathway and seek for a 
desirable space to carry out their activity. 
Thus, coupling the creation of different 
‘rooms’ above, creating more pedestrian 
ways that weave into the park and stray 
away from the main walkway will make 
for meandering and interesting patterns 
that provide several intersection and in-
teraction points. This will not only suc-
cessfully break up the park into different 
rooms, they also force pedestrian move-
ment into areas that are currently not be-
ing used today. Park maps can also be pro-
vided at several intersections indicating 
the different areas and how to get there. 
Prominent landmarks can also be built 
in order strengthen the position of the 
‘poles’ and clear sightlines towards these 
landmarks would further help emphasize 
the connection to and across these ‘poles’. 

By compacting the area not only means 
to compact it in terms of its spatial experi-
ence, but also to draw in more people to 
enjoy the space. The issue with the area 
now is that it is extremely isolated, such 
that the large park is hidden from view 
from the main Sheikh Zayed Road high-
way, and is only bordered by a range of tall 
buildings on one side, and on two other 
sides, either a road or vast, empty plot of 
land. There is limited sight and legible ac-
cesses for pedestrians into the park from 
the main road servicing the area, which 

could heighten pedestrian frustration and 
unwillingness to use the space. It has been 
also proven that without a car, that is, to 
walk or take public transport, reaching 
the park is highly inconvenient. This has 
been reflected within the spatial integra-
tion analysis of the area, where there are 
generally low integration values on the 
streets within the system. This greatly 
marginalizes the lower income earning 
group of society that cannot afford to 
own cars, and that mainly use pedestrian 
walkways and public transportation to 
move around, making the area only ac-
cessible to those who can “afford it” - car-
owners and middle income earners. Thus, 
strengthening the poles in terms of creat-
ing significant landmarks on these poles 
would draw attention from people from 
the outside to realize the existence and 
consequent access paths into the park, 
and then continue to draw them along the 
internal axes and into the different areas 
of the park. Additional bus stops can be 
planned along the main road servicing the 
area such that the public can more conve-
niently penetrate the area through other 
means of public transportation apart from 
the sole metro stop that serves the area.
  

CHAHAR BAGH

The inspiration for this concept on 

strengthening poles specifically de-
rived from the design of a Chahar Bagh, 
a prominent garden design in traditional 
and modern Islamic design. Chahar Bagh 
translated means “four gardens” in Persian, 
which directly refers to the four gardens of 
Paradise mentioned in the Qur’an. It has 
also been referenced in the sub-chapter of 
‘park provision’ in the background. A com-
mon interpretation of the layout of a cha-
har bagh is that of a garden divided into 
four parts by water channels; the four wa-
ter channels being the four rivers of para-
dise (Ansari, 2011, p. 27). In the middle, the 
water channels meet at an intersection.

“Chahar Bagh: Concept of the Mandala 
with four corners... a Mandala represents 
‘wholeness’, an organic entity, a harmonic 
balance. At the centre of the Mandala is 
the source of energy… It is from this en-
ergy that the thought is nourished. The 
analogue of this energy source in a gar-
den if the fountain, as water is the cen-
tral source of the life of the garden, the 
energy source of the mind is central to 
the life and renewal of human soul… For 
the garden to flourish, this ‘water of life’ 
must be channeled and distributed to 
all parts of the garden in a balanced and 
harmonious way,” (Ansari, 2011, p. 27).

The cross-axial design of the garden puts 
forth a strong metaphor of organization 
and domestication of the landscape (Rug-
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example, the creation of different ‘rooms’, 
and a park catering to different needs, are 
western-oriented views of park spaces. 
Apart from the conceptual improvement 
of the area, another facet of improvement 
is its climate-sensitivity. Climate-sensitiv-
ity in traditional Islamic design is all too 
omnipresent and does not require further 
elaboration since examples and specifics 
of such design can be read in the back-
ground and literature review. For example, 
the pedestrian-oriented design of The 
Heart of Doha project is couple with tight 
and narrow spaces between tall build-
ings that would ensure shade on the pe-
destrian paths all day long, and the clever 
height restrictions of certain buildings in 
the Shahre Javan project maximizes ac-
cess of natural light into private spaces. 
Most climate-sensitivity in vernacular de-
sign deals with protection from the sun 
through the creation of shade through the 
manipulation of the built environment. 
For this reason, the poor climate-sensitiv-
ity of the current JLT site is tackled by pro-
posing new development, consisting of 
singular tall buildings that reflect the cur-
rent aesthetics of the site, in the east of the 
site, in order to create shadows on to the 
park area during the first half of the day. 
The use of the buildings can reflect the 
similar landuse of the rest of the develop-
ment, that is, mixed use, residential-com-
mercial functions. The proposal for the 

of garden and water channels that con-
tribute to a larger meaning), are other as-
pects of the chahar bagh that has inspired 
the concept for the site. In combination, 
modern western planning techniques 
and knowledge has intertwined with the 
traditional concept to create a unique 
output that dabbles in both realms. For 

gles, 2008, p. 39) that greatly inspired the 
current solution for park access improve-
ment at the JLT site. The strength and 
clarity of the concept that is embedded 
within the chahar bagh design is a take-
away point that fueled the similar cross-
axial concept for the JLT site, since what 
was mentioned before was the ambiguity 

and illegibility of design in the area. The 
clear definition of traits or ‘poles’ within 
the system, whether through aesthetics 
(endpoint and edges of the water body) or 
landmarks (a building that often overlooks 
the garden), as well as the different as-
pects of the system that works in harmony 
to reach a clear goal (four equal patches 

Fig. 6.3.12: Le Jardin Secret in Marrakech, Morroco (The Frustrated Gardener, 2016). Fig. 6.3.13: Shows the graphical representation of an aerial view of a typical 
chahar bagh (Armchair Travel Company, 2015). Fig. 6.3.14: Ziziphus spina-christi (Shekaili, 2010). Fig. 6.3.15: Rhazya stricta (Flickr, 2011). 

Fig. 6.3.14 above and Fig. 6.3.15 below.

Fig. 6.3.13
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Fig. 6.3.16: Daily sun path over the JLT site. Graphic is adapted from (SunEarthTools, 2017).

development is not simply to build build-
ings to create shadows per se, but mostly 
to suggest the location to developers for 
future developments, such that shade 
can eventually be created in the park in 

the future. The following pages briefly as-
sess the solar access on the site in order to 
support this proposal and explains how 
it would increase patronage to the park.

SOLAR ACCESS STUDY 

The photos above serve to depict the sun’s 
solar access into the JLT site area on the 
summer solstice of 2017; more commonly 

known as the longest day of the year. The 
reason why the summer solstice was cho-
sen to over other dates to assess the sun 
access into the area is because the biggest 
source of discomfort and deterrence to 
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Fig. 6.3.17: Shadow directions and lengths over the JLT site. Graphic is adapted from (SunEarth-
Tools, 2017).
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no development serving as obstacles that 
could cast shadows and provide shading 
between 8 am and 1 pm. This is a large 
time frame that renders the park relatively 
inhabitable, which is the main motiva-
tion to proposing some developments in 
the east that could alleviate this problem.

Between 4 pm when the shadow created by 
Armada Tower 3 stretches over the whole 
park, and 7 pm, when its shadow is the lon-
gest, the thermal comfort of the park can 
be said to be at its prime, with these three 
hours providing maximal shading in many 
areas in the park and thus, subsequently 
lowering of surface air temperatures. This 
would also mean that these three hours 
of the day, could supposedly be the only 
bearable hours of park usage by patrons, 
which is considered a small time frame. 
The park can also be used after the sun 
has set, which is considered a time of high 
human activity during the summer period, 
since it is usually the coolest time of the 
day. However, the aim is to increase the 
shade within the park in order to encour-
age and facilitate park usability day-round, 
and not only within a small time frame. 
Thus, proposing a new development in 
the east that consists of singular tall build-
ings that reflect the current aesthetics of 
the site is an informed solution that can 
result in park usability day-round by pro-
viding shading between 8 am and 1 pm.  

In the winter solstice of 2017, the shortest 
day of the year, the sun’s path can be seen 
to lie at a lower angle to the site, mean-
ing that more buildings will provide as 
obstacles to the sun’s rays, thus, creating 
more shadow in general during the winter 
season. This extensive shading increases 
the time frame in which the park can be 
comfortably utilized. Apart from direct 
solar access, air temperatures are gener-
ally lower in the winter, which could also 
promote park usage during this period. 
      

outdoor spaces is intense, almost painful, 
sun rays that hits the earth’s surface and 
warms it to incredibly high temperatures, 
such that the environment is severely ther-
mally uncomfortable, almost dangerous, 
for patrons. Since the summer solstice sig-
nifies the day with the longest sun access, 
and also considerably representative of 
the warmest period in the year, the time-
line of solar access throughout the day is 
important in showing how much shade 
and protection an area gets from the sun 
during this most trying period of the year. 
The important point to note is that if suf-
ficient shade is provided in this period, it 
is safe to say that the lesser trying periods 
of the year is consequently tackled as well.

Figure 6.3.16 shows the planar represen-
tation of the angular coordinates that the 
sun revolves between 7 am and 8 pm in 
the night on the summer solstice. A 3-D 
representation of the sun’s path can be 
seen in Figure 6.3.18. The winter solstice 
is provided as well, and its path can be 
seen to lie at a lower angle to the site, 
meaning that more shadow would be 
casted during the winter season. Armada 
Tower 3 is a building that lies midway 
along the park, and it is used as a center 
for both diagrams so that the study of the 
sun path will cover the entire area of the 
park as well as its surrounding buildings, 
and also, the study of the shadows that 

are created by the sun path’s can predict 
and inform the shadows that would be 
casted by the current development. The 
shadow length depends on the height of 
the obstacle and the elevation of the sun, 
and the formula used for the diagram is:
length of shadow = object height/tan (sun 
elevation) (SunEarthTools, 2017). The Ar-
mada Tower 3  is one of the taller buildings 
in the area, with an approximate height 
of 150 m, which thus gives an informed 
prediction of how far shadows in the 
area can reach over the course of the day.

When Armada Tower 3 was selected as a 
destination and its values were input into 
SunEarthTools.com, the two diagrams 
were generated. In the diagram of the 
sun’s path along the summer solstice of 
2017, the sun‘s elevation was at its high-
est and casted the longest shadows at 8 
am and 7 pm (seen in Figure 6.3.17). The 
diagram shows that little to no shadow 
was casted over the park between 8 am 
and 1 pm during the day that day, while 
minimal shade began to form at 2 pm, 
and grew larger and longer until 7 pm. 
This suggests that, with consideration 
of the other development in the area as 
well, that shading of the park begins in 
the afternoon until the evening, while no 
shade is provided during the day between 
8 am and 1 pm. This is also because the 
undeveloped land in the east results in 

Fig. 6.3.18: 3-D representation of sun path, 
an obstacle, and the angular coordinates the 
sun revolves along. Source: (EcoWho.com, 
2017).
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the only one to meet local and regional 
standards in park planning. The park’s ser-
viceable radii cover the site area entirely, 
which ensures that all residents have park 
access within walking distance. The parks 
are well-shaded throughout the day from 

the shadows provided by buildings and 
the lush greenery and trees that litter the 
area. Moreover, the large water body cre-
ates a cooling effect in the surrounding en-
vironment, which makes park usage ther-
mally comfortable for patrons. The parks 

Inspired from vernacular principles of
1. Pedestrianization
2. Privacy

The Greens has been proven to be the 
most difficult micro case study to improve 

on thus far, simply because it has already 
met most standards in park provision and 
it is generally a well-planned development. 
The park provision for the area is 12.09 
sqm per person - the highest park provi-
sion of all the micro case studies so far and 

Fig. 6.3.19: The concept map indicates the main road servicing the area and how 
it forms a barrier between the large park expanse and The Greens residents. The 
arrows indicate the need to permeate the barrier and strengthen pedestrian 
movement across the barrier by, as mentioned in the text, reducing speeds and 
creating a safer walking environment. 

Fig. 6.3.20: The serviceable radii of the parks remain the same as no changes are 
made to their size or shape. The serviceable radii stretch over the entire develop-
ment which means all residents have community park access within walking dis-
tance. The local park access radii however, are shorter and cover fewer residents.

Legend

Existing Park
Proposed Park
Existing Barrier

Legend

Existing Parks’ 
Serviceable Radii

The Greens
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are conveniently accessible by foot, by 
car, and by public transport, which makes 
the area relatively accessible to the public.

However, there are some faults with the 
area. The development is relatively iso-
lated, apart from its neighbour, Barsha 
Heights, such that Sheikh Zayed Road 
provides the main connection from the 
development to other developments. The 
spatial integration analysis indicates a 
high integration along the road connect-
ing The Greens and Barsha Heights, which 
may be so from a vehicular perspective, 
however, walking along this road is an-
other story altogether. The pedestrian ex-
perience is restricted to the compound of 
The Greens, and outside of it, like the rest 
of Dubai, requires vehicular transporta-
tion to and from different developments, 
which once again, caters to car-owners 
more than those who cannot afford them. 
There are however, a few bus stops located 
in the area that allow lower income earn-
ers to enter and use the area as well. This 
creates a much more socially mixed and 
inclusive environment than many of the 
other scenarios. There is still relatively high 
vehicular penetration into the site (and at 
high speeds as well), which endangers pe-
destrians often crossing the main road ser-
vicing the area in order to get to the park 
(as seen on the map). The street is already 
a narrow double-lane road with a single-

lane in each direction, and so to promote a 
safer environment for the residents, addi-
tional speed bumps could be built in order 
to slow down vehicular traffic in the area. 

The parks in themselves, are successful in 
that they are busy and well-used – almost 
crowded. This could be attributed to two 
reasons: high-density housing that sur-
rounds the area, and the expanse of green 
that draws people from other districts 
into the area. The main demography of 
this park is middle income earning expa-
triates and their families. The presence of 
family-life and its consequent activities, 
such as parent-child play, family gather-
ings, and children play groups, are signifi-
cantly more prominent in this park than in 
the other scenarios. Thus, there is a great 
demand for recreational and open space 
to allow these types of activities. However, 
park planning in the area dedicated a lot 
of land for gardening, and a little less open 
space for function and recreation. The land 
that is indeed planned for function and 
recreation are well-used, which could sig-
nify a competition and demand for more 
open spaces in the area perhaps. The in-
creased activity of the parks could result in 
heightened noise levels for residents that 
live by the parks, which was experienced 
first hand during the author’s visit to the 
site. Following traditional ideas on the pri-
vacy and intimacy of spaces in vernacu-

lar Islamic design, the park in The Greens 
could be benefit a bit from this. Apart from 
the major park that is publicly accessible 
and serves the entire area, each residen-
tial complex could have its own park in its 
courtyard. Currently, amenities such as a 
swimming pool, playground and barbeque 
pit exist in these courtyards, however, in-
corporating a park space for the residents 
within the direct quarter provides an op-
tion for park access for them at all times, 
without competition from the public, such 
that increasing private access to courtyard 
parks would not only improve access to 
green space for the residents, but also for 
the public, as there will be less competi-
tion in the public green spaces. Although 
private central parks could play a role in 

creating segregation between the middle 
income residents and the more mixed 

p. 95

Fig. 6.3.21: The lush greenery casts shadow 
over recreational grass patch during the eve-
nings.

Fig. 6.3.22: Actual park space available for rec-
reational use is little, with larger areas dedi-
cated to landscaping and gardening.

Fig. 6.3.23: High activity of parks as shown by 
the number of people in the background.
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is ensured through the strategic planning 
of apartment windows and doors, and the 
flexible design of them. The ‘openness’ of 
the existing development of The Greens 
has indicated a level of compromise on 
the privacy of the resident – be it visual 
privacy, entitlement to private park space, 
or privacy from the noisy public life out-
side. Balancing private and public spaces 

public in the parks outside, the primary 
idea is essentially to meet the needs of the 
residents in the area and fulfill the demand 
for park space. Concurrently, the  access to 
public parks outside can be continuously 
improved to foster a space where both the 
residents and outside groups can interact.

Another added benefit of central parks 

would be its visual privacy, compared to 
the public parks outside. This aspect of 
visual privacy was considered crucial and 
desirable in the past, and till today, still 
has a place and function in the modern 
context, such as it does with this develop-
ment. The concept of visual privacy is also 
highly championed in the Shahre Javan 
project, where visual privacy of courtyards 

would encourage a strengthened inner 
community, while giving a choice for pub-
lic participation. This is important in the 
overall concept of forging a sense of com-
munity and community ownership of the 
inner space, which was prevalent in early 
Islamic settlements, where different com-
munities were in charge of taking care of 
their respective sections of public open 

Fig. 6.3.24: Photo of a central courtyard within The Greens. The location of a courtyard like this can 
be seen by the green squares on Fig. 6.3.19. Source: (Lookup.ae, 2015).

Fig. 6.3.25: A conceptual idea of how the central courtyard can be better designed to achieve privacy, as well as a more 
park-like environment. The perspective has been adapted from BIG’s “Villa GUG”. Source: (ArchiExpo, 2017).
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space that ran through their “territory”. 

A conceptual idea of how the current 
courtyards can be improved can be seen in 
Figure 6.3.25. The general idea of creating 
a private courtyard park will tackle an ex-
isting problem that The Greens has – a lim-
ited area of recreational space for people.  
The image portrays a magnified idea of a 
part of the current courtyard - the space 
between private balconies and the more 
public common space - which aims to por-
tray how the new ideas can take effect. In 
the visual, emphasis is placed on the seam-
less transition between private and public 
space, where private gardens are separat-
ed in an abstract, albeit clear, manner that 
lead to a communal park area. This design 
gives the option to residents to partake in 
the communal area more easily, as well as 
breeds a more inclusive atmosphere. This 
is in stark contrast to the current design of 
balconies, where there is a harsh delinea-
tion of boundaries created by red, wooden 
fences set up around private balconies. The 
current wide, paved paths are replaced 
with softly winding, more narrow paths in 
the concept, which contributes to a more 
cosy, park-like environment than the cur-
rent wide pavements. The idea indicates 
a courtyard that is generally more lush, 
with trees and tall vegetation that serve to 
not only provide shade, but also to create 
‘pockets’ of privacy within the courtyard, 
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since vegetation blocks sightlines into the 
park from the balconies. This will create 
a more relaxing ambience as opposed to 
the current design. A problem mentioned 
was also noise levels, and these trees 
have an added advantage of buffering 
sound coming from the central courtyard. 

The concept design, similar to the Shahre 
Javan Project, signals the use of mush-
rabiyas to aid in privacy and blocking di-
rect sightlines into the apartments. With 
the concept of a fluid transition between 
private and public space, it is important 
to retain the traditional Islamic culture 
of privacy by installing modern-styled 
mushrabiyas, indicated by red cut-out 
patterns in the image, along the win-
dows. Like the Shahre Javan project, these 
mushrabiyas are intended for flexible use, 
serving as shade, or perhaps as a fixture 
along with the windows, so that both 
can be slid to one side to allow access 
into the green space. BIG’s original design 
for Villa GUG was full length, transpar-
ent windows, as seen in the background. 
However, since improving visual privacy 
was key for this site’s improvement, as 
well as staying true to vernacular design, 
this alternative concept is used instead.   
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sion points on the viability and improve-
ments of the aforementioned method.

Now, the author shall expound on the first 
goal of this chapter, and that is to show 
that the study’s research questions have 
been met. Previously, the author has de-
lineated and exemplified a methodology 
in improving socio-spatial access of parks 
through a funnel analogy, where the city 
is first studied on a macro scale, and then 
a micro scale, in a bid to answer the first 
two sub-research questions; What is the 
current distribution and access to parks 
across Dubai? What are the local planning 
and design features that impact a park’s ac-
cessibility? The answer to these questions 
were presented in the form of detailed 
maps, however, the  finalized idea is that 
the distribution of park spaces, types and 
hierarchy vary across the city, and access is 
relatively unequal as there is generally in-
sufficient and unequal provision of parks 
across the city. Local design features, such 
as walkways and access to public transport 
stops, create even more inequality, mak-
ing it extremely difficult for those who are 
marginalized to gain access to public parks 
that are already in themselves lacking. 
 
Later, the author looked to vernacular Is-
lamic design – what was expressed as 
an embodiment of socio-spatial equal-
ity - to inform principles that may guide 

The author began the thesis with an in-
troduction on the rhetoric of socio-spatial 
access in Dubai, followed by an in-depth 
background on the MENA region - to give 
basis to those not familiar with the region-
al context - as well as Dubai. The chapter 
is followed by a chapter on the study’s 
theorical framework that explains socio-
spatial movement through the concept 
of ‘motility’, as well as environmental jus-
tice - two terms that form the foundation 
of this thesis and its questions. The chap-
ter on theory is followed by the method-
ology, where a mixed-use method has 
been crafted, using three sub-questions. 
The methodology is followed by the lit-
erature review, which looks at two exam-
ples where vernacular design principles 
have been used in modern construction, 
through the Shahre Javan project and 
The Heart of Doha project. This chapter 
contributes learning points on how such 
traditional designs can be utilized in a 
modern context. Following which, is the 
findings and analysis chapter where each 
sub-research question is answered by, and 
in the order of, a macro spatial analysis, 
and then a micro spatial analysis, and last-
ly, case-specific design applications. The 
thesis culminates in this chapter, the dis-
cussion and conclusion chapter, where the 
author answers her research questions, 
evaluates whether the research purpose 
has been met, and also suggests discus-

improvements to some of Dubai’s parks 
today. The case-specific planning and de-
sign solutions of the selected sites were 
then presented after the macro and mi-
cro analysis, consequently answering the 
third sub-research question; How can 
vernacular Islamic design principles be 
used to improve the socio-spatial acces-
sibility of parks in Dubai? Although per-
spective sketches and various visuals were 
used to guide the understanding of each 
case-specific design, the link between 
the design improvements and the ver-
nacular design used as inspiration can be 
concisely summarized by the table below:

In answering all three sub-research ques-
tions, it is now time to assess if and how 
the overarching purpose of the thesis is 
met. The thesis’s purpose was to create a 
methodology to improve the socio-spatial 

accessibility of parks by extracting and ap-
plying principles that shaped traditional Is-
lamic urban design. The thesis hypothesis 
is that by creating and using this method 
mentioned above, vernacular design prin-
ciples will be re-introduced to an area’s ur-
ban design, which will eventually improve 
socio-spatial access to the area’s park. 
Firstly, it is clear that a structured meth-
odology has been created. Although this 
methodology has been crafted to address 
the locality’s specific history, culture and 
religious background, it can be adapted 
and replicated for any city, by any organi-
zation or person, for any need in the future 
- meaning that is a tool of great flexibility 
and usefulness for practitioners and aca-
demics alike. Secondly, issues of socio-spa-
tial access has been addressed, and then 
consequently solved by vernacular design 
principles, as shown in the table to the left. 
The principles reflected in the table to the 
left derives from the background and liter-
ature review. Therefore, the thesis purpose 
has been met. As for the hypothesis, a su-
perficial judgement would assume that 
these suggested improvements would 
indeed improve socio-spatial access of the 
sites, however, this will not be truly known 
until these improvements are executed 
in reality and the results are examined.

Now that the research purpose has been 
met, some discussion points follow. These 

Site Vernacular design principles 
that served as inspiration

Al 
Hamriya

1. Courtyard typology

Naif 1. Pedestrianization
2. Public to private hierarchy

JLT 1. Climate-sensitivity
2. Chahar bagh

The 
Greens

1. Pedestrianization
2. Privacy

Fig. 7.1.1: Table summarising all the vernacular de-
sign principles used to create case-specific design 
improvements for park access.
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dense and compact urban morphologies 
as well. They do however, diverge on the 
point of mixed-use developments, such 
that new urbanists champion high levels 
of mixing, while the other champions a 
distinct segregation between public and 
private functions and activities, as well 
as the concept of privacy, such that the 
western planning perspective often ‘looks 
outwards’ while traditional design often 
‘looks inwards’ by holding high priority to 
privacy. It is also important to consider the 
context in which the city has transitioned 
into now, with high levels of technology, 
automobile use and to some extent, reli-
gious freedom. Some older principles may 
no longer be valid or applicable, such as 
the concept of sacredness that was in-
grained in early settlement living. Thus, 
with all this being said, there were many 
ways that the case-specific planning solu-
tions were able to address all three targets 
of modernity, essence of the past, as well 
as access, because of the similarities be-
tween new urbanist principles as and tra-
ditional design principles that all focused 
upon the same goal. The transitioning 
nature of Dubai city and the experimen-
talist nature of the city also inspired and 
further motivated the case-specific plan-
ning solutions because of the very real 
possibility that such designs can actually 
be realized in reality. The planning solu-
tions are thought to be specific enough 

discussion points explain some obstacles 
the author faced during the course of the 
thesis: 1) Tying links between facets of 
the research question, 2) Tackling the rel-
evancy of the topic, 3) Dealing with the 
largely differing development typologies 
in Dubai, and 4) Suggesting creative im-
provements for park provision. Through 
this, the author explains how current 
gaps in the work can be filled, and also 
suggests areas for future research: 1) 
Feasible and creative ways to introduce 
green areas to already built-up environ-
ments, 2) Introducing a new paradigm 
on ‘green’ parks, and lastly, 3) Sustainabil-
ity and xeriscaping in arid environments.  

In the creation of the case-specific designs, 
the author struggled to tie relations be-
tween vernacular principles, the modern 
context and improving socio-spatial ac-
cessibility. It was a tri-factor compounded 
problem that required deep assessment.  
Nonetheless, it brought out some inter-
esting discoveries and discussion points. 
When conceptually drawing inspiration 
from traditional design principles and 
modern western planning perspectives, 
the two meet on several grounds. Togeth-
er, new urbanist ideals and early Islamic 
settlements propagate the idea of pedes-
trianisation and lively streets. They both 
understand the importance of climate-
sensitivity, and they both do agree on 
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for the locality, however, broad enough 
to meet all needs and provide capacity for 
future resiliency. The key is essentially to 
produce simple solutions that would ben-
efit the people and open up the subject 
for further contemplation and discussion, 
instead of applying revolutionary design 
ideas that may be so ingrained in today’s 
thinking that eventually, renders it irrel-
evant in future time, space and challenges. 

The relevancy of the topic of ‘access’, espe-
cially in the context of Dubai, is also an in-
teresting discussion point. It is believed to 
be a western oriented perspective in that 
everyone should have equal opportuni-
ties to access certain goods. Deep-seated, 
and different historical and cultural factors 
does not result in similarly strong senti-
ments in the local planning perspective, 
which begs some to question the validity 
of such a study in such a context. Agree-
ably, the topic is experimental in nature 
and reflects a certain desire to, as men-
tioned above, “open up the subject for fur-
ther contemplation and discussion”. Dubai 
city is the region’s experimentalist and 
open city, that draws successes from its 
tourism and global branding. The shifting 
waters of annual trends and technologies 
are reflected almost immediately in the 
real-time economic interests of the city – 
from pursuing the ‘Smart City’ approach to 
implementing renewable energies, so that 

they are able to pioneer the field and thus 
earn more economic revenue from what-
ever it is they are fixated upon at the mo-
ment. It has become clear that the image 
of the city is of utmost importance that 
triumphs over other interests, and thus, it 
can be assumed that the enhancement of 
the city’s reputation and standing in the 
global context is of highest priority. Logi-
cally so, the inherent nature to succeed and 
capitalize can be applied to any wave the 
world is currently riding, in other words, 
today’s renewable energy technology can 
be tomorrow’s human rights discussion. 
Granted, scientific and social progress are 
worlds apart, however, the city’s incentive 
to capitalize could be fundamentally stron-
ger than either of the two, and when so-
cio-spatial issues gain more traction in the 
region, as they already are in the western 
world, there is a very real possibility that 
tackling those issues locally could not only 
enhance the city’s name and stature, but 
also lead to the heightening of tourism, 
immigration and business associations, 
which contribute to their highest priorities 
of all – a) an attractive image and b) eco-
nomic revenue. Thus, the thesis intended 
to explore the topic that could poten-
tially be a riveting subject for the region.
 
Another challenge that surfaced was the 
varying typologies of developments in 
Dubai. The stark contrast between the old-



space could benefit the discussion. How-
ever, the ability to attain this data, and its 
reliability, is another discussion altogether. 

Most of the case-specific design attempt-
ed to increase park space, as most districts 
within the city did not attain a minimum 
level of park provision. However, even 
upon suggesting greater land areas to be 
dedicated to park provision, it is difficult to 
ultimately reach suitable standards in park 
provision. The re-planning of parks within 
a district is a difficult task when the entire 
district has been fully developed and there 
is little land to spare for development. The 
main difficulty lies in finding land space to 
incorporate a park into the area - and this is 
where the single-dimensional perspective 
of parks may be of creative restriction to 
this study. Today, architects and planners 
alike are becoming creative in park provi-
sioning where dense urban developments 
do not permit large land areas to be dedi-
cated to these green spaces. Public parks 
no longer only refer to ground-level, open-
aired green spaces that are purposed and 
labeled as public parks. Public parks can 
be disguised by, and integrated with, 
other entities, and take any form that was 
not previously fathomed in the past. For 
example, vertical greening, roof top gar-
dens, mezzanine park and amenity func-
tions, green balconies and indoor parks-
cum-shopping centres, are all examples of 

er developments and the newer develop-
ments made it difficult to assess the city’s 
parks according to the same benchmark, 
since different parks in different locations 
had completely different functions, own-
ership and plan entirely. Furthermore, 
the lack of check and balance also meant 
that all the aforementioned aspects could 
change in a heartbeat, which made creat-
ing a robust methodology to withstand all 
of the above much more difficult. How-
ever, and consequently, the methodology 
chose to revolve around certain bench-
marks that despite differences in these de-
velopments, should be reached no matter 
the circumstances. This was thus, service-
able radius, park provision per capita and 
land coverage. Certain local and regional 
benchmarks have also reflected these 
standards, and thus, the local applicability 
and relevancy of it is worthwhile noting. A 
step that could be tweaked and improved 
for future studies is the incorporation of 
private green space into the statistics, such 
that private green space is accounted for, 
and calculated with, as well. The thesis fo-
cused on publicly accessible green space 
while largely referring to the high per-
centage of the city’s private green space. 
However, the reference to the private 
green space has been largely abstract and 
conceptual, while the reference to public 
green space is accounted for by statistics. 
Thus, a detailed study of this private green 

creative ways that planners are able to in-
corporate park space and green space into 
compact environments. Future discussion 
and research on access to green spaces 
can lead to further expression of these 
unconventional park ideas in newer de-
velopments, and more importantly, lead 
to proper accountability of these green 
spaces and their ability to serve the public. 

Interestingly, this leads to another discus-
sion that was briefly brought up in the 
background chapter; the idea that green 
landscapes need not be green per se, but 
more reflect the alternative meaning of 
green, that is, sustainability and ecologi-
cally respectful. In the MENA region, the 
hot and arid climate results in the need 
for large volumes of water to be dedicat-
ed for irrigation. There are many meth-
ods currently underway to tackle this is-
sue, from using greywater for irrigation, 
to xeriscaping; creative landscaping that 
requires minimal water for irrigation. This 
often follows the idea of using native veg-
etation in landscaping projects, which, in 
drought-afflicted areas, are not necessarily 
green. They are, however, ‘green’ in its lo-
cal ecological resiliency and sustainability. 
Newer developments are incorporating 
xeriscaping as a form of landscaping as 
environmental issues are edging center 
stage in the region. This new paradigm 
would entirely redefine the ‘park’ experi-

ence and what it would entail, which is a 
step forward in catering to the needs of 
both the people and the environment. 
Climate-sensitive principles, such as xeri-
scaping, appear to be prominent in many 
of the country’s newer developments. For 
example, the planned satellite city of Xeri-
town in Dubai intended - before the prob-
lems of the global financial crisis struck 
and plans of the area dissolved - to pay 
homage to the environment and the pub-
lic’s needs every step of the way. Need-
less to say, while the identity of the ‘park’ 
in the local context will change over the 
course of the next few decades, the sur-
rounding issues will nevertheless remain 
the same; Where will it be? Who can access 
it and use it? How will it be maintained? 
How will it attract people and why is it 
needed? What functions does it provide? 

In conclusion, planning paradigms, ac-
cording to regional, cultural, and time 
contexts, will always differ while the social 
issues that stem from them hardly change. 
The basic issue of socio-spatial access will 
remain evergreen, and undoubtedly deep-
rooted, across all planning practices. As 
Dubai city evolves over the years, the firm 
grasp of the subject is needed in order to 
tackle manifestations of the problem, so 
is the need for knowledge and discourse 
to guide future developments. The thesis 
and this discussion on socio-spatial access 
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is only but a part of the puzzle that makes 
the entire subject, and it is crucial that the 
debate continues. The methodology de-
scribed here urges the need for account-
ability and pedagogy in park provision in 
contexts that lack proper urban planning 
and transparency. It supplies a method 
to the mayhem - a structure to the chaos 
- that may aid readers and practitioners 
in making sense of the subject in the lo-
cal context. It formulates an approach to 
the topic that otherwise is not commonly 
based in fulfilling planning benchmarks 
but rather, aesthetical architectural design. 
The methodology also paves the way for 
retaining, or mostly reviving, heritage that 
has been so quickly lost in the city’s glo-
balizing years. Similar sentiments trend on 
newer developments that often attempt 
to revolve around, or are based on, or take 
inspiration from, traditional Islamic design, 
in order to restore the city’s lost cultural 
identity. Finally, only time will tell how the 
city, influenced by its country and region, 
builds itself in face of prevailing social, 
economic and environmental challenges.
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Appendix 1:
Table documenting information concerning all parks across the city of Dubai 
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