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so than ever, Emiratis from the other emirates are 
forced to commute to the urban centers of Abu 
Dhabi and Dubai. Sixty years ago, Emiratis could 
live in poorer but self-sustaining communities 
dotted along the Gulf coast and further inland in 
the oases; now it is difficult for smaller settlements 
to offer the kinds of resources that the new, larger 
cities can. Emiratis attracted to jobs in Abu Dhabi 
and Dubai find themselves commuting for hours  
or living in rental flats during the week and seeing 
their families on weekends. 

Abu Dhabi, now more than Dubai, stands to 
gain, or possibly lose the most from the continuing 
influx of foreigners searching for a better oppor-
tunities within its bounds. By learning from Dubai, 
the pioneering city in this regard, Abu Dhabi can 
employ a preemptive rather than reactive effort  
to preserve Emirati identity. There is the argument 
that by embracing globalization, Emirati culture 
can be preserved. It is too soon to tell if this is true. 
However, it is likely that as the emirate forecasts  
a population boom (mostly by foreign immigration) 
only parts of Emirati culture will survive in this 
rolling cultural experiment. It seems ironic that the 
city, presumably working so hard to provide a 
higher standard living for its people, is becoming 
so expensive that many of its inhabitants including 
Emirati nationals – those it says it is keen to protect 
the most – are forced to live outside it.

the country-wide network sketched out in Vision 
2030. There are also other infrastructural defi cien-
cies. Shortages of natural gas, for instance, have 
resulted in the country’s electricity generating and 
water desalination plants only barely outpacing 
domestic demand. Alba and GPIC are treading 
water for want of the same raw energy supplies.

After having led the region as its service, 
trade and financial center for many years, Manama 
has been usurped by Dubai which based its eco-
nomic strategy on a highly risky ‘build it and they 
will come’ model. Speculative population pro jec-
tions were used to underpin a wave of investment 
in real estate which in turn attracted a growing 
pool of busi nesses and consequently fed the 
growth of the city in a virtuous circle. Though this 
method clearly leaves a lot to be desired, as it  
has left the emirate saddled with crushing debt, 
Dubai has nevertheless achieved something its 
sleepier rival could not. As a result of rapid popu-
lation growth, local authorities were forced to build 
the most advanced infrastructure of any Gulf city, 
which is in marked contrast with Manama. 

The challenge now is to find a sense of 
identity for Bahrain’s future while at the same time 
solving its current problems. How this will be 
accomplished remains unclear; but the emphasis 
on logistics, services and training in Vision 2030 
suggests Bahrain intends to be a sort of back-
office for the bigger oil and gas-driven Gulf eco-
nomies. It is already connected by causeway to 
Saudi Arabia and will be linked by an even larger 
bridge to Qatar in 2014.

Yet the Vision 2030 document clearly states 
that Bahrain has no intention of becom ing depen-
dent upon neighboring economies. Its aim is to 
maintain a balanced economy and so logistics, like 
financial services, are unlikely to become a domi-
nant industry to the exclusion of others. There  
is no doubt, however, that the performance of the 
economy will remain influenced by the health of 
Bahrain’s neighbors.

With its comparatively liberal atmosphere, 
low cost of living and mature mixed eco nomy, the 
kingdom has many attractions for both companies 
and commuters. According to the World Bank, it  
is ‘the twentieth best country in the world for ease 
of doing business’. Provided Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia continue their energetic industrial expan sion 
plans, Bahrain can derive significant economic 
benefits from its neighbors. Through Vision 2030  
it will also seek a measure of independence and 
insulation from future regional economic problems 
by pursuing a mixed economy. Whether those 
benefits will be felt by the poor of Diraz and 
Karbabad, however, remains to be seen.

Petals and Atolls

Atkins Makes Islands

Rob Ruse interviewed by Nicholas Kothari

December 6, 2009

In 2007, satellite imagery gave proof that Durrat al Bahrain, a ‘terraformed’ 

new town on Bahrain’s southern tip, was happening. Its shapes cost the 

equivalent of 14,000 Olympic-size swimming pools of dredged seabed sand. 

Now its first resi dents are taking possession of villas and renderings are 

replaced with photo graphs. Durrat Al Bahrain’s relationship to the island’s 

more populated northern end remains to be defined. The project’s master 

planner is Atkins, and Rob Ruse provides some insight on what to expect.

Atkins has been integral to the development of Durrat al Bahrain since 2004. 

In the last five years, we have developed a close working relationship with Durrat 

Khaleej al Bahrain, who recently awarded us the architectural and infrastructure 

design on Phase III. Reclamation work is complete. Phase I of the project is be-

ing delivered to tenants; Phase II is under construction and due for completion 

next year; Phase III is in the final design stage. We cur rently employ over 50 

technical and support staff based full-time in the Durrat al Bahrain site office.

Our design featured the familiar petal and atoll islands that you see today. 

We have since pro vided design services and site attendance for the master plan-

ning, dredging and reclamation, bridge design, infrastructure, architectural and 

engineering design of all the buildings and villas, land scaping and urban design, 

and environmental consultancy.

The residential population of Durrat al Bahrain should exceed 60,000. The 

com munities have the benefit of semi-private privileges. A security team monitors 

entry to the islands from the main access point. Durrat Al Bahrain will be pro-

moted as a ‘discreet and unique lifestyle destination’, and is de signed to appeal 

specifically to local sensi bi li ties. The islands provide a paradise that promotes 

security and wellbeing with a luxury lifestyle.

The philosophy of Durrat al Bahrain is to promote the concept of an inte-

grated urban com munity where external space is an extension of inter nal living. 

The landscaping and urban design approach to Durrat al Bahrain combines tradi-

tional principles of community and shelter with contem po rary design features 

based on the principles of ‘form follows function’.

Outdoor space makes up 50% of the total area of each petal and 30% 

of each atoll. 

All the islands include large semi-private beaches, sports facilities, play 

areas and easily accessed boat ramps. Petal 1’s lake is an irrigation source for 

the rich tapestry of planting throughout the development. Beach prom e nades with 

cafés, decadent restaurants, an 80,000 square meters shop ping mall, beach cen-

ters and apartments are some of the facilities that residents and visitors will soon 

enjoy. The towns will also offer the region its Ernie Els designed championship 

golf course and 400 berth marina. Durrat Al Bahrain will put the Kingdom firmly on 

the upscale-tourism map.

We are also part of the consortium commis sioned to develop the Bahrain 

2030 vision. SOM are leading the master plan and Atkins’ key re spon si bi li ties in-

clude planning the vision for environment, archeology and heritage, infra struc-

ture and utili ties. This important project will help to deliver a sustain able social, 

economic and cultural frame work for the Kingdom.

A video records the late Sheikh Zayed, the first 
president of the UAE and Ruler of Abu Dhabi, in  
his majlis talking to a group including Mohammed 
Khalifa Al Habtoor, then the speaker of the Federal 
National Council. I recall vividly watching that 
video, as I was a teenage student in Paris then. 
Sheikh Zayed, wearing his golden embroidered 
bisht, a sort of cape worn by the heads of tribes  
in the Gulf, was saying, 

‘I swear by God Almighty that I don’t under-
stand how there are [UAE citizens] in apartment 
buildings who are still renting. From Abu Dhabi, 
from Dubai, from Sharjah and Ras al Khaimah … 
how is it possible that they are living in rented apart-
ments? How does a ruler have the right to let a 
citizen live in rent? … How many times have I asked 
you to write down who doesn’t have anything … 
who doesn’t have any farmland, or real-estate or 
any other income … to write their names down and 
give them to me. There are citizens with no farms 
and no real estate?!’ 

That was 1998. Today, nationals living in ren tal 
flats is a well-known phenomenon. Even the shared 
‘bachelor flats’, more commonly associated with 
expatriates from developing countries, might also 
be homes to Emiratis. Oil reserves have not brought 
inordinate and immediate wealth to everyone. When 
Sheikh Zayed officially became President of the 
UAE in December 1971, there were 180,000 UAE in-
habitants. That was a manageable number for dis-
trib uting the new nation’s newfound wealth. Of a to-
tal population of six million, UAE nationals today are 
said to make up 923,000, a figure many na tion als 
believe is inflated. What is certain, how ever, is that 
many more Emiratis today live in an urban en viron-
ment when they once lived in a rural environment.

More than a decade after Sheikh Zayed’s 
surprise at learning that Emiratis are forced to live 
in rented accommodations, the urbanization of 
Emirati culture is only gaining momentum. More  

Sheikh Zayed
The Urbanized Arab Emirates

Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHT6Gqi-GJw&feature=related


